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The Bones of the Earth

by
Scott Hale
Is it wrong to kill a human…
when you’re not human yourself?
 
It’s been two hundred years since the Trauma, a catastrophic event of a now forgotten origin, wreaked havoc upon the Earth, reducing the human population from billions to thousands, leaving the survivors as prey to humanoid hunters. Vrana of the Raven is one of these hunters. Her tribe has made killing humans, now known as the Corrupted, its purpose—to “keep the balance”—to ensure that the Corrupted do not rise to power and lay the Earth to ruin once more. 

But, one night, in the great northern city-state of Geharra, over ten thousand Corrupted disappear. 
 

And if so many can disappear so quickly, what’s to stop it from happening again elsewhere, or to Vrana’s own?

Geharra, however, is not the only place to suffer from strange happenings. 
In Caldera, Vrana sleeps fitfully, dreaming of a Void and the Witch trapped within. When she is called upon to travel with Serra, Lucan, and Deimos to the abandoned city, she accepts, but only to get away from Caldera, because the Witch that haunts her nightmares has begun to haunt her days.
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CHAPTER I

The smell of blood was quickly becoming one of Vrana’s least favorite smells, and the inside of her mask reeked of it. She could feel the insects at her feet and on her legs, a congregation of pincers and carapaces called by the scent of decay. To swat them away would undo the hours she’d spent sitting stationary in the field, so she left them to their hungry wanderings, knowing that their disappointment would come soon enough when they realized the only part of her that was dead was the part she had stolen.
Vrana’s grip tightened on the ax across her lap as the sounds of movement passed through the forest in front of her. The trees here were much fuller, much healthier than those found in the Den of the Unkindness she’d attacked a few days ago. Even now, she could still hear the beating of the ravens’ wings and the caws and cackles that had risen around her as she buried the ax into their Cruel Mother’s neck. She wondered if the birds were better off because of the murder and if the same could be said for what was about to happen here.
Vrana’s body tensed as the sweat from the midday sun seeped into the wounds along her back. Carefully, she moved one hand behind her and felt for the bandages that covered the lacerations. She winced as her fingers grazed the tender flesh. The Cruel Mother’s talons had been sharper and dug deeper than Vrana anticipated. She’d meant to cut them free and bring them back to Caldera, to make of them a pair of daggers for when her ax would not suffice, but she feared the smaller ravens’ revenge.
“Oh well,” Vrana mumbled, her voice hoarse. She hadn’t used it in over a day. She centered her mask, the Cruel Mother’s severed head, and tightened the strap that kept it over her own. “As long as I don’t forget the heart.”
A cloud of dust exploded beside her as an arrow burrowed itself into the ground. Vrana sprang to her feet and tore through the field. A second arrow soared overhead to the place where she’d been sitting. She could see the archer at the tree line—a shirtless, sinewy man with a bow in hand and a quiver slung over his shoulder. He raised his weapon, nocked another arrow with his crimson-colored arm, and fired.
Vrana ducked, the missile whizzing past the beak of her mask, and chased her victim into the forest. Branches whipped at the girl with the raven’s head as she went, eyes trained on the fleeing fool. The man looked back, his age-worn face stricken with fear. He loaded another arrow and let it loose carelessly; it grazed her leg. Vrana cringed and pressed on harder, blood leaping from the wound onto the dew-laden grass. She readied her ax as the man stumbled over rocks and upturned roots. He whipped around and fired his last arrow, inadvertently sending it into the canopy. Scrambling on all fours, he made for the nearest tree and hoisted himself onto the lowest bough, determined to find safety in the mottled sky.
But the man was too slow and the bark too slick. A dry groan escaped his lips as Vrana swung her ax and caught him in the spine.
She pulled him from his perch, and his body hit the ground with a satisfying smack. She worked the blade of the ax from the man’s back and turned him over, to see him unobscured by distance for the first time. He had been at least sixty years old and in no condition to attack her. Several faint tattoos ran the length of his chest, the markings too worn to be read. His complexion suggested he was not of the South, but seeing as no more words would pass through his lips, she didn’t think much further on the matter.
Vrana lifted the man’s right arm, confirmed the crimson pigmentation that was characteristic of all Corrupted, and set it back down. It was by this genetic defect inherent to all humans that her people’s killings were justified. She fell back on her heels, adjusted her mask, removed the knife from her belt, and cut away the flesh on the man’s chest, until she saw with wide eyes the white of his bones.
A few minutes later, Vrana dropped the man’s heart into one of the preservative-lined pouches at her waist. She took one last look at the Corrupted, the first human she had ever killed, waited for remorse to settle in, and then she turned away when she realized it would not. The elders had insisted she return to Caldera as soon as the second trial was completed, but disappointment saw that she listened to the wind instead, which hinted of water farther on and game yet to be hunted.
A family of deer was drinking from the stream when she came upon it. Startled at first, they eventually calmed as Vrana kept her distance. She dipped her hands into the water and washed off the man’s blood, recalling a member of her tribe as she picked at the gore beneath her fingernails. He, too, was of the deer, a Stag, and it never failed to amaze Vrana how much he was like the animal, in both behavior and temperament. Her mother and the elders promised the same would be said of her in regards to the raven, but Vrana found that she bore little resemblance to the bird, and liked the notion of abandoning herself to fulfill an ideal even less.
“But you’re not,” her mother had said, the memory of the encounter overtaking her. “You have always been the raven, and it you. Accept who you are so that you may live a fuller life…”
Vrana’s head snapped up at the sound of a weeping child. Across the stream and through the trees sat the outline of a small, stone house. There would be no reason short of barbarism for Vrana to investigate, but she could not help but feel sickened by the thought of a child incapable of fending for itself being left to its own devices.  Vrana quickly cleaned off the head of the ax and trudged through the crystalline waters, disappearing into the overgrowth on the other side.
The boy was waiting for her in the doorway of the house, tears running all the way down to his clenched fists. His clothes fit too well and his teeth were too clean to suggest he actually hailed from the South. Vrana went to him because she saw no sense in delaying what was to come, for it was obvious he’d figured it all out. The boy’s angry heat preceded him, and when he was close enough to hit her, he did, fists feebly pounding her stomach and chest.
When he finished, Vrana pushed the boy away, taking note of the strange marking on his shoulder—a circle inside which strange symbols were held. As he dried his eyes, Vrana scrutinized the boy’s right arm, which was pink in coloration, not red, due to his age. She gripped the top of the satchel, which held what was most certainly his father’s heart, and let herself into their home.
The house was sparsely decorated, but what little they had looked comfortable and satisfying. A large pile of old pillows, worn blankets, and tattered clothes sat in the corner, as though it had been a makeshift bed for the boy and his father. Food didn’t seem to have been an issue for the family, as the woven baskets and cracked jars across the floor were overflowing with Nature’s bounty. Even their defenses seemed to have been in order, with two swords and a shield in fairly good condition resting against the uneven wall.
The land has clearly been kind to them, Vrana thought, so why did the man reveal himself? When he stopped and decided I needed to die, what did he see? Did he see me as I am or as I am to be? Did he see a monster, an abomination? Did he see as we see?
Vrana turned her head to the little boy as he stepped across the threshold. Perhaps she had hoped that by coming here she would’ve found a community of Corrupted to care for the orphaned boy. She gritted her teeth, ran her fingers through the oily feathers of her mask, and commanded with an outstretched hand for the boy to begin gathering necessities.
In its descent, the tired sun cast the sky ablaze with streaks of red and bands of orange. Soon, night would come, and so, too, would the creatures whose livelihood depended upon it. Vrana quickened her pace to make the boy, who could hardly see over the pile of clothes he held, do the same. The forest was dense and vast, but as long as they continued eastward, they would be clear of the Den of the Unkindness and nearer to the closest Corrupted settlement.
After an hour, they came upon a lake within a clearing and took a seat upon its shore. They set their provisions down and sat in silence, watching as bugs skidded across the lake’s glassy surface, like tiny messiahs of unseen kingdoms. With the boy in her shadow, Vrana’s pouch felt heavier, and while she didn’t regret what she had done, for it needed to be done, it did cause her to question the effectiveness of the act as a whole.
Vrana watched the boy as he took a stick from the dirt and drew shapes in the sand. She knew he would be handsome if he survived into adulthood, but there was a kindness in his face that worried her. How easy it would be, she thought, to take him to death so that he may not suffer life alone. The ax would hit him quicker than the sting of betrayal, and would he not be better for it? Vrana shook her head and left to relieve herself in the bushes.
When Vrana returned, the boy was gone. The clothes, blankets, and food they had been carrying were in disarray along the water’s edge, with tracks of struggle dug into the earth beside them. Here stood a chance to turn back, to do away with the burden she was never to bear, and return to Caldera, her character unsullied by sympathy.
“I’m not comfortable with killing children just yet,” she said to herself as though the elders were listening.
Vrana unfastened the satchel from her waist, placed the ax on the ground. Wielding the knife she’d used to cut the father’s heart out, she made for the panicked ripples spreading outwards from the center of the lake. She took one last gulp of air, and then she disappeared into the inky unknown.
Violent shivers coursed through Vrana’s body as the cold waters engulfed her. Schools of fish and solitary frogs scattered at her approach, darting in and out of the shafts of twilight that cut through the dark. Her feet fumbled for purchase on the softening slope, until it tapered off and she was left with no choice but to swim. Lungs itching for oxygen, Vrana swam quickly to the heart of the lake where a small shape floated, one tiny hand clutching a clump of weeds. With muscles burning, and despite her common sense, Vrana pushed toward the boy, or the trap waiting to be sprung.
Hundreds of bubbles burst from Vrana’s mouth as a great weight slammed into her from behind. She tumbled to the lakebed, her long, black hair wrapping around her mask and obscuring her vision. She swung the knife back and forth as she bounced off the trash that had collected at the bottom of the lake. Aluminum cans, plastic bottles, and cellular phones spun past her as she searched its depths for her vanished attacker.
There. Vrana twisted around and saw the creature that meant to kill her. It was a man, or at least it had been at one point in its life, and wrapped around its heavily scarred skin were coils of thorns and barbed wire. The Horror of the Lake lumbered through the water, spasms of pain sending its body into grotesque convulsions. Vrana glanced up at the boy, who still showed no signs of movement, and with burning lungs, met the Horror midway in its death charge.
The creature’s claw clamped down on Vrana’s shoulder and dug in deep. She shoved the knife into the Horror’s chest and immediately regretted her decision as the thorns bit at her skin. She pulled away and kicked the Horror back; cried out as the creature’s nails slid down her arm. With warm blood pouring from her wet wounds, she grabbed the Horror of the Lake by the hand and sawed at its wrist, the blade of the dagger cutting through its flesh as though it were paper.
I am not going to drown.
As the Horror wailed and gripped its spewing stump, Vrana looked to the boy and knew she could not claim him until the creature was dead. She threw herself at it, took the blows it threw at her. Its jaw dropped open, and she shoved the knife in, stabbing the back of its throat and cutting open the top of its mouth. She pushed the Horror of the Lake back for the final time, and with its blood swirling around her, she took the boy under her wing and soared frantically toward the sky.
It took some time for the child to clear his lungs of water, and it took even longer for him to become oriented once more. Vrana sat against a rock on the lake’s edge, panting as the wounds from the Horror of the Lake began to darken. What the hell was that thing?
She rubbed at the punctures in her skin, a black liquid oozing out with every pass. Poison.
The boy sensed her unease, left for the forest, and then returned shortly thereafter with a bundle of blue flowers. At first, Vrana resisted his offering, but the mounting pain and creeping paralysis broke her will. Her companion chewed the flowers into a paste and rubbed it over her arms and the deeper lacerations on her chest and stomach. The boy had soft hands, unspoiled by hard labor, and they worked Vrana’s wounds with a precision unexpected of a child.
The poison was quick to wane, the blue flowers having run it from Vrana’s system.
Though every impulse told her to do otherwise, she gathered herself, the boy, and their belongings, and by moonlight traveled with him through the hostile land. Perhaps it was due to their weakened state, but it seemed no predator they passed was interested in seeing Vrana and the boy beneath their claws. Even the moon cats turned a blind eye to their stumbling, apparently finding no satisfaction in weakened game.
Vrana had lost all sense of time and direction when they spotted a village and bonfire on the distant horizon. Shadows of shapes stretched across the landscape as figures danced around the crackling inferno. The ground shook from their primal vibrations. She looked at her companion, who was nodding off beside her, and decided this was as good a place as any to leave the Corrupted. There was no great city to take him in; because of the Trauma and her people, the Corrupted were only allowed small villages and towns. She took a quarter of the remaining food for her return to Caldera and set the rest atop the clothes and pillows the boy held.
Together they made their exhausted march toward the village. Vrana kept close to the darkness, too weary to risk another encounter. When they reached the first building, a slanted house crumbling beneath its own weight, Vrana looked down upon the child, the beak of her mask nearly touching the top of his head, and imagined saying goodbye. The boy started to weep once more, and as Vrana went to comfort him, she heard something rustle behind them.
Vrana spun around, rending the air with her ax. The boy grabbed the pouch holding his father’s heart, and she stopped, her own heart dropping into her stomach. An old woman with white braids stood before them, wearing the wild shadows of the blaze like a cloak. She seemed indifferent to the girl with the raven’s head. She smiled toothlessly as she held out her arms to embrace the boy. A maternal sense of protection arose within Vrana, and for a moment, she wanted to care for the child and shield him from the horrors of the world.
“Thank you,” he said as Vrana walked away.
She understood him well enough and could have turned around to carry on the conversation, but she didn’t trust herself to have the strength to end it. Vrana was to be feared by her enemies, to be seen as a harbinger of death, an agent of entropy—not a giver of compassion or life. And yet here she was, a confused young woman wearing a stinking mask and unsightly scars, aiding her foes in the final hours of her eighteenth birthday.




CHAPTER II

Vrana knew that she would not make it to Caldera before the Black Hour began. Although she was almost certain it was days away, she was lost, and the last thing she needed was to stumble into the Nameless Forest. She tried to retrace her steps to the lake, but the darkness that covered the land was thick, and she had no way by which to measure her progress.
The farther Vrana delved into the forest west of the village, the more obvious it became that something was amiss. The trees took on an ancient and harsh texture like petrified corpses. The light of the moon faded, replaced by a glowing mist that rolled over the damp soil. Vrana strained her ears for the sounds of nightlife but found no sounds save for her own.
She should’ve listened to the elders. She should’ve gone home.
Lightning split across the midnight sky, and Vrana jumped, the peal of thunder that followed rattling her bones. Her skin prickled as fat drops of rain fell from above, their weight pulling loose leaves from the branches. Alarmed, Vrana scanned the area for refuge. As the temperature plummeted, her teeth started to chatter. There’s nothing, she thought as she went, upturned roots tugging at her feet. The rain began to fall in sheets. I’m an idiot. Why do I do these things to myself?
A strong wind funneled through the forest, flattening Vrana to the muddy ground. Her body started to sink into the oversaturated soil. She struggled to get free, but every twist of limb and strain of muscle served only to make matters worse. Vrana panicked; she imagined the soil sliding over her, the mud filling her throat. And then, as though her mind had cleared, she found something calming about the entire experience, something unexpectedly enjoyable about being completely vulnerable and at the mercy of a force greater than herself.
She shook the idiocy out of her head, spat the dirt out of her mouth. Her eyes shone with hatred and determination. She formed her hands into claws and pushed forward like a bird taking flight, dislodging herself from the widening pit.
And that’s when she saw it: a ravaged keep like a crumbling crown sitting on the dreary horizon, its walls broken bones jutting from the earth’s waterlogged carcass. Vrana stumbled toward it, her feet sinking into puddles and pools as the glowing mist climbed around her, its vapory tendrils like the legs of a formless spider. The mask kept her head dry enough, but the rest of her body was quickly becoming a breeding ground for sickness. She wrapped her arms around herself and made a desperate sprint for the keep.
Vrana clambered over the piles of rubble that had served the building so well, keeping watch as she climbed for other stragglers caught in the storm. With the front doors being too obvious an entrance, she found a hole in the keep’s walls and pushed through, bits of foundation cascading around her as she went.
A great hall filled with debris and detritus awaited her as she shimmied out of the hole. In the center of the hall, where the floor had buckled, a small pond sat, stone and wood from the ceiling clogging its surface. The banners, massive curtains, and gold-framed portraits that lined the walls appeared as though they were melting beneath the streams of water that poured down on them. Sensing that she would not find warmth or relief here, Vrana followed a hallway half-hidden by an upright table.
After passing through various ransacked rooms, a kitchen covered in charred bones, and a library where most of the book covers and spines were stained with dried blood, Vrana happened upon a small study untouched by water and thievery. Much like the Corrupteds’ home, clothing and blankets were piled high upon one another; without consideration, she fell into them, her shivering body begging for heat. It was there she lay for a moment, too exhausted to chastise herself for helping the child.
“I’ll wait until morning,” she slurred, pangs of hunger guiding her hands to the pouch that held her food from Caldera. She slid the ax close to her beak, and then she pushed a piece of bread through her lips. “I’ll wait it out.”
The teeth of winter sank into her neck. Vrana’s eyes snapped open. Terror tore through her gut as she found herself on the edge of an icy chasm. I’m dreaming, she thought, looking between the snowcapped peaks of the surrounding mountains. She came to her feet, shuddering as pellets of hail pelted the area, and scanned the frozen expanse for an escape. What’s that?
On a withered bluff smothered in fog, her first victim stood, snow gathering in his heartless hole. At the man’s feet, the little boy sat, fingers clinging to the fabric of his father’s pants. At first, they didn’t see Vrana, but when they did, they began to speak to one another. Sweat poured down her face as an impossible heat washed over her.
“Wake up,” she commanded, the ground beneath her trembling, the crag before her filling with the sounds of clapping hooves. “Wake up, wake up,” she begged as black fire poured in melting waves over the mountain range. “Wake…”
She rolled over, short of breath and full of pain, but awake and alive. The cuts and lacerations along her arms and chest were seething, and she had more bruises than she could count. She slowly peeled the bandages from her back, the cloth sticky from clotting, and sighed. At this rate, she would be in pieces by the night’s end.
Vrana stood up, stumbled. Using her ax for support, she hobbled toward the doorway, the stone floor far less comfortable than it’d been a few minutes ago. This place is big enough, she thought. There has to be more …
The sound of laughter echoed through the hall. Her heart seized in her chest. It was an insane laughter, hearty and deep, thickened by madness and a lust for blood. The remnants of sleep slid off her body as she lifted her ax and leaned into the corridor. Screaming came next, a guttural, spit-choked cry for release born from gnawing agony. Vrana crouched low and followed the terrible chorus through the winding passage.
The keep shook at the sky’s thunderous bellows, rain spewing through its cracked façade as Vrana stalked the lightning-lit halls. She slipped through narrow paths and under fallen support beams, stepped over dried corpses in rusted suits of armor, and crept through beds of shattered glass, until the floor fell away to a pit from which the grotesque sounds emerged. Vrana stood there for a moment, listening to the sharpening of blades, and then she descended the rope ladder that led into the butcher’s den, not entirely sure what she expected to find or why she wanted to find it at all.
Her feet landed softly on the floor of the pit. Using the gasps and moans to mask her movement, she went towards the winking lights at the back of the cavity. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness, but Vrana found the source of the sorrow soon enough: an altar of wood and rock upon which a nude man lay, his arms and legs splayed and bound to the pillars on each side of the rickety dais. Over him a robed figure loomed, tugging on tendons and veins and prodding the man’s exposed organs with unflinching indifference.
Vrana winced as the figure lifted its head to greet her. It was faceless, featureless—all bone and no flesh—the skull atop its spine a house for the hardened eyes that stared at the Raven, unblinking. A black tongue like a fat salamander flicked at the inside of its jaw bone. Its chest heaved as though it were breathing, but through the gaps in its armor, Vrana could see the half-missing ribcage was without a set of lungs.
At last, it spoke. “Well, what is it?”
Vrana studied the Skeleton as it continued to work on the dying man, extracting bits of flesh and muscle with a childlike but scientific sense of curiosity.
Offended by her silence, the Skeleton stopped mid-peeling, put down its tools loudly, and stared at the girl with the raven’s head. “I expect you want to know what it is exactly that I am doing. Yes?”
The Skeleton didn’t give Vrana a chance to respond.
“Is it not clear? I am looking for the essence of life. Yes, I know of blood and breath and organs and all the biological processes, but there is something more, something primal, much like the soul, but without all the religious annoyances and contrivances. Past endeavors …”
On cue, a red candle came to life behind the Skeleton, revealing a wall of bodies in various states of dismemberment and rot.
“…Have not been fruitful. But my eyes grow keener with every experiment, my mind more creative, more mature with every passing day. The sick man seeks cures for his ailment, the dying man cries out to a god for salvation. Why, then, should the undead not seek out life to reverse this most horrible condition of death?”
“Let him die,” Vrana said.
“He already has,” the Skeleton replied, gesturing to the body gone silent.
The Skeleton bent down, producing from beneath the altar a white sheet and placing it over the man; blood bled through and spread outward in thick petals. To Vrana, the act seemed unnecessary, but then again, so did the maniac’s entire wayward philosophy. She clutched her ax, waiting and hoping for the creature to give her the slightest reason to use it.
“Like me,” the Skeleton said, eying Vrana’s weapon, “you are something of an oddity, are you not? You are neither human nor bird, yet you present yourself as both. In fact, there is something curious about your arrival here tonight. I am not shocked by it, as though I knew it was going to happen all along. Tell me, do you feel the same, girl? Tell me, what is the nature of your feeling? You stand before a grisly scene unmoved by what you see. Tell me of what you feel, for this interests me more so than the life you hold deep in your chest.”
“He is Corrupted,” Vrana muttered as her excuse for being unaffected.
The Skeleton looked at her, surprised by her remark. In an attempt to strengthen her statement, she pulled back the sheet and pointed to the dead man’s right hand, which was covered in blood but lacked the distinct crimson defect. By this the Skeleton was even more perplexed, but soon its confusion gave way to amusement. Vrana let the sheet fall back over the corpse as her mind tried to cope with the situation.
Outside, the storm worsened: Thunder boomed like a cannon in the swollen sky; lightning snapped like a whip, felling trees where they stood; streams turned to rivers and the rivers formed a flood. Vrana knew that she had to escape this place. It would fall soon and she could hear the fevered howls of a mob tearing through the night, complete with clanging tools and makeshift weaponry.
“They come for me, if it wasn’t obvious enough from the theatrics of this entire event. I expect fate would have this be my final hour,” the Skeleton said, watching as Vrana moved towards a trapdoor she’d found in the pit’s floor. “They’ll join my pile, too, once I’ve seen what I need to see. Oh do stop. I have the key.”
The Skeleton removed a long key from the pockets of its robe and tossed it at Vrana’s feet. She ignored it, left the door, and mounted the rope ladder.
“You’re too interesting to kill, girl. I should hope we meet again, preferably with your tongue loosened some. You’re not much for conversation. Wait, where are you going?”
And then another voice, young and female, shouted, “You have to bring her back! I’ve been trying to find…”
Vrana’s stomach turned as the rope faded from her fingers and the walls of the keep dissolved. Halfway up the ladder, she fell, her head smacking against damp earth. Vision doubled, she closed her eyes, waiting for the pain and disorientation to subside.
When she opened them once more, it was still night, and she was still in the forest, and except for some scattered stones and bits of foundation, the keep was gone. She scurried backward until she bumped up against an embankment, and using it to help steady her trembling legs, she rose to her feet.
Vrana was at the bottom of two sloping hills that were marked with protruding rocks like jagged teeth. Before her, the end of a long, rusted key glinted in the moonlight, the soil that surrounded it ruddy and soft. She pushed her hands under her mask and rubbed at her eyes and face, wiping away the sweat that had formed there. She moved forward to take the key.
She knew she was safe now, for the Black Hour stays true to its name in regards to length. The Black Hour, she thought to herself, hiding the key in the pouch beside the satchel which held the old man’s heart. Just my fucking luck.
Vrana pressed on, too numbed by her brush with madness to do much else but think on madness itself. She’d heard about it before, and she felt like something of a scholar on the subject given how often it had come up in her life. The Black Hour, that infernal slice of time that overlays midnight for an hour in some unpredictable manner, at some unknowable location. Details of the phenomenon were often handed down through giddy whispers from older siblings or in-the-know peers. Depending upon who was speaking, the Black Hour became sixty minutes of terror for those towns built upon the subterranean tunnels of the now extinct flesh fiends. Or it became a ghastly recollection of a village whose waters had turned toxic, reducing all who drank from it to bones. For those of a more romantic inclination, the Black Hour marked a time when ephemeral men and women would emerge from the ground, causing those who came upon them to fall in love with them. For those whose worldviews sat upon a political slant, they spoke of the Old World cities made richer in the hour by uncharacteristically kind dictators and monarchs, who tossed their wealth from their high towers to the masses they lorded over below.
Of course, Vrana had never heard of any story mentioning a keep or a Skeleton, but that didn’t matter. There was no truth to be had from the Black Hour, nor lies; during its passage, anything was possible, and for those who were not there, nothing was provable. Sixty minutes, and then it was over. Those killed by flesh fiends remained killed by flesh fiends. Those who drank the toxic waters remained ruined by toxic waters. Those who had fallen in love fell out and were left with nothing, for they had given everything. And those who had nothing and were given everything were beaten down, with each coin confiscated from their person by the royalty who had thrown it to them one minute prior.
But what was most feared about the Black Hour was Death, which was said to roam the land in disguise during the temporal aberration, taking the lives of those It passed as It saw fit. Vrana’s people were said to possess the ability to see through Death’s disguises, regardless of whether It was in the form of a man, beast, or inanimate object. And although its behavior and appearance would suggest otherwise, she knew the Skeleton had not been Death, even if the two did seem to share some of the same amusements.
Vrana was on the outskirts of Caldera when the sun overthrew the moon from the sky. The village sat inside a forest whose center had been cleared for fields and homes. The village had been built against a large mountain, Kistvaen, which could not be measured from any direction but behind the settlement. She had been told numerous times never to expect to use the mountain as a landmark for navigation, and it was not until she’d departed for her first trial that she understood why. Kistvaen, despite its massiveness, seemed to shrink into the land the farther one traveled from Caldera, disappearing entirely once one cleared the forest that surrounded the village.
“They think of everything,” Vrana said to herself as she pushed through Caldera’s forest, the mountain’s peak growing out of the land, as promised.
It was the field workers who saw Vrana first, and they watched her silently from behind their masks of roots as she went. They nodded at the girl with the raven’s head and then returned to the reaping.
Vrana was sore, and sharp pains bit at her legs with every plodding step, but she kept her composure. A green snake with white speckles crossed her path, stopped, and seemed to study her before slipping into a small hole in the sunbaked earth.
Her arrival was no longer a surprise.
Vrana’s mother, Adelyn, met her at the village gates, and she held her daughter so tightly Vrana had to forgo breathing for a bit. The bones of her mother’s mask, which was also a raven’s skull, shone through where feathers had been removed to celebrate her accomplishments as a warrior and a healer. Vrana envied this, and after what she had experienced, she felt she was at least entitled to have a handful of her own feathers plucked away.
“Vrana,” Adelyn said softly, releasing her daughter, “I tried not to worry, tried to remember my own trials, but I couldn’t help it. You know me. I wanted to send a party after you, to bring you back, but the elders would have none of it.” She smiled as she noticed the fullness of the satchel at Vrana’s side. “Is that it?”
Vrana nodded, loosening the trophy bag from her waist and holding it up to let the light pass through, revealing the outline of the heart. “A Corrupted’s heart,” she said. Her words fell on deaf ears as her mother’s concern became that of the cuts and scratches on Vrana’s arms and chest from the Horror of the Lake. “I’m not sure what it was, but it’s dead now,” she said. “I made a paste from blue flowers to—”
“Blue flowers?” Adelyn snorted. “After all that I’ve taught you, girl, blue flowers are the best you can do?” She ran her fingers down Vrana’s arm. “These don’t look good, Vrana.”
“It had to be done,” Vrana said, her voice pained as she thought of the boy.
“We need to disinfect these tonight,” her mother said, caressing Vrana’s shoulder. “Come, the elders are waiting for you.”




CHAPTER III

Vrana sat in silence at the center of Caldera, the heated earth burning the backs of her legs. She looked to the elders beside and before her—Anguis of the snake, Faolan of the wolf, and Nuctea of the owl—and wondered if they would catch her should she pass out. Her mother had done the best she could for her wounds given the short amount of time they had between the gates and the village circle, but it hadn’t been enough. Her mind remained unsettled, overwhelmed.
Anguis held the Corrupted heart in one hand as the speckled snake from the field passed between the fingers of the other. “You’ve done well,” he said, handing the organ to Faolan. “Did the human suffer?”
Vrana shook her head.
“Did you enjoy the hunt?”
Vrana hesitated to answer; then nodded.
“Good. You cannot do well that which you do not enjoy. But you found it difficult taking the life, did you not?”
Vrana nodded: a half-lie.
“That is also good. Those who enjoy killing lose sight of why they are doing so in the first place. Remember these words, for many have forgotten them.”
Faolan spoke next. “Why do we hunt the Corrupted, Vrana? And what did you learn of the human you killed?”
Vrana turned to Faolan and recited, “Because of what they have done and will do if permitted. Their right arms and hands are colored by their cruelty and destruction. It has become a part of their genetic code, and therefore, it has become a part of their culture and way of being. We are to keep the balance between the natural and supernatural, to establish harmony through acts of disharmony. None are exempt, not even our own.”
The elders appeared pleased by her answer, so she continued. “The man lived…” She paused for a moment. “The man lived alone. He attacked me. I think he felt threatened and knew my reason for being there. I cut him down. I don’t know if he deserved it, but I had no choice.”
Faolan handed the heart to Vrana, which felt dry and turned her stomach, who then gave it to Nuctea.
“You’ve always a choice, Vrana,” Nuctea said. “You must weigh the importance of appeasing others when their requests diverge from your own beliefs.”
“How can—” Vrana swallowed her words, but it was too late: She knew the elders would force her to continue. “How can I be myself when I am hiding behind this mask? Every day I lose myself to it.”
“We are not human, though physically it would seem otherwise,” Nuctea said as she set the heart on the ground before her. “You took the head from that wretched raven because it was yours to take. This heart, too, was meant to be here today. All of these things you’ve done of your own volition, with pride and respect. You wonder at your identity, and it is through these trials, whether you choose to complete them and how you complete them, that who you are, not who you wish to be, will become clear. One trial remains.”
Vrana ripped off the raven’s head, dropped it to the floor, and collapsed upon her bed. She buried her face into the blankets and inhaled the perfect, immutable smell of home. She was no longer an idea, a harbinger, a murderer; just an eighteen-year-old girl too tired to speak and in desperate need of a bath.
“I’m proud of you,” her mother said as she entered the room with a spoon and wooden bowl.
“No, please, just let me lie here,” Vrana said, her voice muffled by the bedding.
Adelyn laughed and took a seat beside her daughter. “Shut it, tough girl.” She dipped the spoon into the bowl and pressed it to Vrana’s lips. “Rest when you’re full.”
Vrana opened her eyes to a dream of a place that appeared to have no beginning or end. Great, thick, blood-spattered curtains billowed around her, offering startling glimpses of the vague shapes moving through the milling fog beyond. The air here weighed heavily in her lungs and soured her mouth.
Is this truly a dream?
Vrana’s toes tingled as the slate-colored ground liquefied, plunging her knee-deep into dark waters. She spun around in place, looking for an escape from the seamless gray Void. This isn’t a dream, she thought, pinching and scratching and willing herself to wake, this is happening right now.
A faint sound entered the Void like wind creeping through a small crack. Where there had been nothing now stood a woman dressed in flowing rags, the rigid husk of a hollowed-out infant in her clawed hands. Her skin was pale, semi-translucent, and her hair long, thick, and oily. Her face had hints of a beauty lost, of a beauty stolen, and the wicked, chapped-lipped smile she wore suggested she’d given up trying to find it some time ago.
The woman cocked her head, stared at Vrana with mild intrigue, and moved her lips without speaking. Immediately, the paralyzing pain of Vrana’s scars from the Horror of the Lake resurfaced. Blood flooded the Raven’s mouth as she gnawed uncontrollably at her tongue. The woman, the Witch, levitated forward as the Void contracted around them.
Vrana closed her eyes and waited for Death. This time she would know It when she saw It.
But Death didn’t come. Instead her pet crow, Blix, was the one to wake her, with a tapping on her forehead that any other day would have sent Vrana into a rage. Now, however, she threw her arms around the bird as it cawed and beat its wings against her perspiring body and thanked him.
She had found Blix when she was three, at the bottom of a tree, fallen from a nest emptied by an avian pestilence. Vrana thought the crow was a raven and brought it with blushing cheeks to her mother, to please her. Adelyn laughed sweetly at the gesture, and together the two had nursed the malnourished chick back to health. And he had been annoying her ever since.
“You can tell me now, or you can tell me later, but the longer you wait, the more irritating I’ll get,” Vrana’s mother said playfully from the doorway. “You think you don’t need my help anymore, but at the end of the day, girl, you’re only eighteen.”
Vrana released Blix, who nibbled her ear before flying off into another room. “I didn’t even say anything.”
Her mother grinned and disappeared into the darkness of the house. “You didn’t have to.”
Vrana sat on her bed for some time afterwards, trying to make sense of what had happened to her. Dreams were supposed to be images cobbled together from fragments of memories, fears, and expectations. The gray Void had been none of those things, and the very real pain she felt from the wounds of the Horror of the Lake suggested they were to blame for what she’d seen there.
It was night when Vrana decided to heed her mother’s request. She descended into the basement where she knew Adelyn would be, diligently tending to the nocturnal plant life that grew there. Black sprites with purple luminescence circled the vegetation and minerals protruding from the walls and floor, their origin just as much as a mystery as their intentions. Vrana’s father had taken an interest in the creatures and took what he had learned of them to his grave.
“I didn’t sleep well after the second trial either,” Adelyn said from the back of the basement, “but I think that’s the point.” She moved forward, becoming clearer with every passing second, as Vrana’s eyes adjusted to the dark. “That’s not what you’re worried about, is it? At least, not entirely, right?”
Vrana shook her head. There was no use in feigning a smile or telling a lie: her mother’s vision in the dark was impeccable, and her ears knew all too well her daughter’s voice when it twisted the truth. But with one trial remaining, she couldn’t tell Adelyn about the boy—her words carried far too much weight with the elders, and Vrana had no intention of being labeled a traitor—so she told her mother everything else instead.
“The Black Hour?” Adelyn ripped a handful of roots from a stone and slipped them into a bowl. She cleared her throat and looked the other way. “Are you sure?”
Vrana nodded, stepped aside as a several sprites rushed past her and crammed themselves into the hole where the roots had been. “Yeah,” she said, her hand instinctively reaching for the key, which was now on her bedroom floor. “I didn’t realize it’d even happened until it was over.”
A sprite hummed about her mother’s head, tugging on her hair. “Your father wasn’t enough?”
“Mom,” Vrana started, stopping before she uttered something that she didn’t even believe herself. Her father had been researching the Black Hour when he disappeared years ago. She didn’t need a body to figure out what’d happened to him.
“I’m sorry.” Adelyn slacked her shoulders as she made a conscious effort to relax. “Is that what you were dreaming about? The Skeleton? I could hear you from the kitchen, calling out in your sleep. It wasn’t real, Vrana. You won’t see him again.”
“I know,” Vrana said, nodding, accepting that she would get no more out of her mother on the matter of the Black Hour. “It’s these,” she continued, pointing to the grotesque marks all over her body, “from that thing in the lake. I dreamt…”
When Vrana finished describing the details of her nightmare, Adelyn said, “I’ll ask the watchers if they’ve ever seen such a creature,” and began to busy herself at the workbench. “Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves,” she added, doing the opposite as her voice deepened with concern. “The dream may have been caused by toxins still in your bloodstream.”
Vrana ran her hand over the tender cuts and darkening bruises. “I don’t know. It felt like something else. I’m just…” She shrugged. “I’m just tired; seeing things that probably aren’t there. I need a day to myself. It’s been nonstop since graduation.”
Adelyn sighed, twisted a Night Eye’s stem until it snapped, and poured its white blood into a vial. To the extract she added shavings of Snare and Solace and watched as the vial glowed vibrantly, like fresh snow catching midday sun. The sight never failed to stir Vrana’s heart with wonderment. She approached her mother to take the vial and instead received a hug, which comforted her more than any potion ever could.
“This will help you sleep.” Adelyn handed Vrana the vial. “You won’t dream, won’t feel much better in the morning, but at least you’ll sleep.” She paused for a moment and held her daughter’s face. “I’m proud of you. Others would’ve fallen apart.” She stroked the Raven’s cheeks, softly wiping away a tear there. “I know your father is proud, too, wherever he may be.”




CHAPTER IV

And sleep Vrana did. It was late in the afternoon when her body showed signs of life, and this was only because Blix had been treading across her face out of boredom. She didn’t dream, nor did she feel fully recovered, but it would be enough to see her through the day.
The raven’s head waited for Vrana on the opposite side of the room, with her ax beside it. As her eyes ran down the blood-encrusted blade, she found it remarkable how quickly her mind had adjusted to the killing of the man. Even her feelings toward the boy felt diminished—a slight sense of discomfort where once a nagging pang had been. She shook her head as though the act would physically rid her of the memories, donned her guise and gear, and left the house.
A side effect of her mother’s potion was an increased sensitivity to the sun. Vrana had forgotten this, had not noticed this in the darkened den that was her room, but was soon reminded when she pulled open the front door. Searing light flooded her mask; her eyes begged for the comforts of blindness.
“Fucking mother fuck,” she yelled. She fell against the doorway, clawing at her eyes like a holy man who’d seen the face of god. “Son of a bitch,” she hissed, groaning as she heard the laughter of children erupt around her.
When her vision returned, she sought out the blacksmith, Bjørn; even if it hadn’t, she still could have found him by the sound of his hammer striking the anvil. He was a man of muscle and scarred flesh, hands hardened from his work, body browned from the sun. A large bear’s head sat atop his shoulders, and it was through its gaping mouth that he watched the world quietly, contemplatively. It was said that Death met Bjørn on a forest road once, nodded at his moonlit silhouette, and stepped out of the way.
Then again, Death had never been around to tell Its side of the tale.
“I sharpen blades, girl, not clean them,” he said, eying the filth on the ax.
“Why haven’t you let your mask go to bone?” Vrana asked, grinning.
Bjørn grumbled, ripped the ax from her hand, and doused it in the barrel of water beside him. “I’ll take warmth and protection over that any day. Don’t goad me, girl. Yours looks a little too big for your body.”
“I’m growing into it,” Vrana said through her teeth.
Bjørn grunted. “Come back later. I don’t like the look of this ax anymore.”
Vrana cocked her head. “You’re the one who made it. What if I need it?”
“You won’t. Go accept your third trial and leave me alone.”
Vrana’s head became dizzied, and her stomach fell into a pit of nervousness. “From whom? When was this decided?”
“While you were away chasing Corrupted and fighting with thorn bushes,” Bjørn said, amused with himself. “He’s waiting for you in the Archive.”
Vrana sighed, shook her head. “Isn’t he always?”
The Archive was a circular building with a dome-shaped roof that had been built at the foot of Kistvaen. Inside, information from various cultures and time periods was collected and catalogued by genre, subject, and author. Inside, the learned and the patient could find philosophical treatises, scientific journals, religious dogmas, various lexicons, media and fashion trends, pieces of art, musical compositions, and governmental laws and statutes from the Old World. If one were trusted and had good cause, one was then granted access to one of the three collapsible tunnels hidden in the Archive that led underground, under the mountain, to a safeguarded chamber. There, the original documents and works of art were held, as well as blueprints for advanced technology and weaponry, containers of viral bodies, and any other horror that had been imagined by man and brought forth into the world.
It was these remnants of ancient civilizations that Vrana’s village, Vrana’s species as a whole, was built upon, with each past discovery and revelation measured and integrated depending upon its usefulness, as well as its destructiveness.
After leaving the Bear, Vrana entered the Archive, greeted the librarians Lyre and Gul, who did the same from behind their masks of cat and hawk, and let the cool air of the building wash over her. The place smelled of knowledge, a scent not unlike the dusty odor found in the faded pages of ancient novels. Vrana marched toward the back of the building to a shelf from which she took a small book on grave digging. She brought the book to the center of the Archive and placed it in an empty spot on a shelf dedicated to Psychology. Small, imperceptible grooves locked the book into place. Requirements satisfied, she left the Archive, but not before taking a torn piece of paper from Gul’s outstretched hand.
Outside, the village teemed with life: Tired harvesters shuffled in from the fields as stoic watchers converged in the center, carcasses and artifacts slung across their shoulders. Even the children joined the homeward march, kicking up dirt and swinging their wooden swords while they boasted their bravery. Vrana ignored them, and when they’d gone, she snuck behind the Archive and followed the path there, to the four nondescript five-foot statues that stood at the path’s end and the mountain’s beginning.
She unclenched her fist and read the symbol on the paper: an “A” from the English alphabet. On the first statue, she pushed in a rectangular plate on its side. She moved to the second statue, analyzed the shape of the paper itself, which was also a hint, and pressed another plate at the statue’s base. The third statue she skipped, and the fourth she activated with the twist of a key wedged into a crack along its exterior. A soil-covered plate slid back. Vrana descended the ladder beneath it into the earthy darkness.
She didn’t know the location of the other tunnels, and the effort she had put into learning the mechanics of entering this one killed all further curiosities. Glowing stones filled the tunnel with pulsating waves of soft amber light. Vrana didn’t know if their placement was natural, but she was thankful for them all the same, as the tunnel often crossed vast chasms of black space towards its end point at Kistvaen’s base.
It was not a long walk, no more than half a mile, but occasionally Vrana heard voices in the dark, whispery and wet, making the trek seem as though it were ten miles. She minded her footing as she crossed the thin slice of stone that acted as a bridge over unseen waters below it. She had long since lost track of the amount of times she’d traversed this hazard, and yet she always felt an unease when she came to it, for this is where she most often heard the sinister sounds.
Nothing yet, she thought to herself, pausing to press her hand against one of the glowing rocks and stealing its warmth. Maybe I ought to try one of the other tunnels, she mused with a smile. Vrana pulled her hand away, and while she rubbed its heat against her neck, she felt her arm begin to tighten. Her wounds from the Horror of the Lake throbbed and pushed outward as though they meant to be free of her skin. Tempting whispers told in a vicious tongue filled her mask with sordid promises, each utterance a blow to her skull. She broke into a sprint and ran the rest of the way, the voices fading along with the bridge behind her.
“Out for an evening jog?” The shape ahead spoke, his words echoing from his silhouette farther up.
Vrana stopped to catch her breath. She picked up the closest rock and hurled it at Aeson.
He ducked; the rock soared over his head. “What was that for?”
Vrana glanced at Aeson and the Corrupted skull that he wore as his mask and then passed beside him, into the Inner Sanctum. Another wall, one created by her people, split the Sanctum in two and housed behind it the delicate and dangerous treasures of the past.
Vrana fell onto a bed of pillows and stared hard at Aeson from behind her mask. He stood unmoving at the entrance, his skull drenched in candlelight. Sometimes she forgot he was of the tribe, and sometimes she wondered if he felt the same. The first cramped partition, where they were staring at each other like mortal enemies, was his home. She was likely his first visitor this week, because Aeson had no family—only Vrana, the elders, and the familial tradition that saw him confined here—imprisoned here—among the bones of the earth.
“What happened?” he asked as she absently ran her hands over the wounds.
“Where do I begin?”
“Well…” He sat down beside her. “Now you have the scars you’ve always wanted. They do look tough, I’ll give you that.”
“They’re not quite what I had in mind,” Vrana said, adjusting the weight of her mask. “How goes things down here? Are the elders remembering to feed you?”
Aeson spoke through his teeth. “Are they remembering to loosen your chain when they let you out?”
Vrana cocked her head. “At least mine isn’t wrapped around my neck like a noose.”
He laughed and shook his head. “Who told you?” he asked.
“About the third trial? Bjørn,” Vrana said, flicking Aeson’s arm.
“How’d he find out?”
“Don’t let his manly exterior fool you. He can gossip with the best of them.” Vrana stopped for a moment, her eyes fixed on Aeson’s. “What would you have me do?” She took his hand and squeezed it.
“I need something from Ødegaard’s…” He trailed off, already feeling Vrana’s gaze tighten on him. “I didn’t know they’d make it your third trial, Vrana, I really didn’t.” He stammered through his words. “But—but I’m glad it’s you. I know you’ll do it right! I’m sorry.”
Vrana imagined her fist colliding with Aeson’s mouth. For someone who rarely interacted with others, he was especially skilled at turning the tide of a fight in his favor with just the right amount of sincerity. She looked at his face, or what little could be seen beyond the skull, and wondered if he ever roamed the village under a different guise, a different name, observing that which the old documents lacked and practicing it to a mastery for moments such as these.
She released his hand. “I thought we were friends. I know things have changed, but last time I checked—and maybe I need to check again—but last time I checked, friends usually do their best not to have the other one killed. I mean, I probably need to check again. Who knows what’s happened since I last checked.”
“If you say ‘checked’ one more time, I think I just might vomit.” Aeson stood up and stepped toward the avalanche of books and parchments against the partition. “It’s not what you think, Vrana,” he said as he cleared away the mess to reveal a desk. From a drawer he pulled a frosted glass bauble and a dagger bound in linen, both of which he discarded to the floor. “Here!” he exclaimed, shoulder-deep into the drawer. He rose up and began unfolding a square piece of paper, a map. “You can’t leave with this, but it’s better than going in blind.”
Vrana stood up and took the map, a blueprint of Ødegaard’s Hospital, and winced as her wounds began to ache once more. “If it’s not what I think, then why are you showing me this? I’m not supposed to see this.”
Vrana looked at the map intensely and committed every room, hallway, and staircase to memory, despite knowing that most of them would have now fallen to decay. On the fourth floor, the laboratory had been circled, the ink still wet on the paper. “What’s in there?”
“Research, a cylinder from a sealed room I’m certain hasn’t been opened in a very long time. At least, that’s what the watcher said.” He paused and cleared his throat. “I told the elders I needed it—there was a journal a few years ago that mentioned what was inside—but I didn’t know they’d send you. I’m grateful, because I know you can do it, but…” Aeson rambled incoherently for a moment, shrinking under the burning gaze of the Raven. “You know, I’ve never heard of anyone proving the stories to be true.”
Vrana interrupted and said, “Aeson, you’re trying to convince yourself, not me.” She gave him the map and took one final look at the Inner Sanctum and the wall guarding the room beyond, where death slumbered in vials and metal shells. “Don’t you ever worry about those things going off down here?”
“Better down here than up there.”
“I don’t think so.” Vrana sighed. “I don’t blame you for this, but I definitely like you less for it. I want something in return when it’s done.”
He followed her to the mouth of the serpentine tunnel. “Of course, anything you want.”
“Good, because it will be something you don’t,” she said. The darkness of the tunnel swallowed her whole as she walked the hidden corridor back to Caldera.




CHAPTER V

Vrana was exhausted when she returned home from the Archive, so much so that she forgot to ask her mother for another mixture of Dreameater to hold the nightmares at bay. Blix followed Vrana into her room with the intention of being a nuisance, but he found that he could not rouse her from her slumber with even the most painful of pecks.
While it had been fatigue that brought Vrana’s head to her pillow, her dream kept it there. She stood in a rubble-filled field, the blades of grass that came up to her chest infused with the light of the grave sky above. Ghostly tendrils of smoke curled around her, like the fingers of phantasms beckoning her forward to unhallowed plots. Vrana shivered and wrapped her arms around herself to soften the bite of the wailing wind. She leaned forward on the tips of her toes to have a better look at her surroundings, and before she knew it, the ground began to move away from her, the shackles of gravity no longer keeping her down.
Vrana floated with trepidation through the gray Void, over black mounds and rattling woods. The fog was too thick to see much more than a few feet in front of her. Picking up speed, she tried to slow herself down, but she found her body unresponsive, indifferent to the damnation towards which it glided. The Void contracted, pulled her inward, and pushed her downward. Through the air and the fog she tumbled, stomach in her throat, to the wasteland below.
Vrana’s eyes watered as she plummeted through a noxious cloud of gas. Bracing for impact, she threw her hands out, only to pull them back as her body jerked upwards. Thorn-choked valleys and boiling craters passed beneath her as she hurtled towards a hill on the somber horizon. There, she saw a small house grown out of the hill’s crest, candles burning against the soot-covered windows.
“Oh no,” Vrana said softly as the front door creaked open. The young boy she’d saved was standing behind it, his father’s bloody heart in his tiny hand.
She forced herself to turn away from the house, doubling over as she did so from terrible cramps in her side. Behind her, the Witch waited, one finger outstretched in cruel judgment. Vrana strained herself to speak, but before she could find the words, she was falling once more, flailing wildly as she plunged into a yawning pit wreathed in millions of black flies.
All the air blew out of her lungs as she slammed into the bottom of the pit, and all the flies that waited there flooded her mouth and filled them up again. She wheezed and wept, and as she beat her chest, she saw through the swelling death an Ashen Man standing nearby. He looked upon her with contempt, raised his arms over his head, and willed his minions onto her, into her, and by their master’s decree, they ate at her mind and at her dream, until her mind went dark and the dream was no more.
Vrana told her mother everything, and her mother said nothing in response. Adelyn had spoken with the watchers, and neither she nor they could account for what was happening to her daughter. Desperate for an explanation, Vrana went to Aeson for help, and with a look of consternation, he told her he would consult the records of the Inner Sanctum for clarification.
“Maybe you should put off the third trial,” Aeson suggested as Vrana took one last look at the blueprints of the hospital. “You’re going to have to sleep on your way there. No one will be around.”
“I know I should,” Vrana interjected, dropping her head against his shoulder, “but you know I can’t.”
On the commencement of her third trial, Bjørn stopped Vrana at the outskirts of Caldera and returned the ax, which looked untouched (“You should bring a bow, girl,” he mumbled). She brought the Skeleton’s key with her, although she didn’t hold out much hope that she would find a use for it. The people of the village laid out food for the journey, and Vrana took what she could carry in the four satchels at her side.
Adelyn saw Vrana off with a kiss and a hug and slipped two potions, one green, another yellow, into her pocket. She told her daughter she would see her soon, and though Adelyn’s mask hid her face, Vrana knew she spoke these words with tears in her eyes.
It would take four days traveling northwest from Caldera to reach the hospital. A horse could shorten the journey, but it would draw unwanted attention that would have to be answered with violence. The field warmed her feet, and the forest smelled fresh, as it always did. The sounds of the village died away, and so did Vrana’s sense of comfort. The other trials had been different, for they were frequently discussed and hardly varied between the participants involved. The third trial, however, was unique, and it most often served an immediate need of the tribe, making its requirements impossible to predict.
Toward the end of the first day, near the continent-spanning highway, the Spine, a crimson glint from a hollowed-out tree caught Vrana’s attention. Inside, she found the leathery corpse of a man whose throat had been slit, the chain of the necklace he wore wedged into his wound. Vrana bit her lip as she worked the piece of jewelry from the man’s neck. Holding it up against the sun, she saw that the red gem it bore was held within a silver tangle of worms. It felt heavier than it appeared and irritated the palm of her hand, as though she were allergic to the metal.
“You’ve no use for it,” Vrana said, dropping the necklace into a satchel, “and it probably wasn’t yours to begin with.” She smiled at the hypocrisy of her own statement.
Feeling exposed and hearing footsteps, Vrana retreated back into the forest, behind the curtain of vines that hung from the trees like loose strands of hair. The entire area looked like an oil painting, deceptively coherent from a distance but, up close, chaotic and alive with points of color. Grumblers grumbled as they passed beside her; three inches from the ground, their black eyes were always fixed on their feet, making sure that they never stepped on their long coats. Above her, birds called to one another in a hundred different languages, their feathery shapes dark fangs against the sky. Vrana dipped her hands into the stream that cut through the trees and splashed the water under her mask, against her face, startling the starving leeches waiting idly in the shallows.
On the second day, she woke to a gray-sky morning, well-rested and clearheaded. She ate some of the food she had with her, caught a rabbit by chance and ate that, too. In the afternoon, she came to a small pond where a naked man sat, fishing its sparkling waters. The Corrupted was gaunt but proud, and seemingly indifferent to the observable fact that he would be dead in the next few days. Vrana was uncertain as to whether she should kill the man, and the man appeared uncertain as to whether he should run or wait it out. Later, after she left the Corrupted, Vrana decided it had been unwise to have let him see her and live to tell others of her kindness. But when she returned to the pond, he was gone, with a dead fish as an offering where he had once sat.
On the fiery dusk of the third day, Vrana descended into a ragged ravine and made camp in an alcove behind a wall of roots. The journey was beginning to take its toll on her. She had not rested well since leaving Caldera, afraid that if she slept too deeply, the Witch would drag her back into the Void. Vrana sighed, tried to convince herself the nightmares were just the result of the toxins her mother had spoken of, and set out her supper for the evening.
By nightfall, she felt a little better; her stomach was a little fuller and her mind a little calmer from the yellow potion given to her by Adelyn. The ravine howled and hissed as she worked her body into a smoothed groove. With no fear of being found by the clashing wildlife, she let her heavy eyes close.
And then the screaming started.
Vrana jolted awake and pushed herself harder into the groove. Her hand found the ax before her mind willed it. An endless scream poured through the opening of the alcove and scraped at her fortitude. The shadows outside massed and moved with malevolence, spilling across rock and boulder like ink. Laughter filled the alcove, and somewhere in the ravine, an infant wailed and wept.
Vrana didn’t need to hear anymore to know it was time to leave.
She came to her feet and gathered her belongings. With both eyes fixed on the space before her and her resources in her periphery, she didn’t expect what came next: teeth, pointed and long, biting down hard on her calf. As she twisted her head toward the source of the pain, light flooded the ravine, and what little was left of the night was burned away by the day. She held herself tightly, gritting her teeth; the wounds from the Horror of the Lake ached as though they’d been reopened. Something’s wrong, she thought, her joints stiff, her stomach empty; the hair on her legs and underarms was more than just stubble. She looked down at her calf, where the faint outline of teeth could be seen on her skin. How many hours have passed?
On the fifth day, Vrana found the hospital. It looked as though it had burst through the ground, a cancerous protrusion of cement, wood, wiring, and glass. When the wind passed through it, a groan escaped its blown-out doorways and windows. She recalled the map Aeson had shown her in the Inner Sanctum, walked around the property once, and found the former irreconcilable with the latter. A blanket of glass shards crunched beneath her feet as she returned to the entrance. Broken medical beds sat sunken into the ground, covered in ivy and bird nests. Dirty bed sheets tied to one another dangled from the fourth floor window to the first. Strung across the front doorway were a series of blood bags, drained and dried out. Vrana passed below them with caution, into the hospital, ready to kill.
The reception area was bathed in flypaper light, and the air that circulated it was filled with particles of dust and loose bits of floating debris. Benches sat askew, their seats caved in and covered with dirt. Busted computer monitors lay face up on the linoleum floor, water-stained papers clinging to their plastic shells. At the far end of the reception area, an elevator shaft sat open, its doors retracted and its cables snapped. Vrana had seen most of these things before in books from the Archive, but even in their state of decay, they made her feel dizzy with excitement.
“I’ll take what I can get,” she mumbled to herself as she proceeded forward, lifting a patient’s gown from a chair with the tip of her ax.
If Aeson’s map was correct, and if it hadn’t fallen through to the floors below, the laboratory was on the fourth. She climbed over a toppled vending machine, knocking aside the perforated aluminum cans that surrounded it, and pushed through a door into an unlit stairwell. She scrambled over trash, boxes, and medical equipment, using the blood-covered wall for support as she went.
She found the door to the fourth floor held open by a gnawed leg bone. Somewhere higher on the stairwell, she heard running, heavy footfalls going up and down the fifth and sixth levels. Quietly, she moved the leg bone aside, went through the door, and then placed it back where it belonged, so that the creature above, whatever it was, wouldn’t know she’d been there.
A single halogen light burned brightly at the end of the hall, buzzing like a wasp nest. It looked new, and even though Vrana understood little of electricity, she was sure that there was no reason for any to be coursing through the hospital’s copper veins. Rooms lined the hallway, and photographs of happy children, animals, and picturesque landscapes lined the walls. A portrait in an ornate, golden frame caught Vrana’s attention. It was of an older woman, with bright blue eyes and gray-streaked hair. A stethoscope hung from her neck, and she wore a white coat. An inscription below it read “Ødegaard” but the rest that followed was too faded to make out.
Vrana followed her memory of the blueprints as she went around wide corners and even wider doorways. She walked down the middle of the floor, keeping equal distance between the right and left side, for each open room held a potential threat. A strong wind stole into an office ahead and tossed a few papers into the hall, where they landed in a puddle of black liquid oozing from the ceiling.
Vrana passed a sign that read “Genetic Counseling” and stopped. She blinked, her heart pounding ahead of her thoughts. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the handle of the ax. Something was standing in the room behind her. She swallowed hard and turned around.
It had seen her, Vrana was certain of this, and that meant she had to face it. She could hear it breathing—a raspy kind of breathing, one reserved for the sick and dying. From the corner of her eye, she could still see it, pale and scrawny, with flesh too loose for its jutting bones; human perhaps, she thought, though she couldn’t be sure.
She stepped in front of the doorway where it stood, ax held high. On the other side, her victim was thoroughly unmoved. It was human, or at least it appeared to be: The curvature of its body and face suggested it was female, but it was hairless, without clothes, and otherwise ambiguous in regards to sex. When Vrana stepped closer, its downturned eyes focused harder on the broken tiles at its feet. It had no fingernails, navel, or crimson Corruption along its arm. And when it opened its mouth, Vrana saw that it had very few teeth and no tongue.
Despite its deformity, it said, “I will not stop you.”
Vrana’s eyes widened. She stumbled, refusing to accept what she had just heard.
Again, it addressed Vrana, its voice soft and slightly feminine. “I will not hurt you, I do not think.”
A cold shiver scaled Vrana’s spine and froze into a tightness around her neck. “How are you… how are you doing…”
It continued to stare at the tiles. “Without a tongue, one can speak freely, I imagine.” It rubbed its arm, sending flakes of dust into the air. “Why have you come here?”
“I need something. I need something from the lab,” Vrana admitted, worried about the repercussions of being dishonest with the creature.
It nodded, raised its thin arm to its stomach, and pulled back the skin there, which was not skin at all but a spongy material. Inside, its organs glinted artificially as though they were plastic, and there was no blood. It reached up into its ribcage, removed a plastic keycard, and held it out for Vrana.
“This will let you into the laboratory,” it said as Vrana took the card cautiously. “I’ve had it for so long that I’ve forgotten why it was so important in the first place. You are strange, for a human.”
Vrana gritted her teeth. “I’m not human.”
“Oh, nor am I,” it said as Vrana backed out of the room. “The others will let you through, but after that I cannot promise safe passage.”
“Others?” She stopped and looked around to find the fourth floor still empty. “How many are you?”
“We are one hundred now.”
Black liquid began to leak from the hole in its stomach, dripping down its legs and forming an oily puddle across the tile. For the first time, it looked up at Vrana and then all at once fell apart into a cloud of dust.




CHAPTER VI

Keycard in hand, Vrana passed through the series of steel doors that would lead her to the laboratory. The first was severely dented and covered in blood, but the three that followed it were pristine, as though whatever had tried to breach the entryway had died before reaching them. Each door closed behind the other, sealing off the area until the next was opened. Glass tubes, like arteries, lined the entryway as well; and with every step she took, the liquids inside the tubes bubbled and popped, creating a golden light for Vrana to find her way.
The laboratory itself was untouched, awash in the same golden light that drenched the entryway. It smelled metallic, like blood, and of antiseptics. It was smaller than she imagined; it contained five computers, two large freezers, and various microscopes and mixing devices. Reports unreadable to Vrana were kept in large binders, some of which had had their pages torn out. Large ventilators looked down from the ceiling, the shafts behind them appearing to have been welded shut. She riffled through the room for Aeson’s cylinder, digging in the semi-translucent bins stacked in the corner and the cabinet with the electronic locks that had failed.
For a moment, out of impatience and dread, Vrana considered leaving, but this was her third trial, her final trial, and nothing short death could justify forsaking the long held ritual.
And as is often the case in times of frustration, the answer was in front of her, disguised by its obviousness: an outline, rectangular and raised, painted over, perhaps to appear as a part of the wall. She pressed the keycard against the wall and then watched as the wall shuddered and slid back.
On the other side, a second laboratory waited, swathed in violet light and plastic sheets. More workstations lined the walls, their computers covered in bags like cadavers. At the center of the room, several large glass pods protruded out of the ground, acting as hosts to the swirling black liquids inside. From their glistening base, heavy tangles of cords and wires fed into the floor; going to her knees, Vrana saw through the grating the machine to which they were connected: an orb, larger than herself, which coughed out an orange mist at three-second intervals.
Using the little light she had, Vrana came to her feet and moved from chart to chart, diagram to diagram, in search of anything that would help her locate the cylinder. For her, most of the scientific jargon was indecipherable, but among the blocks of text between every readout and poster, one word was repeated—“homunculus.” Vrana found an illustration swinging from a tack, and when she unrolled it, she saw a mirrored image of the creature from before. Beneath the illustration, she noticed a notebook, its pages heavy with faded ink from a perfectionist’s scrawl. Though she didn’t understand the language it was written in, the sketching of the homunculi inside was enough to convince Vrana that it was important, and that she should take it, so Aeson could uncover its meaning.
She turned around and passed beside the pods, minding the blade of her ax so as to not rupture them. She bent over and looked into the black liquid that churned beyond the glass. Everything in this room could be harvested, Vrana thought. It didn’t make sense that she should be one of the few to enter the hospital and then return with only a simple cylinder. If she told the elders of what she’d seen, of what she’d found, would they send others? Why hadn’t they already? She stood up and, like the keycard reader, noticed the cylinder in question, across the room on a desk, in plain sight. Maybe I shouldn’t tell them what I’ve found, she thought, maybe that’s part of the trial.
“Anyways,” Vrana said, releasing the breath she’d been holding, the thoughts she’d been considering, “time to go.”
She scooped up the cylinder, and after recognizing the various warning symbols that lined it, she gently lowered it into her satchel beside the journal, the necklace, and the Skeleton’s key. She exited the laboratory, ensuring all the doors were shut behind her, leaving everything as it was, except for what she had taken, unwilling to give the homunculi a reason to attack. She hurried across the fourth floor, not toward the stairwell but toward the room she’d seen earlier from the outside, with the rope made of bed sheets dangling from its window. She ignored the feces smeared across the floor, went to the window, dropped the cylinder into a patch of grass, and started her descent.
But the descent was much shorter than she expected. By the second floor, when her hands were sufficiently greased with whatever suffering stained the sheets, the rope uncurled. Vrana screamed, and before she could grab onto anything else, she hit the ground hard, her head smacking against the earth. Consciousness and blood spilled out of her scalp, and when consciousness returned, it brought back all the pain she could’ve done without.
“God damn it,” she said, sitting up and kicking the knot of sheets. She rubbed her head, collected the cylinder from the grass, and hobbled toward the front of the hospital.
As she rounded the corner, it was not a homunculus that greeted her but three humans; two male, one female, in a motley of tired clothes and beaten armor.
“Took quite a fall,” said the man in a dented iron helmet, his rapier dangling at his side.
Vrana said nothing as she studied the Corrupted. The man in the iron helmet was the largest and probably the strongest; though when he spoke, he held his side as if injured. The woman was the tallest of the group, her thick, matted braids held in place by small, chipped bones; in each hand she held a dagger, gripping them as though they were an extension of herself. The last man was sinewy, sunburned, starving; he clung to his battered bow the same way a child would a blanket and kept looking over his shoulder at the nearly empty quiver there.
“You have something of ours, Night Terror. A necklace,” the archer said. “Thought we’d leave you to the shadows, to this place, and collect when they’d finished with you.” He stared at the cylinder in Vrana’s hands. “We’ll take that, too.”
Vrana ignored them. She set the cylinder down and stepped forward, holding her ax outward. The woman with the daggers tensed as the Raven approached. The man in the iron helmet drew his rapier. The archer nocked an arrow and looked nervously at his companions. Vrana felt lightheaded, from the fall and the sheer number of enemies before her. I can’t do this, she thought, focusing on the bow, which would be enough to end her before she even started. Can I do this? She remembered Bjørn and his insistence that she bring a bow and hated that, for the first time in a long time, he’d been right.
“One on one, Gregory?” the bandit woman said, looking at the man with the rapier.
All three laughed, shaking their heads.
In a flash, the archer’s arrow whizzed past Vrana’s mask, just above her shoulders. She sprinted toward the three of them, for they left her no other option. The archer fumbled to load another arrow, so his companions picked up his slack. Gregory rushed Vrana, swinging his rapier like a bastard sword. She sidestepped his attack, hopping back as the woman closed in from the side, swiping with her daggers as though they were claws. The archer broke away from the group and then, with steadied hands, launched a volley of arrows at the skirmishers. Vrana, Gregory, and the woman ducked and dodged the missiles as they rained down haphazardly around them.
“You fucking idiot!” the woman shouted to the archer.
“I’m sorry, Nel, I’m sorry.”
“Put that thing away, and go do something else. We’ll take care of the bird.” She stood upright and nodded at Gregory, and together, they ran at Vrana.
The archer was a novice, a distraction, so she took her eyes off him and met the others screaming. She swung her ax, catching the rapier and ripping it from Gregory’s hands. As he struggled to reclaim it, Nel stepped in front of him and slashed in a frenzy. Vrana gasped, dipped, and dodged, and tripped the woman when she’d extended herself too far. Nel slid across the grass, staining her hands. When she looked up, Vrana kicked her in the face, knocking a tooth down her throat.
Gregory was panting loudly now, so Vrana heard him when he tried to stab her in the back. She whipped around and punched him in the side, her fist crashing into a wet patch of tender flesh. Gregory wailed in agony and retreated back toward the hospital steps, dropping his rapier along the way.
As Vrana decided who to kill first, someone else made the decision for her. A dull thud and then choking. Vrana looked over her shoulder and saw the archer gripping the arrow shaft protruding from his neck. Something moved through the trees a few meters away, but before Vrana could get a good look at it, Nel was on top of her, spitting hot blood into the holes of her mask. Vrana yelped and then kicked her away, but not before Nel drove part of a dagger into Vrana’s thigh.
“Cunt,” Nel said, looking at Gregory, who was lying across the hospital steps, dabbing at his side with trembling fingers. “You don’t even know what you have.”
The necklace? Vrana wondered what Nel was talking about and then decided she didn’t care enough to find out. She ran forward, and as the woman crossed her arms and sliced outward, Vrana slid beneath the attack and rammed the ax head into her gut. While she was stunned, Vrana came to her feet, grabbed both of Nel’s arms, and pulled; with a sharp snap, they broke. As she screamed and flailed in agony, Vrana bashed her head against Nel’s, goring her eye with the beak of her mask.
Nel pulled away and collapsed into the grass, weeping bloody tears from the hole in her face. Vrana kicked the woman’s weapons away. Determined to deal with Gregory, she picked up the ax and turned toward the hospital. But Gregory was gone; a severed arm where his body had been. Vrana approached the stairs slowly and saw running up the front steps a long trail of blood that disappeared into the darkness of the hospital.
“Oh my…” Vrana stopped. The darkness was not darkness at all but bodies, hundreds of them, packed together, staring with glinting eyes and gnashing their teeth at her, the intruder, the thief, the murderer. She moved back from the hospital and found the cylinder; with it secured in her pouch, she walked into the forest, shaken and empty, like a stranger who’d seen something she knew she shouldn’t have. She held her ax tightly as she walked between the trees and, cringing, waited for the homunculi to swarm her and give her the deathblow.
But it never came.
When she was certain that she was not being followed, Vrana collapsed beneath a large tree and gorged herself on provisions. When a fourth of what she had in meat and bread remained, she stopped and started on the water. The extra day in the ravine, the one she could not account for, had taken its toll, and it seemed it was finally catching up with her.
She found some bark to rest against and took off her mask to clean the woman’s eye from its beak. Four Corrupted. She had killed four Corrupted—five if the young boy had perished at the hands of the townsfolk. Each death had been easier than the last, and each seemed no different than slaughtering an animal out of a need for defense or sustenance. For a culture that was built upon the history of its enemy, so much so that it nearly lacked an identity of its own, Vrana found it surprising how little sympathy, let alone respect, her people—including herself—possessed for the Corrupted. There was little doubt in her mind that the thieves, her attackers, had earned their fate, just as the villains of history had deserved theirs, but could the same be said for the whole of humanity?
It was on the seventh day of Vrana’s return that she realized something was amiss. The surroundings were similar—there would be no delays into the Black Hour this time—yet something was missing, something which Vrana could not place. A snapping of branches stole her attention from the thought to the shape lurking behind a crop of trees, watching her as she watched it. The shape stepped into the light, revealing a man of average build with what appeared to be a large, discolored bat’s skull over his head. Bow in hand, the man nodded at Vrana, then vanished into the forest.
She stood in place for a moment, eyebrows furrowed, and considered the man. She had little doubt that he was not of her tribe given the mask and lack of Corruption. Vrana searched her memories of Caldera for his image, wondering if the elders had ordered him to follow her to ensure the trial’s completion.
“I’m not that important,” she said to herself,
turning her gaze from the forest to the sky, where snow-covered spires rose out of the sharp slopes of the mountain in the distance. “Hold on,” she said, spinning around. “Oh shit.”
Vrana tore through the forest, stopping only to kill and take what didn’t need to be cooked. Two days. She had two days before she would reach Caldera, and yet Kistvaen stood before her. Something’s wrong, she told herself as the forest gave way to a swamp, I shouldn’t be able to see it from here. It’s not possible to see it from here. Don’t use it as a marker. You won’t find your way home that way.
The moonlit waters of the swamp received Vrana without complaint as she trudged forward. She made no attempt to mask her presence to the things that called the swamp home, for care would cost her time she didn’t have to spare. Brightly colored wisps darted about her head as she went, their spherical bodies blooming and wilting like flower petals. They whispered to her in a language she couldn’t comprehend, though she knew well enough what they wanted by the way they salivated when they spoke.
“Get out of my way,” she told them. “I have to get home.”
Two days, three sprains, and sixteen thorns later, Vrana reached Caldera. Her lungs clamored for oxygen; her legs begged for a chair, a bed, or a new body entirely. The sky over the village was caught between day and night, a soft pink fading into frosted gray through which the lights of a hundred dead stars shone. Vrana drank the green potion, the last of what her mother had given her, to dull the pain and heighten her senses. She made sure the cylinder was secure before she crossed the fields. There were no harvesters behind the rows of crops to be seen, and save for the rustling of branches from the forest, there were no sounds to be heard either.
Vrana proceeded on shaking legs into the sweltering heat of Caldera. A wave of embers slid over her body as the wind blew through the blackened buildings before her. Oh no.
She peered through open doors and windows, searching for friends and finding only smoke. Please let her be all right. She followed large gouges in the earth to Bjørn’s anvil, where the Bear was missing from his station. She trembled at the thought of finding her mother strewn across the basement, a handful of tonics by her side. She made for home.
Vrana pushed farther into Caldera, coughing as she went, and found her house and those around it untouched by the fire. She hurried to the front door, reached for the handle. She jumped as something collided against her neck. She spun around, rending the air with her ax, just missing Blix as he dove out of harm’s way.
“Take me to them, Blix.”
The small crow, full of renewed energy and purpose, led Vrana to the Archive, where small fires burned atop boiling pools of blood. Vrana ascended the steps, pushed open the double doors, and then put her hands to her mouth when she saw what suffered beyond. The large tables that once held books were now cleared and covered in the contorted bodies of men, women, and children; their twisted hands calling for or clinging to their teary loved ones nearby. Vrana chased after Blix as he darted through the Archive, ducking under the gory sheets that hung between the aisles.
“Where is she, Blix?” Vrana pleaded. Her feet slipped on a strip of flesh that was laid out across the soiled floor. She nodded at a family huddled around a small boy whose chest was charred, a poor form of apology. “Where is she?”
Ahead, at the center of it all, Vrana’s mother stood in a bloodstained apron, tending to the writhing with potions that had once been held in reserve. A dim light surrounded her as she moved from body to body with knife, rag, and vial.
Blix stole Adelyn’s attention away from a small child with streaks of rot down her neck. “Vrana,” she said, placing her hand on the child’s sweating forehead. “Vrana, I’m so glad you’re okay.”
Knowing that her mother would never leave the child’s side, Vrana stepped closer and produced the cylinder for her to see. “What’s happened?”
Adelyn looked down and stepped away from the girl, who had fallen unconscious. She dipped her hands in a bowl of murky water, her own mixture of a mild anesthetic and an antibacterial, and then dried them.
“It was the Witch of your nightmares, Vrana. She came for you.”  




CHAPTER VII

When the moment presented itself, Adelyn pulled her daughter aside, down onto a chair, and told her everything.
“The morning after you left, Mara returned from the east. It’s been so many years since I’ve seen her. You’ve never met her, no, but I knew if anyone could tell us anything about your nightmares, it would be her. And I was right. She’d heard stories of men and women who had been twisted and disfigured and left to die in the wilds. Like that creature you saw in the lake. She even found one once, on a bridge: two twin boys stitched together at the chest, black eyes, no arms, their mouths stretched all the way down, down to the ground.
“Mara killed the twins. She’s always had sympathy for the Corrupted. Later, Mara found out those same boys had been haunting that bridge for months.” Adelyn paused for a moment, shaking her head. “Why did this have to happen to you? I…”
Vrana reached out and held her mother’s hand.
“Mara couldn’t let what she’d seen go. She’s not like that. The uglier the issue, the more she wants to know about it, so she did what she does best—investigated. But she didn’t find much at first, only a few anecdotes about a woman, a Witch, who lived in the sea, in a field— a Void.
“Very good at pretending to be human, Mara is. For a while, we all thought she’d pack her bags and live with the Corrupted. She’s spent more time with them than our own people. I found it strange then, we all did, but I’m thankful now, for you, because she did find something: two books in a barn outside the town where the twins were from.
“Aeson has the books with him now. He filed them away years ago when Mara lost interest. He said he must have been busy, but I suspect he was distracted more than anything else.” She tilted her head at her daughter.
Vrana’s face went red. “What about here? What did she do? I don’t care about all that right now. Whatever else there is can wait.”
One of her mother’s patients began to cough up chunks of phlegm, causing the entire table they were lying on to shake.
“I’m sorry, Vrana. My mind is elsewhere. I… just  if I don’t tell it as it happened, I’ll forget something.” She sighed. “You’ve got your father’s eyes, intelligence. His stubborn determination. I cherish those qualities in the both of you, I truly do, but I’ll be damned if I don’t wish you hadn’t inherited his bad luck, too.”
“Mom,” Vrana said, redirecting her.
“Everything was the same, and then it wasn’t. I couldn’t tell you when it started, but it had to have only been a few days after you left. People reported feeling ill, the wind carried a foul odor and warmth. Bjørn…”
Vrana moved to interrupt, to ask where he was and if he was okay, but she remained silent.
“Bjørn said he saw flickering images on our doorstep of a woman in a dress with long, matted hair. The children started having nightmares; they kept complaining about a deafening drone that none of us adults could hear. From these problems alone, my supplies dwindled fast. After a while, even I felt her strange effects, a horrible unease like when your father… The elders thought it was an infection, so we treated it like one, but then the Witch appeared, and we knew.
“She was awful, Vrana. Looked like a rotted corpse pulled out of water, yet somehow, there was a heat about her, the kind of heat that makes you dizzy and sick. She was so… angry—slashing and burning anything, everything. She had no… I don’t know. It was just killing for the sake of killing. One of the spellweavers tried to paralyze the Witch—” Adelyn paused, realizing what she had said and that it was far too late to take it back. “—but she gutted him.”
“I hurried home because I saw Kistvaen from afar,” Vrana said. “I thought they’d all died out, the spellweavers. No one said they were still alive. I don’t understand… that’s how the mountain…”
“Yes. Without the third spellweaver, the other two cannot make the mountain disappear. Until help comes from Eld or Alluvia, it’ll stay that way; the humans will get curious, and eventually their curiosity will bring them here, again.”
Vrana looked at her mother with a feeling of emptiness in her stomach. Suddenly, she was very aware of how close to death the ones she cared for had come because of her meddling with the young boy. She was afraid to ask the next question, but before she could stop herself, the words spilled out. “How many?”
“Twenty-two. I can heal those you see here and those farther back, but I couldn’t save the others. She had done things to their bodies. Melted them from the inside. At least Bjørn gave her a good punch—a small victory, if nothing else.” Adelyn laughed weakly and looked away. “Your mom wasn’t always this soft, Vrana, but it’s been a long time since I’ve seen such…”
“I’m so sorry,” Vrana said, throwing her arms around her mother. “I’m sorry I brought this to our village. I didn’t know.”
Adelyn pushed Vrana back and gripped her shoulders. “You are not to blame. Self-pity is for the Corrupted, not for us, okay?”
Vrana nodded.
“This is one of the most important days in your life.” She stared through the raven mask, into her daughter’s watering eyes. “In my life, despite the circumstances. Go to Aeson and finish your trial. We endured the Trauma. We can endure this.”
Vrana considered her mother for a moment and then turned away.
“Vrana,” her mother added, “words fail to express just how proud I am of you.”
In the Archive’s doorway, Vrana and Adelyn hugged once more. Then the clouds of confusion cleared, and Vrana’s mind opened itself to her. “If she knew where the village was, then she had to have known I would be gone; otherwise, why not attack it sooner? There is an entire day I can’t account for, when I made camp in a ravine just west of the hospital. I don’t think the Witch meant to kill me by coming here.”
Vrana turned to look at the village, the burned buildings and scarred earth. “I think it was revenge for killing her creature, for seeing her in my dreams and knowing she exists.”
Adelyn shuddered as the cries of one of the children echoed through the Archive. “You may be right, Vrana. She’s an ancient power, a ghost from the Old World. I can’t imagine the connection between you two was on purpose… unless she wanted to be found, wanted to be known.”
“Did Mara give any suggestions? Where is she?”
“No. She left the very same day she arrived, back east. Aeson’s locked away in the Inner Sanctum. I’m sure he’s found something by now.” Another child joined the weeping chorus. “I’m sorry. I have to go.” She touched her daughter’s mask. “I love you.”
There were no archivists to provide Vrana with the daily hint to enter the tunnels, and when she reached the three statues, she found there was no need for one, for the plate had already been pulled back. As she descended into darkness, she heard heavy footfalls from above, many in number, and remained very still against the ladder. Vrana imagined it was an army of the Witch’s conjurations, returning to lay waste to those who had survived.
But it was something far worse.
Climbing the ladder, Vrana saw that it was the people of her village returning from their Witch hunt. Their presence alone told of their misery: effortless movements punctuated by moments of pain; a vow of silence for fear that their words would give way to screams. Hawks, Bears, and Goats; Foxes, Deer, and Toads; Spiders, Swans, and Owls; Alligators and a Beetle, and many others all passed over Vrana, disappearing into their homes to be greeted by loved ones or no one at all.
Vrana swallowed her guilt and continued down the ladder.
Aeson was already waiting for her in the tunnel, at the location where Vrana most often heard whispers and chanting, where the walls fell away to an underground lake that seemed to stretch on forever. He was sitting on the edge of the tunnel, legs dangling over the side, lost in thought. The glowing stones cast his skull mask in an eerie light. He had dirt on his arms and legs, or was it blood? It was too dim to tell.
“Hey,” Vrana said quietly.
Aeson lowered his head and removed his mask. His dark hair fell to his neck. “Hey,” he said, setting the skull aside.
Vrana reached for her raven mask, faltered, and then lifted it off her head. She took a seat beside Aeson, their masks on opposite sides of one another, and briefly forgot about everything that had happened. They smiled at one another awkwardly.
Vrana swung her legs over the glassy pit and reached for the cylinder. “Here,” she said, handing it to Aeson. “What’s in it?”
“You didn’t look?”
Vrana shook her head, gesturing towards the warning labels written on the cylinder’s side.
“Fair enough,” he said, laughing. “It’s a preserved form of a virus from the Old World. AIDS. It’s spread through sex, bodily fluids, what have you. It killed a lot of humans by shutting down their immune system. They eventually developed a cure; we’ve had that in the Sanctum for years.”
“Oh.” Vrana looked at the cylinder and remembered the multiple times she had dropped it. “And you knew it was in the hospital because of a journal you read?”
“I didn’t know for certain.” Aeson set the silver canister on his lap. “But it seemed that way, yes. I’m really sorry about that. The world as it is right now can’t afford to have a virus like this spreading through it again, and we’ve been searching so long for it. I’m avoiding the subject, I know. I’m sorry, Vrana. I’m still not sure what happened.”
Vrana shook her head, knowing Aeson was referring to the events that had occurred only hours ago with the Witch. “My mother filled me in,” she said, “in her own comprehensive way.”
Vrana proceeded to tell Aeson about the third trial, producing the notes on the homunculi to verify her story. His eyes darted back and forth across the page. Vrana took out the Skeleton’s key and the silver necklace and told their stories, too. Her travels with the young boy, however, remained unspoken.
“Things are never easy for you, are they?” Aeson held the silver necklace up against one of the glowing rocks. The light refracted through the gem onto the wall.
“That’s not true,” Vrana said, pointing to the raven’s head. “I took that easily enough. School was more or less uneventful. You and my mother are setting me up for some sort of self-fulfilling prophecy.”
Aeson traded the necklace for the Skeleton’s key. “Do you remember that time your mother was showing you how to make a potion to help with memory recall?”
“No.”
“Well, that’s because some of the ingredients had fallen into the wrong vial, and you ended up getting a face full of Forgetfulness. You sure this is from the Black Hour? You might still be feeling the residual effects of—”
Vrana punched Aeson hard on the leg, and Aeson almost dropped the key into the waters below. As he rubbed the spreading redness, Vrana took the Skeleton’s key and the cylinder and secured them in her bag.
“I feel guilty,” she said, unable to ignore the issue any longer. “I know I shouldn’t, but I do. I fucking do. And I realized it’s not because of what happened, because horrible things do happen. Just—I couldn’t at least be here to face the Witch, like the rest of you.”
Aeson scratched at his arms and legs, breaking up the dried dirt along them. “So what you’re telling me is that you don’t necessarily feel responsible for those who died; rather, you feel guilty because you weren’t here to have the chance to die alongside them? You know, you don’t have to be cold and callous like the elders. No one is going to blame you for this. No one else besides me, your mother, Mara, and a few watchers even know about your dreams. Why should you feel guilty for the choices someone else made? Don’t turn Corrupted on me now.” He took a breath. “You really stabbed someone in the eye with your beak?”
Aeson helped Vrana to her feet. They put their masks back on. They said little to one another as they traveled the length of the tunnel. Vrana asked if he knew more about the homunculi, and he said that he did, but thought it to be more important that she receive and read the two books on the Witch instead.
“I have an idea,” he told her as they entered the Inner Sanctum, which looked as though it had been ransacked, “on how to find the Witch. I need a few days to think it over, so don’t ask until then. I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up.” He walked over to his bed, which was swamped with books, and picked up two coverless, hardbound novels. “Here,” he said, holding them out for Vrana to take.
“Did you see her?” Vrana asked, stuffing the books into her leather bag.
“I did. I knew something was wrong, even down here. It took me awhile, too long, to convince myself to leave the Sanctum.” He sighed. “There wasn’t much I could do. No one could do anything. I don’t even know why I left.
“When I saw her, she was standing at the village center, wrapping that spellweaver’s intestines around his neck. I couldn’t stop shivering, even though I was covered in sweat. I’d never seen Caldera like that—torn apart and crimson, like Corruption.” He laughed and shook his head. “What would I know about how the village looks anyways?”
Aeson took off his mask again, this time dropping it onto the bed; signs of trauma were etched into his face. “She laughed at me when she saw me, said something I couldn’t understand, then floated away, like a wisp, into the woods. Half the village went after her, while the other half stayed behind to do what they could for everyone else. The strange thing is—” he looked toward Vrana but was really looking inward at the terrible memory eating away his mind, “—it felt like it had happened so quickly, but it had to have been going on for hours. Days, maybe? I don’t know where we go from here.”
There was little left of the night when Vrana decided to make her way home. She considered staying with Aeson as she had done many times in the past; however, the warmth of her bed and the quiet of her room held an allure too great to ignore. To say she was tired would be an understatement so severe that Vrana would deem it punishable by death. The mere act of having a thought alone threatened to collapse her entire system. Now more than ever, she hoped for the Witch to invade her dreams, or for her to invade the Witch’s, but what she would do to the woman was something she had yet to decide.
There would be a lot of blood, though. Of that she could be certain.
Vrana could hear the grumblers grumbling in the fields as she walked through the rows of battered houses, but it was possible that it may have been her stomach begging for a well-cooked meal. An eerie blue mist swirled around her feet and washed against the foundations of the buildings like ethereal waves. They would recover, she knew, for her people seldom dwelled on the past, lest something could be learned from it. There had always been attacks prior to the Witch’s, from desperate and deranged humans, to starving animals and sadistic specters. The worst had been a charge led by a band of zealots under the impression Vrana’s kind were not only servants of death but evil incarnate—the former being true, the latter more a matter of opinion.
But this was different. This concerned her and the ones she loved, and she didn’t have the benefit of history to make of the tragedy a rousing tale. Of course she was to blame, and blamed she would be, because she had opened the door, and the Witch had walked through.
“Why did I think they were dead?” Vrana muttered to herself as she looked upon the mountain. “It only makes sense…”
“I would not worry over the spellweavers,” said a gentle voice.
Vrana stiffened as a shape appeared before her. She had her ax but hadn’t the strength to swing it. The shape took a step forward and then another, until the blue mist parted at its approach. The light of the moon left nothing to uncertainty: it was the man from outside the hospital, with the bat skull and bow. He was neither large nor small in stature, nor did he present an air of hostility, and but for the white markings on his body, he was utterly average in every respect.
“Why did you rush the bandits?” he asked. “There is nothing dishonorable in knowing your limits.”
Vrana remembered the archer and the flood of blood pouring out his neck. “It was you,” she said, moving her eyes from the man’s mask to his bow. “I… I don’t know if I would have survived if you hadn’t…”
The Bat stepped closer; not only was his mask discolored, but it was also covered in hundreds of hairline cracks. “It’s hard to say. He was a poor shot.”
“Th-thank you,” Vrana stuttered. “Really, thank you.”
She caught herself staring as a child would in fearful admiration of the oddity of bone that sat upon his head. Sensing the man’s gaze, she then continued. “I don’t know what my limits are.”
The man ignored Vrana and decided to address the object of her attention. “I have no family. I cannot remember where I am from, and I do not care enough to find out. Your elders took me in when I was very young and very nearly dead.”
He cleared his throat. His gentle tone became unenthused, as though the story he was about to tell was one he had told many times before. “For my first trial, I decided I would take the head of a bat. I found no bats large enough to take a head from, but there were bats in the area no larger than small children, which had, coincidentally, developed a taste for small children. I found their cave and killed them all. I crushed their skulls and, from the fragments, made my own. Where there is white on my body, there is no feeling, only a reminder of the diseases they carried. And now that you know my tale, and nothing is left to mystery, we can talk.”




CHAPTER VIII

The man was called Deimos, a name he had given to himself as a child. He roamed the midland beyond the mountain belt, keeping watch over the human settlements and, occasionally, taking on the role of messenger between the villages in the area. His reasons for being near the hospital and at Caldera that night concerned a city in the North that Vrana knew naught of, a city whose existence alone caused her to question all that she knew about the Corrupted.
“Geharra is a vast city divided by great walls. It sits between two rivers that empty into the sea,” he told Vrana as he walked her home. “Its population is no less than ten thousand. Yes, ten thousand. They are fairly self-sufficient and have waged no wars on us or others.”
Suddenly, Vrana felt very cold, and her hand began to shake. She tried to remember her schooling, what she may have misinterpreted or missed altogether. It seemed even the Archive’s map, which she had studied so carefully in her youth, had been misleading, for it had said nothing of Geharra. “How is that possible? Why did no one stop them from building it?”
Deimos shook his head. “Because they did not build it. It had survived through the changes of the world, and they made what was left of it a home. The presence of our people in the north was little then, and the humans reproduce quickly. They are very fond of that, reproducing. It is not the only Corrupted city, Vrana. There are two more, Penance and Eldrus, farther North. They are even larger.”
He stopped as bewilderment spread across Vrana’s face: her eyes down and to the right; her brow wrinkled; her mouth quivering. She felt naïve for thinking the Corrupted had lived in groups no larger than a few hundred at a time. She felt betrayed for having been led by the elders and adults of the village to believe that their efforts maintained the balance. She wanted to ask Deimos how many remained of their people, because she doubted that number as well.
“The North is not like the South, Vrana,” he said, stopping as they reached her house. “The humans are not interested in the South. It is known as the Cradle of Death to them because of the beasts who call it home. They have these great cities in the North, but they are isolated from one another, because of us. I am telling you nothing more than what you’ll learn in the next few days.”
Vrana felt naïve once more, not for her ignorance of the lands beyond, but for so hastily assuming the elders were nothing more than well-respected deceivers. “Then why did you tell me?”
“Because our people in the midland are missing: Alluvia, our village, is empty. And the city of ten thousand is ten thousand no more. I scaled Geharra’s walls and followed its streets. There is nothing, no one. Geharra and Alluvia have vanished.
“That is how I happened upon the hospital and you, on my return to tell the elders. They will send me back to learn more, though with a smaller party than I had hoped…” He gestured to the destruction around them. “I followed you closely after the hospital. I was impressed with what I saw.”
It took Vrana a moment to realize what was being asked of her, and when she did, Deimos said nothing more. He looked down on her from behind the patchwork of bones, nodded, and walked away into the mist, which closed around him like a hundred ghostly arms.
She knew he wanted her to think on what had been said tonight, for he could have waited until the ceremony to tell her, but that would be impossible in her state. She entered her house, saw that Adelyn had not yet returned from the Archive, ripped the raven’s head from her body, and threw herself into bed.
Vrana slept away an entire day, and not because the Witch had somehow willed it. When she awoke at dawn, she remembered all that had been told to her by Adelyn, Aeson, and Deimos, and almost convinced herself that it had been a fabrication of the Black Hour. The elders would be expecting her, Vrana thought as she forced herself out of bed, but she had no intention of seeing them and completing the rite today. After the second trial, she had expressed to her mother a need for time alone, and now that she felt too guilty to be among her people—she might’ve told on herself just to let the secret out—it seemed that time had come.
Bjørn was passed out over his anvil, his knuckles raw from where he’d punched the Witch. Twice he stirred as Vrana skirted around him, looking through his creations for a bow and quiver of arrows. He had a tendency to overproduce weapons and armor, which had the unintended effect of increasing the likelihood that the youth would destroy them in training. He didn’t mind, he’d told Vrana once, but she didn’t believe him, as she remembered more instances than she could count in which Bjørn had threatened strangulation and dismemberment after being presented with a cracked breastplate or shattered spear. She felt confident that he would not mind her, of all people, borrowing his wares without permission; however, seeing no reason to test this theory, she took the first bow she found, grabbed a handful of arrows and an empty quiver, and stole away into the forest.
Droplets of dew leapt from the grass as she walked between the trees. An ocelot stared at her from atop a boulder and scampered off, puzzled by the imposter raven. Hundreds of birds called to one another from the canopy above, while spider monkeys scaled and swung from the branches below. Vrana nocked an arrow and loosed it at one of the primates, but it came nowhere close to hitting it. And to make matters worse, one of the monkeys returned, ripped the arrow from the tree, howled hysterically, and threw it back at her.
Archery had never been her strong suit, so she decided to clear her thoughts before being embarrassed by the animals of the forest again. There was a stream to the southwest that Vrana visited on occasions such as these, and this is where she sat now, not on the edge of the water but in it, straight-faced, if one could see her face, and completely relaxed. The stream had been one of the last few places she and Aeson had played as children, before the Inner Sanctum had taken him away from her. She had also kissed him here, but that was another matter entirely.
Too much has happened too quickly. Vrana pulled her mask off, pulled her knees to her chest. A fish nibbled at her back; a bug buzzed in her ear. The boy, the Skeleton, the homunculi… the Witch… Geharra. She wrapped her arms around her knees and buried her face against them. Twenty-two. Who had they been? I don’t even know. Somewhere, something made a splash in the water. I should be helping them, not giving them a reason to suspect me.
She looked up at nothing in particular. These trials were supposed to give something back to Caldera, but all she’d given them was death. Sure, they would move on, but they wouldn’t, not really, no one ever does, not from something like this. Maybe she should’ve told them. They’d have found out anyway. A secret is never a secret here.
Vrana studied her mask, the dead thing she wore that kept her alive. Twenty-two. Why did that seem so much worse than ten thousand?
She leaned over and lifted the mask. It felt much lighter than it had been weeks ago, before she’d cut and cleaned the life out of it. I’ve always wanted to leave, and here’s the perfect opportunity. But they’ll find out, and they’ll say I ran away. She set the mask down on the embankment once more. I don’t run away. I’m not running away. I fucked up. I’ll fix this. If the Witch wants anything, it’s to do this to me, to make me suffer. Of course she wants this. That’s why I’m still alive. Bitch. Fucking bitch. I’m not Corrupted. I’m not falling for it.
Craning her neck, Vrana looked back at Kistvaen, which no longer inspired a small smile and a faint curiosity, but dread. She was confident that the spellweavers were only mentioned in discussions of the past, while dialogues of the disappearing mountain never moved far from the realm of speculation. Why then, Vrana wondered as she turned away, would a task so important go without acknowledgement? She understood the need to ensure the spellweavers’ safety, but there was something amiss about one of the privileged and the protected suddenly taking it upon himself to attack an enemy about which nothing was known. She could not help but feel their situation bore some similarity to Aeson’s, who swore to her he separated himself from society out of need and heritage. They lied to us about the northern cities. They lied to us about the spellweavers.
Adelyn was always the first to tell her daughter she came to conclusions too quickly, but in this case, no others seemed to exist: the elders could not be trusted, because they’d become the revisionists they swore they despised.
The fingerlike rays of the rising sun crept over the horizon. The heat of summer washed over the land and seeped into the stream where Vrana sat. She could stay here, she thought, and she would be happy, undoubtedly happy and contented, and like her mother, she would regret every day spent not doing what she’d wanted to do all her life. The little boy didn’t matter—she was certain others would’ve done the same—and the Skeleton mattered even less. He probably never even existed outside that fleeting hour. The homunculi, well, how were they any different from any other unexplainable monstrosity that roamed the land? No, the Witch and Geharra, that’s what mattered. Vrana would be running, yes, but only so that the woman of her nightmares would follow.
She wrung out what she could of the water in her clothes, took up the bow and quiver, and started back towards the village. Along the way, she fired seven arrows, only one of which managed to meet its target, and that had been a frog so bloated escape was physically impossible. The kill was a mixture of both triumph and mild depression, but that didn’t change the fact the frog would taste good for dinner.
At the midpoint of her journey home, Vrana thought of the Den of the Unkindness and decided to see how they had fared without their Cruel Mother. It was easy enough finding the way: All one needed to do was follow the dying trees, until one could look in any direction and see nothing but the color of ash. When Vrana asked Aeson why the land had never healed here, he’d scoffed and scolded her on the importance of knowing history and then proceeded to tell her the tale of how zealots had drained the land of life during their makeshift siege on Caldera. She found it curious that the elders never made an effort to reconcile that part of the forest, but apparently Aeson didn’t.
The ground shifted and sloped beneath her feet, becoming a bed of all things dead. Clouds of dust coughed into the air from wheezing vents, while broken bones rolled lazily on their sides. When she’d first approached the Den weeks ago, the ravens’ sounds were overpowering, so much so that she considered turning back out of fear the noise itself would leave her deaf. Now, however, there was nothing to be heard but the sounds of dried leaves crumbling underfoot and the thirsty moans of the twisting trees from which they’d fallen.
Has the Unkindness left? She squinted, trying to pierce the dim darkness that surrounded the Den. She moved closer and saw that it had not. At the center of the hollowed-out tree, amid a flurry of feathers, an engorged raven of at least three hundred pounds sat, mouth agape, its beak stained by its gluttony. Overhead, birds flew through the gaps in the branches of the massive tree, bearing bloody gifts of squirming animals. One by one, they dropped their tributes into the wretched maw. The fat raven’s eyes rolled in its sockets, and its tongue licked the air uncontrollably. For those whose gifts were not sufficient, the bloated beast extended its neck, snapped down on them, and forced their twitching bodies down its gullet, to settle the balance owed.
The feeding stopped as soon as the Greedy Father saw Vrana. I’ve made a mistake, she thought as she went for the ax she’d left in her room. She had five arrows left, barely enough to kill the beast, and that was only if she managed to hit its vital organs. The Unkindness had seemed so thankful to be rid of the Cruel Mother. How had a successor so much worse risen to power so quickly?
She considered running, but feared that by doing so, she would provoke the Unkindness and be torn to shreds and hauled off to be fed to the Greedy Father in partially digested chunks. She gazed at the Unkindness, as though appealing to them for sanctuary, and saw that they gazed back not with hate but with a kind of reluctant reverence. It was the mask, her trophy from the first trial, she realized, that kept the birds’ talons clutched to the branches and boughs.
“I haven’t found my limits yet,” Vrana whispered as she stepped farther into the Den, ignoring Deimos’ words, which were repeating over and over in her head. “And if I don’t know them, Bat, neither do they.”
The Greedy Father went into a spasm of rage, belching into the air its noxious breath. It screamed and shrieked and snapped at the ravens, spraying chunks of rotted flesh and dripping bone against the sides of the Den. Eventually, the ravens returned to their duty; they took their eyes off Vrana and continued to drop carrion into their Father’s gore-stained mouth. Like a hungry infant begging for the breast, it ate hungrily, sloppily, and then fell into slumber.
Vrana covered her nose; the Den smelled of shit and decay. She looked at the bloated Father with an even greater disgust than before. How many do I have to kill until they get it right? The fat raven shivered in its sleep, causing the blood that had dried on its feathers to crack off in scabby sheets. The Unkindness watched as Vrana trained the bow on the fat raven’s neck. “You’re not going to stop me,” she said, speaking to the ravens. She laughed and lowered her bow. “You don’t care anymore.”
Few took notice of Vrana as she passed through Caldera’s gates. All attentions and efforts were focused on restoring what the Witch had undone. Vrana took a seat at Bjørn’s anvil and returned what she had taken. From there, she watched as builders and their apprentices, some hardly heavier than the tools they carried, repaired the buildings touched by fire. Those harvesters that the fields could spare mended the earth where the Witch had turned it black, cutting away the blight as a doctor would a tumor. Farther on, cooks danced beside their fires, pirouetting around one another, handing off ingredients to be chopped, ground, stuffed, and made edible for the workers. Much to Vrana’s surprise, even the elders were helping, taking the bloody sheets from Adelyn’s hospital in the Archive and washing them in the purifying waters of their garden.
I should be among them, Vrana thought. They’re cleaning up my mess.
It was amazing how much progress Vrana’s people had made in such a short period of time. Another day or two and none would be the wiser that anything had happened here. But no hand could lift the unease that blanketed the village or heal the scars its people would have throughout the years to come. In comparison to Alluvia and Geharra, Caldera had gotten off lightly from its brush with Death. But that may not be the case the next time, Vrana thought, and if a village of hundreds and a city of thousands can go missing without anyone realizing it, what’s to stop the same thing from happening here?  And if she had the chance to change this outcome, shouldn’t she take it?




CHAPTER IX

It is the darkest corners of the world that she calls home. It is from the deepest depths of the mind that she is inspired. None shall gaze upon her and think her fair or kind, for she is neither, and has never known these words to be said of her. They are foreign to her, painful to conceive. There is no place for her in our world or the worlds beyond; she exists in the space between, where she pledges allegiance to neither God nor Satan but only herself. Her acts of cruelty are beyond measure, for it is seldom realized that it was her hand that guided the knife to the back, the child to the cliff, the lover to the liar, the poison to the well. Of her sculptures of flesh, which merge life and death into one torturous state of being, little can be said by the pen which could rival the sight seen by the eyes. She is horror if horror should ever take upon a form. She is death and despair. She is the Maiden of Pain.
The Maiden’s origins vary from culture to culture, from storyteller to storyteller. In Africa, they speak of a child who was taken by evil spirits to Hell, only to be dropped accidentally along the way, lost forever in the endless forever of the beyond. In the East, she was a little girl led to the river by her mother, who saw the Maiden as she was and tried to drown her for it. The townsfolk intervened, however, saving the girl. Bedridden, the girl waited until the day came when she was able enough to kill them all. The West tells a story of an older Maiden, one in late adolescence, who travels the land with her twin sister, living off the hospitality of others and forcing them to murder one another out of lust and jealousy. Even the artic regions of the world have their tales, which speak of a pale woman in rags who walks upon the snow, kidnapping the sleeping and forcing them to endure cruel experiments on their bodies.
Of late, there is little said of the Maiden; the air is heavy with sounds of machinery, of progress, and humanity’s cry for help; few have time to concern themselves with the supernatural. If there is a reward to be reaped for actions taken against her, it is overshadowed by the nightmares and bouts of insanity one receives should they survive the encounter. Ignorance has no effect on her, nor will it make the final moments of pain any easier should she darken one’s doorstep. No, it is from awareness the Maiden recoils. As the collective conscious becomes increasingly aware and anticipates her violent arrival, she is left with no choice but to wait in the Void until she is again forgotten, so that she may carry on once more, cloaked in secrecy and panic. Let this passage be the first blow against her, a sign that her reign of terror has reached its end.
Should one wish to seek out the Maiden, they need only consult the newspaper or the local tavern. Become invisible, hidden in the shadows, and listen to the trembling rumors told in sharp whispers. Scour the written word for evidence of the macabre and follow its sordid trail, however illogical or impossible the case may seem. Deformities are her signature and irrational behavior her entertainment. Make known your cause, so that when you find the hole the Maiden has curled up in, you are not alone, nor are you compromised by fear. In our world, she is vulnerable. There are no other options.
Dagmar
Vrana took a breath, set the book aside, and picked up the other, turning to the page bookmarked by Aeson.
189X
Day One
I’ve arrived at—, a small town in the foothills of the — mountains. There seem to be no less than one hundred lakes and ponds in the surrounding area, which I find bewildering, as it does not appear this part of the world has seen rain in quite some time. The ground is hard and dusty, and faint streaks of purple and green can be seen on the soil when the brittle grass bends back. I’ve no complaints about the air, however—these city lungs have never breathed so freely.
The driver could tell me little of this place along the way, and he turned his back to the town as soon as we arrived. If I should die here, I hope it weighs heavily on that rude man’s conscience. I had no intention of mocking the driver’s beliefs; I only wished to be prepared for them should they come my way.
The people seem nice enough, but so did the people of the marsh before they tried to cut my heart out. Still, I’ll give them the benefit of the doubt (sorry, Herbert, I won’t let my heart, in peril though it was, turn to ice like yours). For the duration of my stay the local inn shall be home, and if it were not for the lingering dampness, I’d dare say I prefer it to my own.
There is much more to be written, but the hand grows heavy with exhaustion. Before bed, I think I shall go pester the lovely lady next door, whom I caught staring at me as I carried my bags down the hall. When she’s had her fill of my humor and charm, which I’m told does not take long, and chases me off like some sort of persistent animal too sad to realize its own feebleness, I will return to my room, tail tucked between my legs, and sleep the sleep of defeat.
Day Two
The lady next door was very lovely indeed; however, the alcohol she poured for me was anything but. I will thank her for the migraine and bad dreams the next time we meet, which, if my memory is correct, should be tonight at nine fifteen. You thought you had me, Herbert, when you agreed to Europe, but I expect you’re doing anything but meeting lovely women as you mosey about that frozen cemetery, minding the body parts as you go.
I began with my patrons at the inn, who expressed a wish to be referred to and shall be known henceforth as Eva and Vaughn. They started the interview by asking me about my familiarity with the Witch, to which I responded with wide eyes and a dash of ignorance. The wife, Eva, looked at her husband, Vaughn, and together held a conversation between each other without saying a word; then, they turned to me and spoke, the words they said like razors to their throats.
Two weeks ago, in the dense fog for which the foothills are known, one by one, the children of the town awoke, not in their beds but at the many lakes and ponds. It was not until the children began to cry, sounding their sorrow all across the landscape, did their parents realize something was amiss. A desperate search and rescue ensued, and all of the children were recovered. When asked what had happened, most of the children could present no explanation, only tears; but of the few who could recall the details of the episode, the story was always the same: A woman had come into their rooms, sat on the edge of their beds, told them their mother and father had died, and if they wanted to be taken care of, they would have to follow her without complaint.
Eva and Vaughn refused to continue at that point, and seeing as I was their guest, it was not in my best interest to harass them any further. Of course, I already knew the story and all its permutations from colleagues and crumpled magazines. Word of the tucked away town and its sleepwalking children had spread like wildfire (almost too fast, if you ask me).
I tried to leave Eva and Vaughn in a better state than they had been following the telling of the tale. Once I saw the warmth return to their faces, I smiled and tipped my hat and left with a skip in my step, a skip put there not by me or them but by the thought of the lovely lady in the room next door.
I followed the old streets for quite some time, ducking into alleyways occasionally, hoping to catch some supernatural entity off guard (looking foolish and insane, as I often do to those who don’t know me). I saw four children as I perused the stores. Never had I seen such solemn children. I could not blame them—I, too, would court sadness after such a trauma—but the issue did not appear entirely affective; rather, from looking at their hollow faces, it appeared as though something were missing, taken from them, or replaced with something that had not been there before. Does that make sense, readers?
A knock at my door.
Until tomorrow, then.
Day Three
A little old woman who I will call Misha was standing outside my room when I opened the door to leave today. She had a scarf around her mouth and above her eyes, a dress down to her feet, and gloves covering her hands. She looked like a mummy wrapped in hand-me-downs. I asked if she had leprosy, to break the ice. She shook her head, sneezed without moving an inch, and told me she was ready to talk. I said “sure” and followed her down the hall to a couch beside a lamp and a large window that overlooked the courtyard.
My head hurt. It still does.
After the little old woman finished telling me some irrelevant story concerning her daughter’s eye patch, I lifted myself from the couch and told her she was very helpful, instrumental, to my work. I vacated the hotel, and once outside, I found an overcast sky and the overly anxious eyes that awaited me, my presence now known to all. I made harmless queries and petted passing kitties to show I was no beast, but it did little to open their closed minds. I announced loudly, to no one in particular, that I’d be willing to exchange coin for information; then took a stroll down the hillside, into the trees, and finally to one of the many lakes.
On the rocky shore, a fisherman stood, securing a line and bait to his makeshift pole. The mountains in the distance looked like ghosts, floating ever so slightly above the mist. The man heard my approach but not the offer I made earlier, so when we were through, I was all the wiser and none the poorer.
I think I’ll have a nap. My writing suffers when my head does.
Day Three—continued
The man was a bleak sort; one who had seen the world and retired from it, for the pain of living in it was too great to endure any longer. Dennis, as I shall call him, said he lost a son two months ago.
“He drowned,” Dennis said, eyes puffing. His boy had been the strongest swimmer in the entire town. “But I know who did it,” he continued, launching a worm into the placid waters.
“Who?” I hooted like an owl.
“The woman at the inn.”
I bit my tongue, and the taste of blood overwhelmed me.
Day Seven
Letting the townsfolk know I’d compensate them for their time was a mistake for two reasons: People are liars, and I had no money. It was a terribly amateurish act on my part, but truth be told, this entire operation has felt unprofessional; it was thrown together at the last minute because of cockiness. The lovely lady next door is of no help either, and now that I know the town thinks her to be the culprit behind the crimes, I understand why they toy with me and cast looks of disdain. I have not slept well (damn you, dampness), nor have I had much of an appetite.
All in all, it would be a fairly typical investigation, if not for the niggling feeling that I am in no way prepared for what’s to come, should it come. I will go at it for a few more days, and then I shall bid these strange folk farewell forever.
Day Eight
Annabel: “I can’t be long.”
Me: “No, I expect not. When you’re ready, child.”
Annabel: “I was playing hide and seek on the old mountain trail with my brother, Jack. We go up there a lot. We like to watch the birds. Don’t know where they come from or what they’re called, but what colors. Sorry.”
Me: “No, it’s quite all right. Please, continue.”
Annabel: “Well, Jack always ends up hiding in the cave up there. Every time. He thinks it’s funny, because it scares me, but I always tell him he’ll be sorry the next time he goes in there and finds a hungry bear waiting for him.”
Me: “What happened when Jack went in the cave this time?”
Annabel: “He, uh, screamed and came running out white as a sheet. Said I had to see It, and I saw It, and It was awful, mister.”
Me: “What did you see, Annabel?”
Annabel: “Bodies, strung across the pool like a net, all skinny and… like a spider had got to them. But that wasn’t the worst of it. I don’t know if I can keep on. My mother is expecting me.”
Me: “We’re almost done. You’ve done so well. Just tell me what else you saw in that cave.”
Annabel: “A woman. I saw a woman. She was naked, I think, and was sitting on top of the bodies. She… she had… I thought it was a stick, but now I’m certain it had to have been a bone. She was banging it on the backs of the bodies, and the water was splashing up through the gaps between them, and I think she was laughing, but there was nothing coming out of her mouth… I can’t…”
Me: “It’s okay, Annabel. You did so well. Take this, for your troubles.”
Day Nine
A pattern is emerging: water.
Day Eleven
We discussed literature and our previous partners—what went wrong, what made it difficult to say goodbye, and so on. She’s a scientist, conducting a research assignment on hysteria. I’m not supposed to know this as it may weaken her results, but I can be very persuasive should the need arise. She’s leaving in a few days, and I lied and told her that I was leaving, too. I am certain she knows this is not true, but if she’s maddened by it, her lips tell me otherwise.
I couldn’t write a decent sentence to save a life right now, let alone my own, which is what will truly be at stake if this investigation goes nowhere. This is serious. I need to be serious.
Nightmare One
Flailing wildly, I tumble through the biting air like a circus performer, reaching for the sky as an infant would its blanket. Black, buzzing clouds meander above me. I hear a piercing wail, followed by a deafening drone that persists throughout the entirety of my stay. I soil myself and feel the hair fall from my head.
I crash into a field, unharmed, and see that it stretches onward in every direction, unimpeded but for the broken stone walls here and there. The air tastes like pus; sweet and foul, it turns the stomach, until the stomach, my stomach, is on the ground before me.
While I’m sitting on the ground, I can feel water seep through the soil and dampen my skin. I start to think of the lovely lady next door and become dizzy with lust. I hate myself for it, for thinking of her in such a place and state, and start hitting myself. I do not stop until my arm is too heavy to lift.
Day Twenty
Why have I come here? And why can’t I…
Day Fifty-Six
Black flies follow me wherever I go. No one else can see them, and that may be true. I have not felt myself lately. The stories are really coming in now, readers. Can you believe the last two? The Maiden of Pain. What a horrible name. No wonder she’s vengeful. Water is the key, but if I should turn it, what doors will be opened?
Day Seventy
The lovely lady let me in to her room when Eva and Vaughn ejected me from mine. I want to ask her why she’s still here, but I’m afraid that she’ll leave. Forgive me, readers, I cannot….
She still blushes from time to time when we speak. I like that.
Day—
It took me awhile to clear the flies from my lungs this morning. They are worse in her room than they were in mine. She’s leaving today. I ask if I can follow her, and she says “yes.” She got on top of me, tied me down, and I fell asleep. I’m packing now. With no more crimes to report on, there is no need for me to stay. She said we’re going to the country. I said okay.
I wear the flies like a robe, and yet she doesn’t mind. A thousand tiny deaths between us every time we touch.
Note: This is all that has been recovered from Seth’s journal. There are still many pages missing. If you should believe you are in possession of said pages, please contact us for verification and payment.
Thank you,
Connor Prendergast, Editor-in-chief
The segments were only parts of a much larger whole detailing all sorts of horrors, but Vrana was done. Her eyes felt too large for their sockets, and her head was spinning. It was a completely inappropriate response to what should have been a poor attempt at frightening a gullible audience, but she knew better. She ran her fingers over the ruined books, imagining what they might have looked like when they were first printed, who might have bought them and what they thought of their contents. If only they had known how right they were,
she thought as she set the books aside.
“Hey,” her mother said softly, leaning into the room.
Vrana bit down on the side of her mouth, startled. A cold sweat overcame her. She started to laugh. “You’re home.”
“I have been for some time. You’ve just been asleep. The elders are ready for you.” Her mother sounded tired, liable to collapse at any moment.
“Is this really the right time?”
Blix burst past her mother and landed atop Vrana’s matted hair.
“Yes, it really is. A celebration is just what we need. Some of us might want something a little stronger than the usual offerings to get us through the night, but I don’t think you’ll find anyone complaining about that.”
Vrana smiled. She stood, picked up a comb, and ran it through her hair, wincing at every knot. “What do I say to them? The elders, I mean.”
“You say what you mean and nothing more. Honesty is important to them, and let’s face it, my girl, you’re a terrible liar.”
Blix cawed happily, hopping back and forth over the comb as it went. She looked at her mother differently now, aware that, in a few days, she may be leaving with Deimos. “I’m going to kill this bird,” she said, choking back the tears.
After every third trial, a feast always followed to celebrate the accomplishments of the individual and to induct them fully as a member of the tribe. For this occasion, the elders open their garden and their house and invite the entire village to enjoy the great dinner with the new initiates. Food and drink of all varieties and rarities line the massive tables at the garden’s center and are refilled from a seemingly infinite stock. For the children, but mostly for their inebriated parents, games are made that have them searching the deepest parts of the garden for hidden rewards. The feast has been known to go on for days, and in some cases, one feast has followed right after the other, leading to a week of uninterrupted revelry that required a second week just to recover.
“I understand why it’s important,” Vrana said from the kitchen table as her mother ran between the rooms. “I don’t understand why it can’t wait. Sure, they may not know I know about the Witch—” She stole her mother’s cup and finished the wine inside. “But hell, they may as well. I’m going to look like a selfish, spoiled little girl.”
“You’re going to look like someone who just finished her third trial and wants to celebrate,” Adelyn shouted. She bumped into something and cursed. “Listen, this isn’t just for you. It’s for everyone.”
“Two days!” Vrana knocked the cup off the table and groaned. “It’s been two days since she killed twenty-two. I don’t even know who the fuck to apologize to.”
“Pick up that cup, you selfish, spoiled little girl.”
Vrana sighed and slouched in her chair. “This doesn’t feel right.”
Without saying a word, Adelyn returned to the kitchen, but this time she was holding something across her chest. It was an iridescent dress fashioned from black feathers that had been stitched together over dyed leather. The plumes that ran across its asymmetrical edges were especially luminous, as though careful hands had coaxed the colors from the feathers’ black grip. Tiny bones ran down the center of the bodice from neckline to waist, like grommets, like precious gems long overlooked by the privileged and pure. The shoulders were short, jagged pieces of raised feathers, their tips colored with streaks of teal. Highlighting the low neckline were ancient symbols in astral thread; visible only in moonlight, the intricate weavings related the story of the Raven’s three trials.
“It’s beautiful,” Vrana said. She laughed, felt the dress, and laughed again. “Did you make this?”
Adelyn nodded. “Anything look familiar?”
Vrana shook her head. She ran her fingers along the shoulders, touched the smoothed bone embellishments.
“When you left for your second trial, Bjørn and I went to the Den.”
Vrana looked up at her mother, one eyebrow raised high. “This is from the Cruel Mother?”
“We couldn’t let that bitch go to waste.” Adelyn handed Vrana the dress, kissing her on the forehead as she did so. “Feel better about tonight?”
Vrana nodded. “Very much so.”
As was customary, Vrana was the last to arrive to the elders’ garden, and as soon as she passed between the lattices, an outpouring of congratulations closed in on her. She greeted the blur of animals and insects calling from the smoky torchlight. In that dress, under that mask, Vrana could be anything the night required, so with that confidence, she went to the head of the main table and waited until everyone was seated.
Vrana stood up, and Caldera stood up with her. “I’m very sorry to put you through this,” she started, her voice shaking slightly, “but the elders won’t let us eat until I embarrass myself with a speech.”
The village laughed and encouraged her with nods and claps to continue.
“I thank you all for coming tonight, but this night is not for me. This is for you, for the ones we’ve lost, and for those who lost them.” She scanned the crowd, taking note of who lowered their heads, who looked away; for it was to them, the grieving, that she spoke. “I can’t stand up here and pretend as though I’ve done something great, something remarkable. This isn’t the first feast, nor will it be the last. But here we are, in the lingering twilight of tragedy, and look how far we’ve come, how close we’ve remained. That’s what’s great, that’s what’s remarkable.
“This night is not for me. This night is for you, for the ones we’ve lost, and for those who lost them. This night is for the Witch, a last moment of reprieve, because tomorrow, she will be hunted mercilessly until we drag her back here in bloody fetters and take her apart, twenty-two pieces a person, until nothing remains but her skull. And we’ll take it and raise it high, because it is ours, and not even in Death will she find mercy, because not even Death will expect us to give it, for we are Its faithful servants.”
Vrana lifted the mask from her head and set it down on the table. One by one, each villager did the same, as a demonstration of their approval for her initiation. She smiled at her graduated classmates—Korr, Gul, Galan, Verda, Aka, Cressida, and Vit—and they smiled back, silently shouting words of praise. When the final mask met the table, the elders stepped away from their seats, moved to where Vrana was standing, and went to their knees, bowing before her as though they were her subjects.  She helped Anguis, Faolan, and Nuctea to their feet, and with their feeble arms, they lifted her up against the starlit sky and then released her. As though made of nothing at all, Vrana floated down to the ground, and when her feet finally met the grassy earth, the gathering erupted into applause and welcomed her as a full member of the tribe.
“I can count on one hand the amount of times I’ve seen you in a dress,” Aeson said, flanking her from the darkness as the village members settled into their seats.
Vrana threw her arms around him and hugged him longer than most friends would hug. She pressed her fist into his side and said, “And I only need one to make sure you never forget.”
Aeson took off his mask and grinned. His eyes traveled the length of the dress, lingering on the places most friends’ would not. “You look badass.”
Vrana shook her head, wiped the tears of joy from her eyes. “You just like to say that word any chance you get.”
“It’s my favorite Old World word, and is there not a more appropriate moment?” He sat in the empty chair beside her own, which Vrana hadn’t noticed until now. “How do you feel?”
Vrana looked at her mother, who was busy picking the surplus of food from Bjørn’s plate. “Like I’m still floating up there.”
Aeson’s eyes never left hers as she sat beside him. “You earned this. Did you practice that speech?”
She shook her head. “Just the first part. I don’t know where the second half came from.”
Aeson nodded. “You must be starving. Let’s eat, before you float away for good.”
An hour later, when the night was noticeably darker and bellies noticeably larger, the dishes were cleared away by the ever-diligent harvesters and relegated to a second, smaller table as leftovers. Vrana finished her wine, and then her mother’s wine, as the village turned its attention toward her once more. The speech had been given, the initiate accepted; all that remained were drunken admissions and endless questions from those who had been close to Vrana throughout her life.
“I’m going home,” Vrana said, leaning into her mother. “Tell everyone I said thank you.”
Bjørn slammed his fist against the table, scaring away an ambitious vine that had tried to carry away his underworld rice. “I’ve been waiting for this moment a long time, girl.”
Vrana squinted as though to burn a hole through the Bear’s head with her gaze. “You don’t have anything on me, old man.”
Bjørn shrugged, grinned the smallest of grins, and tore into a haunch of meat with his teeth. Chewing with his mouth open, he added, “I’ve got a drawing that says ‘Vrana loves Bjørn’ that begs to differ.”
Vrana’s jaw dropped; she fell back in her chair, arms locked cross her chest. “I was five.”
“Little hearts, little flowers. Wasn’t there a poem?” He looked to Adelyn, who nodded, her face frozen to hold back the laughter. “Bears and Ravens don’t go together, but me and you, we’re two of a feather!”
Vrana closed her eyes. “I’m going to kill you, Bjørn. I really am.”
The first question posed to Vrana asked her to relate to the village the details of each of her three trials, so she did just that, while omitting anything that concerned the young boy and the Witch.
“The Black Hour? You don’t say!” Helga of the Frog exclaimed. “That Skeleton sounds an awful lot like an old boyfriend of mine! Always wondered what happened to him. Hell of a lover. You know, now that I…”
The second question, which, to the village’s relief, interrupted Helga’s ramblings, came from the Beetle, a watcher by the name of Lucan. Vrana seldom saw the man, and as a child, she had been grateful for his absence, as his mask, a pale carapace with two large, imposing pincers, had terrified her.
“Where will you go next?” he asked, his face wrapped in shadows, his wife beside him gripping his arm, studying him. “You’re an explorer, like your mother. Where will you go, eh?”
“I’m… not… sure,” Vrana said. Why does he care? “Perhaps North,” she said, “where the Corrupted live.” Glances were exchanged between several of the older adults at the table. Do they know of what’s happened in Geharra? “I’d like to see everything for myself, as it really is.”
Lucan nodded as he rubbed the top of his wife’s hands. “I hope that you do.”
The third and fourth questions were trite and trivial recollections about Vrana in her youth—“I remember the day you brought your bird home!” and “She was always a pleasure to have in class.”—and the fifth and sixth not really questions at all but the Wasp and the Boar presenting political dilemmas they’d hoped to force on Vrana, so that they could have one more person, other than themselves, to rely on to validate their well-known opinions.
“We call the Corrupted human, but is it not possible they are of another origin entirely?” the Boar insisted.
“What does it matter, you fool?” the Wasp stung. “Corruption is contagious. We’ve seen it in every species, except our own. Our purity is what gives us the right…”
Aeson glanced at Vrana, who pretended to listen while watching and wishing she could be with the children, who were dancing around a pond with the black sprites from her basement. “That’s not true. Corruption is not contagious,” Aeson whispered. “Did you know these idiots—” he stopped and smiled at the Cat who had overheard him, “—tried to be Archivists?”
“I can see why they were denied the job,” Vrana said, taking another sip of wine. “But I’ll put in a good word for them if it means they’ll let you come out in the sun more often.”
Eventually the Boar and the Wasp were silenced by groans and thrown bits of food, and Bjørn, helping himself from the leftovers on the second table, took advantage of the lull to speak on Vrana’s training over the years.
“She was a chubby thing, wasn’t she?” Bjørn fell into his chair, tried to nudge Adelyn with his elbow but missed, instead dipping it into grumbler sauce. “Very round.” He belched and made the shape of a sphere with his hands. “Used to roll all over the yard. That’s how she dodged attacks. She’d hit the ground and roll away. It did a number, psychologically, on the other kids. Do you still do that?”
“Practice three times a day.”
Bjørn cocked his head: He didn’t like it when Vrana played along. “Truthfully, I’ve never met a more competent woman. With that ax of hers, she could outfight the lot of you. If anyone can bring that Witch back to us, it’s her.” He raised his cup to the Raven, the glint in his eyes telling her he knew more than she thought. “Now, about that poem!”
Under the cover of night and the pulsating rhythm of drums, Nuctea snuck up on Vrana and touched her shoulder. The Raven excused herself and followed the Owl into the house of the elders. Flickering candles lit the way, their flames an impossibly bright black. The wood floor creaked beneath Vrana’s feet; purple sprites, not unlike those found in her basement, passed through the cracks between each panel. Nuctea kept her hand on the small of Vrana’s back, gently guiding her through the labyrinth of narrow halls that seemed far longer than the house itself.
Before Vrana realized what had happened, they were standing in a small room lit by a single gray-flamed candle. Around the light sat Anguis, Faolan, and Deimos. “Have a seat,” Nuctea said, leading by example and sitting beside the Wolf.
Vrana sat opposite Deimos, who, unlike her and the elders, still wore his mask. She nodded at him and then started to nod off, the wine and the warmth of the room, which smelled of fire, overpowering her.
“Your contribution to the village has been great, Vrana,” Anguis said as an albino deathrattle wrapped itself around his arm. “Greater than you may realize. We are indebted to you.”
“You are young, with so much potential, but there is no denying you’ve become a part of something ancient and terrible,” Faolan added as a wolf pup trotted over and laid its head on her lap.
“There are questions for us.” Nuctea shifted and rested her chin upon her palm. “And you should have them answered.”
Vrana looked to Deimos for guidance, but he didn’t stir, and if he was breathing, he didn’t show it.
“What…” Vrana began, her thoughts racing, each overcoming the other, begging to be articulated. “Why did you not tell us of the North?”
“We had done so in the past, but we found it instilled fear in the young, discouraged them, because it is difficult to imagine and accept. We wanted to see if it were best to wait. If not for Deimos, you would have been told tonight,” Faolan said, petting the purring pup. “Our people are excavators and executioners. There is much for us to find and many for us to kill. We mustn’t become overwhelmed.”
“Are we outnumbered?” Vrana asked.
Anguis leaned forward. “Very much so. We have always been, and yet we persist. Our knowledge is beyond theirs, and they fear us. It keeps the balance.” The albino deathrattle uncoiled from his arm and began to climb his chest. “Their leaders depend upon our actions as well. It is, no doubt, a parasitic relationship, but should the time come, we will emerge the stronger.”
The gray flame whipped back and forth as a gust of wind blew through the room. Vrana spoke again, feeling more confident. “Why are the spellweavers kept in secret?”
Nuctea straightened up and responded quickly. “The spellweavers are not like you or I, nor will they ever be. They are kept hidden to protect them, so that they may protect us.”
“‘Not like you or I.’ I don’t understand.”
“Vrana,” Anguis interjected, “I’m sorry, but not all questions can be answered.”
Vrana tilted her head. “Then tell me why he tried to fight the Witch.”
“That, we do not know and wish that we did,” Nuctea said. “We’ve spoken with the other two spellweavers, and they informed us they felt the Witch’s presence when she arrived.”
“Fine,” Vrana conceded. She asked about the Witch, to which they said that they had no solution.
“Her existence was known to us, yes,” Faolan said as the wolf pup started to snore, “but only as rumor, myth. You have seen her, Vrana, and the Void; it is you to whom we look for guidance. Mara spoke of her and her horrors and warned us long ago, but we had and have no means of reaching her, this Witch. There are many terrors in this world. We cannot attend to them all.”
“And so we must be selfish and ask of you to learn more of her on your northward journey,” Anguis added. “It is the humans she enjoys the most, and beyond Kistvaen, they do not want for Corrupted.”
“I…” Vrana stuttered, images of Aeson and her mother flashing through her mind. “I haven’t decided yet.”
“Vrana.” Nuctea touched her again on the shoulder. “We know you better than you may think. Fight it if you like, but you know that you want this, even if it hurts.”
Vrana sighed, nodded. “I guess there is no sense in asking how long I will be gone, so who’s coming?”
“There are two more. You will meet them soon,” Anguis said, the light of the candle glinting off the scales of the deathrattle. “If the task cannot be done with you four, that is worrisome. Deimos and the others are unmatched. And if what Deimos tells us is true, you, too, are fearsome.”
“Oh,” Vrana muttered, feeling heat rise to her cheeks. “What…” She considered revealing her ordeal with the Black Hour, then decided against it. “If Alluvia is really gone, how many of us are left?”
“Three villages, not including our own, so no more than twelve hundred,” Anguis said, pained. “But we are not convinced all is lost. Our brothers and sisters in the North have been trying to repopulate, though they’ve little to show for it.”
“Why is that? I’ve never fully understood why so few of our own are born each year.” Vrana thought back to her classmates. “You don’t want to overwhelm us, because there’s so few of us.”
“It is our fault,” Nuctea said as an owl descended upon her from above. “Like the Corrupted, who are weak to temptation and violence, we are unfit to reproduce.” She removed a piece of parchment tied around the owl’s leg; the owl flew off into the smoky darkness. “They know Alluvia is empty and are heading east now for a spellweaver.”
“Good,” Anguis said, not lifting his eyes from Vrana.
“Then what did we do in the past? The Corrupted are that way because of what they have done. What did we do?” Vrana moved her hands to her stomach, suddenly feeling very estranged from her body.
“It has always been like this.” Faolan stood up, the sleeping cub sliding off of her lap onto the floor, undisturbed. “We are not perfect; that belief alone has been the demise of many of our brethren.”
Anguis, too, stood up, and so did Nuctea. Vrana knew that her moment with the elders was over, and she felt she had wasted it. “Wait,” she said, pushing herself off the ground. “What happened? What did the humans do to make the world this way?”
“It is a culmination of their downfalls,” Deimos said, drawing the gaze of not only Vrana, but the elders, too. “With their gods they made of this world a wasteland, time and time again, and we can only assume the Trauma was the same. But they do not deserve to be destroyed. Where would we be without them? We are their images reflected through broken glass. No.” Deimos stepped forward until he was looking down on Vrana, his horrible mask like the face of Death. “They must be maintained, just as we must be maintained.”
Vrana opened her mouth to speak, but before she could do so, the gray flame of the candle was extinguished, and the darkness of the room became the darkness of her eyelids; and when she opened her eyes, Vrana found she was still sitting at the head of the long table, surrounded by her people, the music and the garden swelling around her, with Aeson’s hand around hers.




CHAPTER X

Vrana had two days to say goodbye. Her mother was more than supportive of the proposed journey (“Are you really?” Vrana asked her), having already been informed by the elders prior to the feast. Aeson, however, didn’t share the same enthusiasm as Adelyn. This worried Vrana most of all, because in her absence, she knew that it would be all too easy for Aeson to seal himself in the Inner Sanctum and never emerge until word of her return reached him.
“I’m fine, Vrana,” Aeson said as he paced about the Inner Sanctum, appearing anything but. “I will manage.”
“I suppose you will, seeing as you let me go to that hospital and all,” Vrana said as she attempted to juggle the bauble that had been on Aeson’s desk. “What is this, anyways?”
Aeson snatched the bauble from the air and put it back in its place. “It’s a prophecy stone, or a paperweight, and I didn’t let you go to the hospital. You know, trying to make me feel bad is an odd way of trying to make me feel good about you leaving.”
“So you’re not fine with it!”
Aeson rubbed his face red. “Of course I’m not, Vrana, and you wouldn’t be if it were me. How could I be?”
“Promise me you will not stay down here the entire time while I’m away.” Aeson moved to interrupt, but Vrana held up her hand and continued. “You owe me. When I left for the third trial, you promised me that you would do whatever I asked, and this is what I’m asking of you.”
Aeson sighed and slumped down onto a chair. “I don’t think those were your exact words.” His eyes darkened as he retreated inwards for a moment. “I don’t hate them. I’m not scared of them. It’s just my parents…”
“I know,” Vrana said softly. She stepped towards him and went around the chair, placing her hands on his shoulders and rubbing them gently. “Don’t go back on your word.” She wrapped her hands around his neck and squeezed. “Or else.”
“Water,” Aeson said raspily. Vrana released her grip, and he turned around to face her. “Water: That is how the Witch enters our world.”
“I picked up on that, too,” Vrana said as Aeson stood up, massaging his neck. “Sorry. You’re so fragile.”
He waved off her apology. “Water can represent life, as well as death. What better an example of those two concepts than something which has been living and killing for longer than anyone can remember?” His voice increased in pitch as it often did when he became excited over a topic. “And there is water in nearly every story told of her. Whatever tale is true, it began in water, so water is how she enters this world.”
“Well, good thing about seventy percent of it is covered in the stuff.” Vrana pulled back her hair to braid it. “What’s stopping her then? Why not leave the Void permanently? She clearly takes pride in her work, the cunt.”
“Fear, I think,” Aeson said, walking toward the large wall of stone that divided the Inner Sanctum. “It’s what gives her power over us, but too much, and we’ve power over her, like it said in one of those books. She’s had ages to learn how to keep the scales balanced, like us. The Void is her home, her hideout. The one place she can be safe when people start asking questions and saying enough is enough.”
“How do we kill her?”
Aeson laughed and bit his lip. “You find a way into the Void and drag her out of it. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Void exists simply to sustain her. I’ve never heard of it in any other writings.”
“Point me in the right direction, and I’ll cut the bitch’s throat.”
A look of solemnity fell across his face, the excitement in his voice gone. “Vrana, I don’t want that. I… I know more about death than anybody else. I know the effect it has on people. I know the necessity of it and all the awful ways to induce it. I know more than I should and need to about countless subjects, yet here I am, underground, only as useful as the person forced to do what I say needs to be done. What I’m trying to say is… it doesn’t have to be you. Besides, I don’t know how to reach her.”
“You’re lying,” Vrana said. “You at least have ideas. Tell me them.” She put her hands together in front of her and made a choking gesture. “We’re not children. We can’t just talk and expect nothing of it. She came to Caldera and killed our people. If we have a solution, we can’t sit on it, twiddling our thumbs, hoping she dies of—what—old age? Come on, please.”
“A spell maybe,” Aeson said through his teeth.
Vrana stepped forward.
“I meant to ask the spellweavers, but I took too long. Maybe the Witch knew that I’d found a way and that’s why she came.”
Vrana took another step.
“When his replacement arrives, I’ll try to convince him to tell me, but I doubt that’ll happen; the elders won’t even let me talk to the ones that are left.”
Vrana continued, halfway to Aeson.
“Also, there are artifacts—black bangles with red Death engravings, bone goblets scorched in hellfire—kept in the northern cities, used for religious purposes. I don’t know how they work, but some say they can be used as portals to the elsewhere lands. There’s the Black Hour…”
Vrana stopped an arm’s length away from Aeson.
“But we can’t control the Black Hour, or predict it, so that’s out of the question.” He coughed. “It may be possible to reach her if one could convince Death to ferry them to the Void.” He closed his eyes and shook his head at the ridiculousness of the statement. “This isn’t worth discussing. I’m sure this is what the Witch wants, for us to kill ourselves trying to find a way to kill her.”
Vrana took a small step nearer to Aeson and placed her hands on his shoulders once more.
“What the hell are you doing? I thought you wanted to know these things.”
Vrana leaned in and kissed Aeson on the lips.
“I’ll… that’s… I mean, that’s better than choking me, I—what?” He smirked, trying to make light of the situation.
Vrana ignored Aeson and kissed him again. She felt different, aware of the finality of things. She needed him to stop speaking, for she realized that, with every suggestion he gave, he drove her father away, into the North, into death; because if she knew how to stop the Witch, she’d have to try. She kissed him again, and he met her halfway. This wasn’t the first kiss they’d shared, but the thought of it never happening again was too painful to imagine. He pulled her closer, and where she had once pulled away, she now stayed. She was tired of talk about the Witch and no longer felt the need to inquire about spellweavers. She kissed him on the neck, and he did the same to her.
“This didn’t quite work out before,” Aeson said, pulling away, flushed. “Would you be doing this if you weren’t leaving?”
She threw her arms around him, catching a glimpse of her raven mask on the other side of the room. “No, probably not.” She put her forehead to his. “But I needed to be leaving to know what I’d miss.”
Aeson nodded, twisted his mouth. “This feels forced, Vrana.”
“I know,” she said.
Aeson dipped down and kissed her on the side of the mouth. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying it doesn’t feel right, either.” He laughed and held her tightly. “At this point, I think we can endure just about anything. But I can’t take losing you, whether you’re my friend or my lover. You have to come back. You’re the only light I have down here.”
“No pressure, right?” she said, sniffling, hating the tears she felt weighing down her lashes.
He smiled and wiped her eyes. “Not for a badass like you.”
Vrana woke early on her last day in Caldera. Outside, she could hear the weeping of those sleepless bodies that had lost all to the Witch. Her mother, who was tending to the garden in the basement, shrieked when she saw her daughter descend the stairs, spilling a cup’s worth of tea all over her feet. Thankfully, the sprites were more than eager to clean up the mess, hovering over the spill and drinking it until nothing was left.
“That was the last of the tea,” her mother said, cleaning her hands in a small pool of water “You’ve really screwed up now, child.”
“I’m sorry,” Vrana said, trying not to laugh.
“You will be, girl,” Adelyn said, pointing with one dripping finger. “The sun is still rising, and you’re awake. Did Blix leave a surprise for you on your forehead again?”
“Nerves, I think,” she said, using all her strength not to say something she would regret. “That’s never happened again.”
“When you’re gone, I’m not going to have anybody to talk to, and Aeson is not going to have anybody to talk to so…”
“If you—”
“I’m just teasing.” Adelyn walked over to Vrana and hugged her. “I won’t get to do it for a while. Are you ready?”
“I am.” She was not. “Should I see Bjørn before I go?”
“I’d recommend against it, because it would make him feel important, but he may have some things for you.” She ran her fingers through Vrana’s hair, putting her immediately at ease. “Listen to Deimos. There are few I trust more than him in this village.”
“Who is he? I’ve never heard you talk about him before.”
“He wouldn’t like it if I talked about him. You’ll see.” She reached toward one of the sprites. “I’m sure the elders have asked you to do all sorts of things for them while you’re gone, but your mother has a request that takes precedence: ingredients. I need them. I’m not going to tell you what I need, that’s up to you to decide. So don’t forget about your dear old mother, otherwise the Witch won’t be the only thing haunting you at night.”
Vrana stared at her mother, and her mother stared back; all at once they began to laugh hysterically. There was little reason for the outburst, or the tears that leapt from their eyes, but it made the pain of leaving a little easier. The cup Adelyn had been drinking out of was a gift from Vrana’s father, and she only drank from it when she could think of nothing else but him. Vrana slid the cup into the small pool of water while her mother was looking away.
Bjørn was fastening straps to the sides of a leather chest piece when Vrana happened upon him. From his sluggish movements and the sheer black cloth draped over the mouth of his mask, she could see he had yet to recover from the festivities. Grunting, he set the armor aside for a pair of dusky daggers of a material not known to Vrana. In one pained motion, he reached for a jar of oil, freed its lid with a struggling hand, and with the other dipped the daggers into the swirling liquid. The substance was a rare and highly valued coating extracted from the glands of nethers, which left whatever it touched nearly impervious to wear.
“What have you got there?” Vrana chirped.
Bjørn sat upright so fast the black cloth flew from his head and landed behind him. He gasped as the sunlight flooded his mask. “I’ve got one fist to be followed by the other should you shriek once more into my ear!” He moaned and bent over where he sat. “How long have you been standing there? I can hear Anguis whispering sweet nothings to his snakes, but where did you come from? Ah hell, girl, you’re not supposed to see this.”
Vrana looked at the daggers and then the chest piece, neither of which she had requested. “How much did you drink the other night?”
Bjørn shook his head. “Only what was left. I’ve no mind for waste. Well, here you are.” He held out the daggers and pointed to the full set of leather armor behind him. “They are yours to have, and you best have them. There’s nothing I hate more than working with a headache.”
“You’ve been at this all morning?”
“All morning? No, I’ve been at this all your life.”
The armor appeared as though it was a sister to the dress her mother had created for the feast. On each piece of dark leather were intricate engravings of feathers that, upon closer inspection, were comprised of tiny runes of protection and power. The breastplate had splashes of crimson along its sides, as though stained with the radiant blood of Vrana’s enemies. A charcoal-colored cloak flowed down from the shoulders to the tassets; when Vrana went to touch it, the material slithered through her fingers, refusing to be grasped, like it had a will of its own.
“Faerie silk,” Vrana realized. “How?”
“Running around nearly naked is all well and good, but it is only a brief distraction at best in battle. Truth be told, I thought my work had been for naught when you started putting on the pounds like you were going into hibernation, but thankfully, that passed. You can’t roll in it, I’m sorry to say.”
Vrana was too ecstatic and overwhelmed by Bjørn’s display of affection to make a witty retort. Instead, she lifted her raven’s head and planted a kiss on the cheek of his mask.
“Thank you,” she said, letting him glimpse her smile before she pulled the mask over her face. “Where did you get the daggers? I’ve never seen anything like them.”
“Yes, you have,” Bjørn said, dipping them back into the nether oil. “Taken from the same bird whose head you now wear. When you came back and told me you’d forgotten the talons, I left with your mother to fetch them. Cut myself plenty on these things. You’re lucky that beast didn’t flay you. They’re not ready yet, so you will wait until Bjørn is satisfied.”
Vrana cleared her throat. “Not that I don’t appreciate this, but does Bjørn have a spare bow?”
At dusk, Vrana’s companions were revealed to her, one which she had seen occasionally, the other a stranger to all but the elders and Deimos. The former was the watcher, Lucan the Beetle, the last of his name and aspect; the man who had asked her during the feast what she intended to do next with her life. He was testing me,
she thought, looking for the seam between his mask and his neck and failing to find it. He disagrees. He doesn’t think I should be here.
The stranger’s name was Serra, of Traesk, and he wore the head of a piranha, which shone an infectious yellow and green when light passed through it.
Lucan’s appearance was frightening, but was made less so by his oafish voice. Serra, unfortunately, didn’t have this luxury, because he had no tongue with which to speak. Like Bjørn, Serra saw the world through his mask’s tooth-lined mouth, but unlike the Bear’s mask, the darkness inside Serra’s was unrelenting. Vrana couldn’t see his face even if she were standing right in front of him.
Vrana ate her last meal with Adelyn very slowly. They talked about her father, because they hadn’t done so in quite some time, and at dinner’s end, they were thankful that they had.
“What did he look like?” Vrana asked, feeling the fullness of her stomach with her hands. “I don’t think I was old enough to remember, really.”
“Looked like you, mostly,” Adelyn said. “People used to tease us, because they didn’t see any of me in you.” She bit her lip. “He was average height, average build. His hands had a certain look to them that I liked. It’s hard to explain.” Her mother laughed. “He was a quiet man; not terribly adventurous, but he could be persuaded if needed.”
“His mask—what was it?” Vrana cringed. “I see it, but not really. I know he wore one, but every time I imagine him, he’s wearing something different.”
“Iguana,” Vrana’s mother said, her voice heavy with dreamy reminiscence.
“Really?”
“Yup. Not a common aspect.”
“Can’t say I’ve ever seen one.” Vrana thought for a moment. “I don’t think he’s dead.”
Adelyn smiled, reached across, and took her daughter’s hand. “Nor do I.”
“But I don’t think we’ll see him again.” Vrana felt her mother squeeze her hand as she said this.
“Probably not, love.”
“Have you… have you ever considered—?”
“Another man?” Adelyn laughed, smacked the top of Vrana’s hand playfully. “Every day. But I’m picky.”
“What about Bjørn?”
“Get out.”
Vrana told her mother of Bjørn’s gift as they cleared away the food, and Adelyn told her that it had been the only thing that made the man bearable over the years (no pun intended, as Adelyn was quick to point out).
While Vrana was getting ready, which was taking longer than usual—she could count on one hand the amount of times she’d worn a full set of armor—Aeson let himself into her room. They finished what they had started two years ago in the Inner Sanctum, and then he helped her into her armor once more. She asked him if she should bring the books on the Witch, the Skeleton’s key, and the silver necklace, and he could offer up no reason as to why she shouldn’t pack them. He told her that he remembered the necklace was a symbol of a dead faith indigenous to the North, and Vrana told him it probably fetched quite a price up there, which was why the bandits wanted it so. They kissed, and then kissed again, and regretted their timing.
At nightfall, the village gathered at the gates, where Deimos, Lucan, Serra, and Vrana waited beside the elders. Together, Anguis, Faolan, and Nuctea spoke in unison, and a portion of the field began to sink inwards, sucking in nearby crops, scavenging animals, and the wind itself. The ground eddied as the contents of a cauldron would, and from it ghastly shapes formed, building upon one another with earth, rock, and root, blood, bone, and flesh, until the forms were not one shapeless mass but four horses, horrible and beautiful to behold.
“They will see you to Nora,” Faolan said as the riders mounted the beasts. “And then they will return to nothingness.”
Vrana swallowed her trepidation as roots grew out of the sides of her horse and wrapped around her trembling legs and hips, forming a harness. Bjørn approached and handed her the daggers, a bow, and a quiver filled with arrows, and he gave her a hard slap on the back. Her mother followed, held her hand tightly, and told her that she loved her above all else. Aeson, much to the village’s surprise, but not Vrana’s, bid her farewell, too. His voice was heavy with hurt, and he peered up at her from behind the human skull, with eyes that begged her to stay. Vrana tried to speak, but it was too difficult, so she turned her horse and followed the others into the night.




CHAPTER XI

Vrana pushed one dagger into the priest’s chest and another into his stomach. Warm blood sputtered and seeped from the wounds, soaking her hands. The man bit at her mask as he pulled her down to the ground, desperate to inflict one last ounce of suffering before departing for Death. She shoved the daggers in deeper and twisted; the man writhed, wept, and wailed, and as he writhed, wept, and wailed, she took a moment and looked at her surroundings. Deimos had finished with his Corrupted and was sitting beside his kill, catching his breath; Serra was at the tree line, looking over his priest as though wondering what to do with him; and Lucan, with one foot on his attacker’s crotch, was twisting the man’s neck, tearing flesh and breaking bone, as though he aimed to rip his head from his shoulders.
“He has returned to us,” the man said, struggling to speak. “Your sins will go unanswered no longer.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but Vrana dug the daggers deeper, until the light left his eyes.
“Vrana,” Deimos said as he approached. He helped her to her feet. “Are you all right?”
She nodded, wiping the blood from her hands onto the leaves of a nearby bush. “Did he escape?”
The “he” to which Vrana referred appeared to have been the leader of the group of Penance missionaries, and as Serra traded one body for another in the woods, she noticed that “he” had not made it very far at all. It was Lucan who could be thanked for that, having launched a well-aimed rock that shattered the leader’s knee. As with the Cruel Mother and Greedy Father, and even the elders, this leader didn’t appear worthy of his station. He had attacked Vrana and her companions carelessly, without any strategic considerations.
There was one part of him that Vrana found commendable, however: he didn’t scream, not even as Serra dragged him by his bleeding, broken leg across the clearing.
“You could have passed unnoticed,” Lucan said as he joined Vrana and Deimos, wiping blood from his pincers.
Serra released the man at their feet, and the man let out a stifled groan.
“On what god’s behalf do you murder today?” Lucan added.
The missionary spat at Lucan. “There is only one, as there has always been. Kill me, so that I may sit at his side. I do not fear death as you do, godless beasts of the South.”
Deimos grunted and sheathed his sword. “What are you doing in the South?”
The missionary’s face contorted. He tightened his throat so as to not vomit from the agony. “Spreading word of his return.”
“God’s?” Vrana asked, afraid that if she didn’t, she may never know.
Again, the man spat. He reached for his leg with his Corrupted arm and then retracted, tears forming in his eyes. “You will not find him. He will not be killed by you, like so many others that have fallen to your hate. I do not fear death!”
Serra stepped away, only to return shortly thereafter with a large rock that Vrana estimated to weigh at least forty pounds. He stood above the missionaries’ leader, looked at Deimos for approval, and then released the rock, dropping it onto the man’s other leg. The leader shrieked as his bones snapped and broke through his flesh.
Deimos stepped back. “You may not fear Death, but you will fear what comes before It. Call it what you like, but suicide and martyrdom are one and the same.” He touched Vrana on the arm. “Come.”
They returned to their site in the woods. Vrana smothered the last embers crawling along the charred logs, trying to no avail to ignore the missionary’s pathetic pleas from the field. Serra nodded at her as he moved about the area, covering their tracks. Lucan tore chunks out of the sides of their conjured horses to stow their blankets and earthenware and then went about his business as root and soil moved across the beasts’ bodies to patch the wounds.
Vrana picked up her ax, which had been forgotten in the confusion, and turned around to find Deimos before her, one hand behind his back. “You should have killed him,” she blurted out, surprised by her audacity.
“Lucan heard them this morning, before we woke. They were laughing, boasting how they’d kill us, take you—take you with them, a prisoner, to pleasure them as they spread the word of god. Our masks are worth money to some, but the young, like you, are worth even more. While you slept, we pretended to, and when they thought they had the advantage, they moved in. If you believe that man to deserve mercy, I assure you he is still waiting for it.”
Vrana shook her head. “I’ve none to give.”
At that moment, Deimos revealed what was hidden in his hand behind his back. “Your mother said you may need to be reminded.” It was a bundle of blue flowers with green markings that spiraled outward on the petals. “A snap of Delirium; she said you may need to be reminded of the names, too.”
Vrana took the flowers from him, simultaneously moved by his thoughtfulness and revolted by the intentions of the Corrupted. She mounted her horse rigidly, still adjusting to the armor Bjørn had given her. Deimos took the lead, followed by Lucan, with Serra holding up the end of their formation. Her body chilled by the strain of battle and biting wind, she pulled the faerie silk cloak close.
They were following the Spine, the highway which she had only seen at a distance during her third trial. They called it the Spine because it had once been part of a network that connected the northern lands to the southern, as well as all of the human settlements along the way. Vrana’s people, however, made a habit of destroying it to prevent expansion and flirtations with war. The highway would take them to Nora, a small town by the sea. Afterward, it would eventually fall into disrepair.
Soon, they would reach the place where she had found the corpse and its silver necklace. She’d asked about the necklace the night prior, but her companions only shook their heads, said that it looked familiar, but that they could not place it.
“They do what they can with the Spine, fixing it when they can,” Lucan told her, “but for no reason other than to show us that they can.”
When Vrana asked how they had managed to dismantle a highway with so few, Lucan responded, “Our numbers were greater then. Now we must supplement our ranks with misinformation to keep them none-the-wiser.”
This made Serra laugh, though Vrana was unsure as to why.
Cement pipes had burst through the embankment to their left, drooling fetid water down the hillside. The Spine had all but vanished as they passed valleys and crags. Vrana was glad for the midday sun, for in it no shadows could harass her as they had in the ravine during the third trial. She wanted to stop when she thought she saw Ødegaard’s Hospital through the windswept forest, but Deimos didn’t give her the impression that he was a man who would allow delays. And when she heard Serra relieving himself while on horseback, she knew she’d no find support from the others.
Vrana looked down at her horse’s stone hooves as they clapped against the uneven ground; mud sloughed from the beast’s legs, while sticks and branches twisted free. Like most things, the conjured horses’ time was limited.
“Deimos,” she called out, “will these…?”
Her words became lodged in her throat as something collided against the back of her mask. She turned herself around, ripping free from the restraining roots, expecting to find Serra with a rock in hand and a smug grin somewhere inside the maw of his mask.
But he was empty-handed, pointing at something above her head. When she looked up, that something slammed into her once more. Heat rose to her face as she spun around, daggers out, trying to find what was hitting her. She could hear Lucan laughing, now privy to the situation, and when she turned after another collision, she found the culprit hovering before her.
Blix.
Fucking Blix.
She sheathed her daggers and snatched the crow from the air, ignoring his beak as it pecked at her hands. She searched him for a message, and when she couldn’t find one, she held the bird at arm’s length and began speaking to it as a parent would to a troublesome child.
“What are you doing? What’s happened? How did you find us?” she said, unable to decide if she should be happy or sad by his sudden arrival.
She realized she was speaking to a crow, and while some could expect an answer back—and she most certainly did—the fact of the matter was Vrana did not possess such an ability. “I’m sorry,” she said, smoothing Blix’s feathers. “You followed me this entire way?”
The bird cawed and perched itself atop her head. Deimos, without stopping his horse, yelled from the front that Blix could stay so long as he was willing to let the group make use of his wings and eyes. Vrana doubted the bird’s likelihood of coming through on such an expectation, for his greatest achievement in life was not shitting on her belongings every day, but only every other day.
“At the very least, Blix, you’ll make a decent snack.” She reached up and tapped the bird. “You’d do the same to me.”
At nightfall, they came to a halt and dismounted from their horses, abandoning the Spine as it bent eastward into the Dires, where the land was arid and cruel. The ground beneath their feet was a hard bed of shale that covered their armor in dust when broken. They made camp in the sparse patch of woods a mile from the highway, moving without words as they each completed their assigned duties. Beyond the woods, numerous torches sputtered in the dark, revealing brief glimpses of the buildings and figures upon the midnight horizon.
Through the withering trees, where the land fell away, Vrana saw, for the first time, the sea and watched breathlessly as its black waves crashed against the shore. She wanted nothing more than to stand among them, to feel their force against her body, to hear their secret words from faraway places. She found herself vexed by the shifting surface and how it seemed to stretch on forever, so much so that Serra had to nudge her back to reality on more than one occasion.
“Should we be this close to Nora?” Vrana asked as she took a heat rock from Deimos, who had decided against another fire.
“Well, any farther and it will be quite a walk,” Lucan said, tearing off a piece of dried meat and handing it to Vrana.
“What do you mean?” she asked, lifting her mask to eat the meat, while Serra slurped something down beside her. “Are we going into Nora?”
Lucan and Serra finished their meals and stood up, brushing the crumbs off their hands. “We are,” Lucan said, patting Serra on the back. “You’re welcome, too, if you can keep your voice down and head low.”
Deimos fashioned a robe from a brown blanket and threw it over himself. “You may stay at the camp with me if you like, but Nora has a library that sees little use from all but its mayor. You may find something on the Witch if you look hard enough.” He cleared his throat. “And don’t forget about your mother’s request. I’ll see to Blix if you should go.”
“I could do without seeing her again, that Witch,” Lucan grumbled as he fastened two knives to each leg.
Serra grunted in agreement.
“I hope you’ll fill us in about that sometime,” Lucan said.
Vrana braced herself against the stinging wind as she followed her companions through the woods, pushing back the branches that clawed at her armor as she passed. Heavy, gray clouds limped across the black firmament, a warning of the rains to come. Twice, Lucan stopped Vrana, listening for things she had not heard, looking for things she had not seen. They ignored her when she asked quietly what was happening—information which she felt entitled to, given the circumstances.
She gripped her ax tightly as strange shapes flailed on the beach, telling herself Deimos would not have entrusted her to these men if they were not more than capable of defending her. I don’t need their help, she thought. I wouldn’t be here if I did.
They kept to the shadows as they crossed over a small stone wall and into Nora. The torches Vrana saw earlier were now nothing more than smoldering remnants coughing ashes into the night. A lone sentry tower, battered and vacated, stood watch over the empty streets. Vrana felt her heart beat fast as they walked between the stone houses.
Every footfall was deliberate, slowed to the point of near silence. Yet, despite her caution, Vrana could not help but indulge her curiosity: She peered into a nearby window and found an older couple in bed, the wife’s head resting comfortably atop her husband’s chest. She thought of Aeson and then thought of something else.
Lucan grunted to Vrana for her attention. He pointed left to a domed building on the edge of town that overlooked the coast. Serra was already gone when she turned to find him, and when she turned once more to ask Lucan what they were doing, he had gone, too. With no choice but to press on, Vrana did just that, abandoning her view of the shadow-swarmed beach for the shadow-drenched innards of the library.




CHAPTER XII

While Nora’s library could not be compared to the Archive, the amount of effort put into its maintenance was more than enough for one to overlook its lack of scale and volume. The floor was made up of millions of pieces of stone that appeared as though they had never known a speck of dust, dirt, or sand. The walls were spotless and held portraits and paintings of people and places long since dead or destroyed. Every row of every shelf, eight in all, was filled. Even the air was clean, unlike outside, where it stung the eyes and tasted of salt.
Vrana tried to imagine who would have the time in a town such as this to make use of all of the knowledge here, but before she could formulate an answer, the scent of perfume swirled around her, and a woman’s voice, low and gravelly, called out. “Can I help you with something?” the woman said, her words echoing around Vrana. “It’s not that easy to get turned around in these parts.”
Vrana’s eyes searched the dark for signs of life, stopping on the candle in the distance and the open book beside it, the pages of which turned as though by a phantom reader. She listened for sounds of scurrying between the rows, for heavy breaths taken after being held for too long. She cast her gaze to the domed ceiling, following the sparse scaffolding, which suggested the dream of a second floor not yet realized. She thought back to the rocks in the tunnel leading to the Inner Sanctum and wished for their warm glow, wanting nothing more than to throw a handful of them at the shadows and reveal the coy woman lurking within.
“Who’s there?” Vrana called.
“The bird speaks,” the woman responded, her voice followed by what sounded like the loading of a mechanism. “Have you a song to sing, little bird?”
“I’m looking for something,” Vrana said, trying to determine how much information to divulge.
“Aren’t we all?” the woman replied, taking a step forward, her location still unknown. “But I expect your something is someone and that that someone is not one but two, and so I must ask you to leave, as you will not find them here.”
Vrana didn’t understand what she was trying to tell her, but she saw no reason for the woman to know this. “I seek books.”
The woman cleared her throat and deliberated. Finally, she stepped into the light, revealing herself to be of average height, dark of skin and hair, and graced with a worn beauty found only through hard labor. She held a crossbow at her side, and it was loaded.
Vrana shifted her weight, ready to dive behind one of the shelves as soon as the woman brought the weapon to her chest.
“There’s no sense in moving,” the woman said, tapping her fingers against the stave. “I’m a good shot. I don’t miss my mark unless I’ve reason to.”
“You’re arm isn’t… Corrupted.” The words seemed to hang in the air as Vrana searched the woman for any indication of the crimson defect.
“Neither is yours.”
“I’m not human,” Vrana said defensively.
“Maybe I’m not either,” the woman said, a smirk on her face. She lifted the crossbow. “Tell me…” Then, she lowered it as a scream pierced the veil of sleep that had fallen on the coastal town. “My apologies, little bird. You’re looking for books?”
Could that have been Lucan or Serra? Vrana considered how they had slipped through the town with such ease; whereas she had once found it convenient, she now found it disconcerting. The woman leered at her as she weighed her options for escape, none of which seemed to guarantee anything but a slow, painful death from the loaded bolt.
Vrana’s teachers had told her that conflict resolution came in many forms; that words could penetrate that which a sword could not. Sighing, she relaxed her arm and set aside thoughts of dismembering the woman. “Who are you?”
The woman laughed, caught off guard by the question. “Allinora, though none may call me that but my mother. Nora will suffice, and no, I did not name the town after myself,” she said. “I am the mayor,” she added, realizing Vrana had failed to make the connection. Nora cocked her head and continued. “I know better than to ask your name, little bird, but I do know that you’re new to this world. You’re the Caldera kind, aren’t you?”
“I am,” Vrana admitted, feeling increasingly uncomfortable with the situation. “I’m looking for books, old stories, about a woman, a Witch.” She paused, swallowed. “She lives in a Void. She comes out of the water to twist and torture Corrupted.”
Nora shook her head. She stepped away from Vrana, setting the crossbow down onto the table beside the candle. She stretched her arms outward, upward, and squealed with delight. “Sorry,” she said, “I’ve no books on that. There was a woman, though—and I suppose Witch would be the most appropriate name for her, now that I think about it—who came to our little town when the sea refused to do anything but spit back empty nets and lures. The men took to her, of course, like the bottles they took to at night to drown their feelings of inadequacy. Stupid, dumb, weak men.
“Their wives came to me, asked me to send the woman on her way. I’d been planning on it before they asked, but a lot needs fixing around here. That Witch, she was very pretty and charming; I couldn’t fault the men for their lapse in logic, but I couldn’t let them keep at it. There was something foul about her.
“What little money these families had left was thrown at the woman’s feet, and I’m sure she’d no need for it. She took it, but I found it months later, hidden in the walls in the house she’d been staying in. Eventually, I grew tired of her giggling and the morons she had made of my workers and decided to be rid of her. The next morning I stepped outside and found her at sea, on the sea, standing, yes, on the waves, and I watched as my people walked one by one into the waves, choking on the water as they called out to her. Men, women, and children were all lined up on the shore, ready to make the plunge. They weren’t afraid of dying, and that’s just what they did on that shore. You see those shadows out there on your way in? That’s them, their ghosts. Every night, for all nights since.
“I went back inside, found my crossbow, and when I opened my door there she stood, drenched and rotted. She laughed, touched me on the cheek with her hand, and walked off, disappearing in that mess of trees on the outskirts. Seems she was content enough to go on her own. Does that sound like your Witch?”
Vrana nodded, making a mental note of the similarities between Nora’s story and those she had read and discussed with Aeson. “Did she ever return?”
Nora laughed, leaning back against the table. “No, she did not. You make for good company, little bird, unlike some of your kind. There are traders who pass through on occasion. I’ll see what I can find on this Witch, now that you’ve piqued my interest. But don’t hold me to it. I was expecting only three, but we’ve the horses to spare. Strange tidings in the North, I hear. For once, I think I knew something before the Bat did. Well done with the mountain, by the way; set the town ablaze with rumors, you all did. Rumors are welcome here. Anything to keep the worry away.”
Vrana realized something about Nora as she rambled on, something which she suspected the woman would only admit to in the late hours of the night, when even humans take off their masks. She was lonely, incredibly lonely, much like the boy who roamed below Vrana’s village, searching for solace in the words of the dead.
“What do you mean by ‘strange tidings’?” Vrana asked, redirecting Nora.
“I heard the water has turned bitter near Geharra, and your people were on the move. Holy men came all the way from Penance with gifts and never left after Geharra’s gates were opened to them. Some even passed through here a few days ago, spewing nonsense as they often do.”
Nora yawned as she stepped toward Vrana. “I did not see the Bat for two months. I’m lucky if I do not see him for two weeks. Whatever you intend to do in the North, I fear it will be too little too late. But I do have two children from two mothers who would each like to see their fathers, traders, come home; so if you find them, please send them my way. Jakob and Richard are their names. It’s a long shot, but you’d be surprised how small the world can be.”
Sensing that their conversation had come to an end, Vrana nodded at the mayor of Nora and reached for the door handle. She contemplated and then her tongue loosened with curiosity. “What is it that the Bat does for you?”
Nora produced a flask from her pocket and drank it dry. “It is hard to live on these stony shores when there is so much life farther off. I maintain the flowers that bloom here. He cuts the weeds that try to smother them.”
Lucan and Serra were waiting for Vrana at the foot of the library’s steps, the four horses’ reins in hand. Lucan asked Vrana if she found anything of use in the books, and she told him that she had not. They funneled the beasts through town as quietly as they could, but there was little that could be done to silence the clap of the horses’ hooves on the hard earth.
Whereas their entry into Nora had been exciting, their departure was something entirely different: a mixture of alarm and trepidation as the air around them seemed to fold from the tension. Vrana sensed the eyes of the awoken following them through windows and doorways as they marched back to camp. She bent over as they passed through a breach in the town’s stone wall and plucked an aquamarine Whisper that had grown there.
Vrana could feel her teeth chattering as the wind buffeted her from the west, where the shadows were dispersing into the sea. Her horse brushed its head against her mask affectionately, and she imagined it leaving behind a large patch of saliva for her companions to gawk at. Nora, both the town and the person, were not what she had expected, which, in some way, was exactly what she expected given the elders’ penchant for withholding information. She would need to ask Deimos about the mayor’s lack of Corruption, as well as his own reported disappearance, though she expected the latter to be brushed away or met with cold silence.
“Look,” Lucan said pointing toward the forest. “Do you see it?”
At first, Vrana didn’t, but slowly the moonlit darkness took on a shape, and then it became many shapes, all moving independently of one another, their colors fluctuating between a somber gray and dull white. Immediately, her thoughts turned to the Black Hour, and her hands scrambled for the pouch where the Skeleton’s key rested, as though, by holding it, the item would keep her anchored to reality. Lucan and Serra displayed no signs of worry, however, and when Vrana realized the period for that infernal hour had already passed, her heart steadied.
“What is it?” she asked as the shapes became visibly human, watching as they interacted with one another, oblivious to their surroundings.
“Echoes,” she suddenly remembered. “They are Echoes.”
Serra grunted in confirmation. The elders told Vrana and her peers in their youth that no actions were without consequences, that all choices would be remembered and felt throughout time, for time itself was alive. Others said that when the earth slept it sometimes dreamt of what had been but no longer was.
Vrana subscribed to neither theory and instead found enjoyment in watching the ethereal men and women before her pass over cobblestone streets and into surging crowds, the towers that loomed over them spewing flickering smoke into their future sky.
And then her enjoyment faded as the scene dissolved, quickly replaced by another comprised of tall buildings, speeding automobiles, and an act of violence in the foreground: a child bludgeoned in a small square of a room, his skull breaking off at the spine and rolling into the corner. More shapes entered as others faded away—airplanes, carriages, and fields of dying men—until the Echoes coalesced into one massive and terrible shape that was there for a moment, and then it was gone.
“They never fail to impress,” Lucan said, with Serra grunting in agreement. “Some places are better for it than others, you’ll see. Or maybe you won’t.” Lucan laughed, slowing his pace as they entered the thicket where their encampment awaited. “It’s only fair that I take first watch. After all, it was my Corrupted who screamed.”




CHAPTER XIII

The first had been a charming man, a lecherous man; a pauper who had happened upon Nora by chance and charmed its citizens, until he found himself abed with a grieving widow. He took all of the widow’s love, even when it was not his to take, and then took her money, too. When he tired of the widow, he left, flicking his silver tongue at the first man or woman to cross his path. Those who called Nora home were not known for invading the privacy of others, but when the man’s appetites became such that none but the children could satisfy them, a decision was made in secret by the townsfolk.
He had been waiting for Serra in a spare bedroom, dressed in rags that befitted his person, weeping as he clutched a lock of stolen hair.
The second had been a kind man, a generous man; a husband and father of three who had lived in Nora since before the building of the stone wall, when the trees were nearer and the sea crueler. He never took what was not earned, and went without so that those he loved wouldn’t have to. He had a child in the Heartland with a successful business and a plot picked out near the Elys, where he could build a house and grow old in it.
He had screamed as Lucan pushed the blade into his heart, not because of the pain, but because in the man’s dying moments, his sleeping wife had reached for his hand and smiled.
“Why kill him?” Vrana asked from within her cocoon of blankets and cloak, Blix nestled against her neck.
“It’s not the first time this has happened, Vrana,” Lucan said, stretching out his legs. “If we only killed those who we felt deserved it, then the Corrupted would be quick to realize this, and we would be passing judgment. Did your second trial deserve his death?”
“It must seem random,” Deimos added, his voice barely rising above the howling wind. “The Corrupted thrive when they are united by purpose. So long as we remain a threat, so long as stories are told and nightmares of us are had, they remain in their lands—their lives, and the lives of others better for it.”
Vrana shook her head. She looked at the horses tethered to the trees, their coats streaked with white moonlight. “But you didn’t kill them because you felt they deserved it. She asked you to do it.” Vrana had told them of her meeting with the mayor.
“Yes,” Deimos said, “as she has done in the past. I told Nora of our need as I made for Caldera, and she told me of hers. Did the elders not send you into that forest to kill a Corrupted?” Deimos pulled a heat rock closer to his body. “This was the only way to make up for lost time. The elders approved.”
Vrana remembered what Nora had told her about Deimos’ disappearance. “How much time was lost?”
“Too much,” he said, lying down on his side. “Go to sleep.”
Vrana looked at Serra, who sat beside her, unmoving. She assumed he had fallen asleep an hour ago, but when she saw his eyes glint from the mouth of his mask, she knew that he hadn’t. She stared at him for a while, trying to envision what it would be like to live without a voice. In her studies of the Old World, she found there were professions dedicated to the art of listening. She imagined Serra would be very good at this kind of work, should it ever exist again.
“Nobody expects you to do as we have done here tonight,” Lucan said quietly. “But don’t expect it to stop because you refuse to take part.”
Blix pressed himself closer to Vrana’s neck, his claws clamping down painfully on her skin. “I know,” she said, moving the bird to her lap. “Killing doesn’t bother me. I just need a good reason to do it.” She bit her lip. “Do you think it works?”
Lucan laughed and lay down. “It has for the past two hundred years.” He sat back up, as though he had remembered he was to keep watch over the encampment.
“I should know these things,” Vrana said to herself, again bewildered by the decisions of the elders. She looked over at the tangled, bubbling mass on the edge of the camp that had been the conjured horses from Caldera. “So much time wasted on things that don’t even matter. Old World politics? Old World religions? Fucking Old World subway stations?”
“Not all villages are the same, girl,” Lucan said, shivering as he spoke. “You’ll learn, you’ll see. You may be thankful for all that fucking Old World nonsense one day. Go to sleep. You’re distracting me.”
Vrana knew that she was dreaming, because her father was alive. She was young, no taller than his waist, and the village was still a vast expanse begging to be explored. She liked the way she had to look up at him and the way that he looked down at her, and how his arms seemed to lift her from the ground so effortlessly. Never had she found a place more comforting than by his side or against his chest. He wore no mask when they were alone together, and she liked that, too. They were playing hide-and-seek, of all things, when the dream came to an end.
“Vrana!” she heard Lucan hiss. “Get up. They’ve found us.”
To whom he was referring Vrana didn’t know, but the worry in his voice was enough to wake her up and send her hands scrambling for her mask and weapons. The thicket glowed with the light of countless torches, their hungry, orange flames flailing at the skeletal trees. Talk of revenge, injustice, and insurrection fell upon her and her companions from all sides, like one wall closing in upon the other. She came to her feet, hastily scanning the distance for signs of the Skeleton’s keep, its absence another confirmation that the Black Hour had passed.
“Murderers. They are nothing more than murderers. Look, they sleep as men do!”
“I told you those were only masks.”
“Christopher was a decent man. He didn’t deserve to die in his sleep like a dog.”
And then a voice familiar to Vrana cut through the rabble. “There, at the center,” Nora said in a tone that suggested she was enjoying the fury. “Mind yourselves. They do not fear pain as we do.”
At once, the crowd emerged through the trees, a closely packed chain of countless hateful, heaving bodies clamoring for warmth and bloodshed. Held in each Corrupted hand were shovels, pickaxes, knives, hoes, sharp rocks, and heavy branches—makeshift weaponry for a makeshift assault. Though he was not alone, it was Deimos to whom they spoke and spat, for the people of Nora knew and feared him most. They recited names like sins—Joseph, Alex, Liza, Howard, Christina, little Peter—and the ways in which they’d died—stabbing, strangulation, stabbing, suffocation, stabbing, strangulation—and demanded bloody expiation for the Bat’s crimes.
At the behest of his drooling father, a boy no older than twelve threw a stone at Vrana and her companions, but it sailed off course, overhead, into the leaves. The horses snorted loudly, tugging to be free of their tethers, frightened of their owners, who had once treated them so well. More stones flew through the air, cracking against Vrana’s armor, Serra’s mask, followed by handfuls of wet feces.
“Someone must have followed us back,” Vrana said as she leaned toward Lucan. She felt her stomach turn when she caught a glimpse of Nora with her crossbow. “She betrayed us.”
“No,” Lucan said, ducking to avoid a rock. “She did the only thing that she could.”
Serra grunted and then pushed Vrana away. A townswoman came at him, sickened with the madness of the group. Nora’s people watched and cheered as her hand scythe danced with Serra’s sword. Vrana twitched at every deflected blow, stepping aside to avoid the townswoman’s frenzied swipes. Beads of sweat leapt from Serra’s body as he moved. The townswoman’s scythe found his flesh and tore a chunk of it away. He didn’t cry out in agony as his blood ran down the townswoman’s skirts, but she did, as her blood ran down his blade, when he ran it through her gut.
In groups of two and three, the townspeople flooded the encampment, swinging their torches and their tools with abandon. Most were not skilled fighters, but with their numbers, it mattered naught. Vrana backed away, batted away those who were hesitant to engage. If they were to prevail here, how many would be left, and would it be enough to sustain the town? Hearing footsteps, she turned around to find a woman bearing down on her with a pitchfork. She turned sideways, the prongs scraping against her armor, and took the woman’s leg off with her ax.
A wiry, bare-chested man followed, armed with nothing but his massive hands. Vrana pushed a dagger through each one, and then screamed as she felt a torch being rammed into her back. Deimos wrenched the torch away and pierced the bearer’s lung with his sword.
“Watch out!” Lucan said through his teeth as a bolt from Nora’s crossbow ripped through air, catching one of her own in the thigh.
“Here!” someone cried out in the night. “They’re here. They have them!”
As his father urged him onto her, Vrana pushed away the little boy who’d thrown the first stone. Again, he put his son before him, sending the child to Vrana with nothing but tears upon his cheeks. She swallowed her pride and knocked the boy unconscious with the handle of her ax. The father, outraged and somehow offended, launched himself at Vrana, driving his torch into her chest. Silently, she thanked Bjørn for the armor, and then took off the father’s head. His blood sprayed into the holes of her mask; it burned hotter than the fire he carried.
For a moment, the mob was stilled, exhausted. Vrana reached into her mask and wiped away the sweat that had formed there. Lucan put his hands to his hips and struggled to catch his breath. Serra and Deimos stood stoically by one another, covered in blood and burn marks. A murmur spread through the crowd; those who had initially stayed back in Nora now emerged and bolstered the nearly beaten ranks.
A man with braided blond hair stepped forward. “It starts here!” he bellowed. “Too many have suffered at your hands. We will be haunted by your kind no longer!”
The crowd surged forward. Embers swirled around the thicket, catching falling leaves and loose kindling aflame. Vrana braced herself for the impact, trying not to think of her mother, of her father, of Aeson, and of all those she’d left behind. The ground shook beneath her feet. She thought she heard Lucan say something to her, but it was drowned out, not by the voices but by something else, something …
Vrana and her companions fell to the ground as a powerful gale swept through the area. It drank fire from the torches and places where it had dared to spread. The sweat and blood froze on Vrana’s skin as the temperature plummeted. All sound ceased, smothered beneath a blanket of noise, a droning song of buzzing and clicking. Hate had united the horde, but now it was terror, as a black cloud descended from the sky.
The cloud slammed into the ground, covering Vrana, Deimos, Lucan, and Serra, and then it spread outward. Vrana could hardly lift her head, but when she did, she watched as thousands of black flies filled screaming mouths, as bare flesh wept bright blood from a million bites. Bodies of those who had fallen in the skirmish bloated around her, the insects funneling through each orifice, searching for innards to eat and a cavity in which to nest. Vrana reached for the young boy she had knocked out, but there was little left to hold on to. Serra put his arm around her and held her down, and as she lay there, breathing dirt, these words from the Old World journal repeated through her head: “I wear the flies like a robe, and yet she doesn’t mind. A thousand tiny deaths between us every time we touch.”
The black cloud dispersed seconds later, leaving Vrana, Blix, her companions, and the horses untouched. They lay there for a moment, too overwhelmed, mentally and physically, to do much of anything else. Corpses exploded around them, sending maggot-covered chunks of fat and muscle around the thicket, the flies escaping under the cover of the gore. Vrana pushed herself up from the ground and looked at Lucan, who kept repeating to himself, “What the hell was that?” She knew well enough what the hell had happened: the Witch had saved them.
Her companions were not shaken or hysterical as others may have been, but there was a stiffness in their movements, a poverty in their words that told Vrana they were frightened. She was the first to begin packing, and by her example, they stopped their pacing, uncrossed their arms, and lifted their gazes from the ground to do the same.
The fires burned brightly in Nora that night and would continue to burn brightly for all days and nights to come.
“What happened back there, Deimos?” Lucan asked the next day as they entered the Dires of the North.
“Another gift from the elders, perhaps,” Deimos replied, sounding thoroughly unconvinced by his own words.
A gift from the Witch, Vrana almost considered saying aloud. “What’s that?” she said instead, pointing to a tall building in the distance.
Blix appeared to consider investigating it but chose to fall asleep instead.
“That is where the weak-minded go to die,” Lucan said with disdain.
Deimos steered the horses away from the Spine to what Vrana could now see was a tower. In its shadow makeshift homes had been erected from wood and stone and animal hides. At its base, twenty-five or so Corrupted worked the soil with pickaxes and shovels. They dug with an intensity that made them indifferent to the blisters and boils on their hands, faces, and feet. The tower was constructed from a metallic material, but its smooth, achromatic surface gave off no reflections. A small boy brushed against it as he handed water to his mother and yelped as the tower’s heat seared his skin.
“Do you see?” Deimos turned to Vrana. “There are no doors, no windows. There is no way in.”
Vrana took her horse by its reins and led it around the tower, searching every inch of it for any evidence of an opening. Deimos had been right: There was none. On the other side of the squalid dwellings, she found even more Corrupted, some asleep on their beds of grass, others awake, nursing drinks from stone cups or bared breasts. They paid Vrana no mind. She was not a threat.
“I don’t understand,” Vrana said as she rejoined the group. “What are they doing?”
“The land was higher here, but they dug it out,” Deimos said, scratching his neck. “They believe their god is inside. They toil in the day, searching for the entrance to heaven. At night, they say the tower speaks to them in whispers. There are many bones beneath us: They bury the dead and useless here as tribute.”
Vrana looked at Lucan, who only shook his head. He tapped Serra on the back, and together they headed toward the Spine.
“Are they part of the same religion as the missionaries?”
“Same god, different practices,” Deimos said, his horse trotting up beside Vrana’s and nuzzling it. “They, the Scavengers, would sooner kill each other before working with Penance.”
“They don’t fear us?” Vrana watched an old woman in a dirty white dress cut into the carcass of a dead squirrel and suck on what fell out.
“They are in the presence of their god and are doing his work. They have no reason to be afraid.”
“And the elders don’t find them to be a problem?” Vrana asked incredulously.
Deimos laughed and the two of them joined the others at the road. “I’ve asked the same question. They are more of a threat to themselves than we could ever be, or so the elders have said. But when supplies are low, they raid Geharra and the Heartland, for they’ve no coin to spend. Isn’t it funny how the holy make the best rapists and murderers? If the elders would only say the words…”
Lucan cleared his throat. “I think the elders are just waiting to see if they do find an entrance, so that they themselves can take what’s inside.”
Serra grunted in agreement, his toothy maw stained with blood from the battle. He seemed to linger on the tower for a moment, and then he grunted again and took the lead, putting some distance between himself and the others.
“What’s wrong with him?” Vrana asked Deimos.
But it was Lucan who spoke, his words hardened by hatred. “This is where we found him, where they cut out his tongue so he couldn’t say no.”
Vrana felt a chill radiate through her body as she watched Serra disappear over a hill wreathed in golden grass. “He’s not human, is he?”
“No, but he told me once he had been born in one of their hospitals,” Deimos said, kicking his horse to quicken its pace. “I think you’re familiar with it.”




CHAPTER XIV

Vrana let out a groan of pleasure as her bare feet sank into the sand. Her skin became a story for the blind as the icy water filled in the place where she stood. She watched with excitement as the ocean tumbled over itself, each wave fighting the other to be the first to the shore. She couldn’t blame the sailors of ages past for thinking the sea infinite, for even now she found herself entertaining the notion.
It pained her to have this experience without her mother and Aeson nearby. In the Old World, the humans had telephones to communicate with each other. Vrana wished she had one at this very moment, to call her mother in her basement and Aeson in his, to hear their voices once more before she entered the empire of the likely dead. To mark the bittersweet occasion, she searched the coast for components, found Wormwood roots winding out of a pitted rock—“What a strange place to grow”—and turned back the way she’d came, toward the cliff she’d descended to be here.
Vrana climbed the starved bluff slowly, muscles still exhausted from the battle outside Nora. The fog over the Elys was thick, obscuring all that didn’t fall directly within arm’s reach, and it seemed even thicker along the cliff. She’d asked Deimos if this was normal, and he’d said that it would soon pass. It had been Deimos’ idea for Vrana to see the ocean, and given the weather, the idea appeared to be more of a quick test than an act of kindness.
“It’s not that interesting,” she heard Lucan shout through the murky, white air. “Deimos is starting to get antsy, and you know how he is. Up with you. Strange things live here in the Elys’ fog.”
Vrana grinned, stopping for a moment on a sturdy foothold. She cursed the beak of her mask; it kept scraping against the rocks. Blix tore through the air, his vision apparently unhampered by the fog, and in an unusual display of helpfulness, he began to leap between ledges, aiding Vrana in her ascent.
“You’re only doing this because Deimos told you to,” she said to the bird, her hands grasping the slick stones. “Dad would have a heart—”
A hand reached through the pale miasma and closed around Vrana’s. Her stomach lurched, and her foot slipped loose from the bluff. She called out to her companions, but there was no response. Her mind immediately went to the daggers, which were fastened tightly at her side. With one shaking arm, she held onto the cliff, while the other felt for the Cruel Mother’s talons. She yelled again, and then her body went limp as the hand weakened its grip. Her limbs scrambled for stable footing as another hand descended upon her.
“Deimos!” she cried.
Someone grunted. Serra peered over the edge. He shook his head at Vrana as he hoisted her up to solid ground. She brushed the dirt from her armor and kicked off the sand that had dried on her feet. Blix scampered over, taking up residence on her shoulder with a fat, wriggling worm in his mouth. She tried to look into Serra’s mask to see his face, but even in the daylight, there was only darkness.
“I’m sorry,” Vrana said, feeling foolish. “I thought… I don’t know what I was thinking. Thanks Serra.”
The fog cleared away in the midday sun, and what it left behind was perhaps more awe-inspiring than the ocean itself: Geharra. Even at a distance, the city’s expanse was breathtaking. It was built upon a gradual slope, tilting upwards as it followed the landscape, until it was checked by a haggard mountain range. A massive wall encircled the entirety of the sprawl, with smaller walls sectioning off portions of the city from the inside. Domed towers and threatening spires rose out of the miles of stonework, while great golden and azure buildings with intricate flying buttresses demanded one’s attention. Along each side of the ancient city, two green rivers flowed, the western pouring into the foamy sea, the eastern into the southern cradle.
“I had no idea,” Vrana said, shouting over the turbulent waters ahead. “They should not have kept this from us. What are the others like?”
Lucan slowed his horse, falling back beside Vrana. “Just as impressive, if not more so, I think. Eldrus is greater in size, the architecture unlike any I’ve ever seen: black stone, precisely cut, with an air of sterility about it. I’ve only ever spied Penance from a distance, from the mountains it hides behind; ghostly were the buildings, nearly indistinguishable from the falling snow.” Lucan slipped some food into his horse’s mouth.
Vrana nodded. “And our village, Alluvia, that’s east of here.”
“Yes,” Deimos said with a hint of despair. “If we’d the time, I would take you there. What did Nora tell you that night in the library?”
“She heard the waters had turned bitter in Geharra. She sent people to the city, but they never returned. Nora seemed to believe this has been going on for a while.”
Deimos contemplated for a moment. “Each city is different from the other,” he said, changing the topic entirely. “Geharra is not unlike our own village, choosing representatives to make decisions for its people. Eldrus is a monarchy; though, this may change: All but one of the royal family of Eldrus was murdered two years ago.”
Deimos paused, slipping into his thoughts, the muscles in his forearms flexing. “The leaders of Penance are chosen by their god, as well as those who were chosen before them. They scheme from their self-inflicted isolation.” He began to breathe heavily through his nose. “The missionaries were not the first I’ve seen; there were others, before the disappearances, and after as well. Penance wants to become a part of the world again.”
“When he gets like this, we could push him off his horse, and he wouldn’t notice,” Lucan mumbled, leaning into Vrana.
“No, I would notice,” Deimos said flatly. “I am saying this because she needs to know and because the leaders of Penance have always looked upon Geharra with disdain.”
Lucan cantered forward and planted his horse before Deimos, stopping the procession. Vrana looked to Serra, who only shrugged. All at once, with a snort of gratitude, the horses dipped their heads to the ground to feast on the grass.
Lucan ran his fingers across his pincers as a wise man would through his beard. “I’ve no love for Penance, but this is your land, Deimos. You know all of its secrets. Yes, they scheme, but they are also on the other side of the world. I know of no incantations that would do what has happened here. Not even the spellweavers are so talented.”
“Lucan,” Deimos said quietly, “I have not seen these parts in three months.”
Vrana felt her throat constrict, her heart flutter: Nora had told the truth.
Lucan laughed, cocked his head, and then slumped in his saddle, taken aback. “Where have you been, brother?”
“Mourning at the edge of the world.”
They rode to the gates of Geharra in silence, though Vrana felt that she was the only one who didn’t understand why. A weakly muttered “Oh” from Lucan’s lips told her that Deimos’ inaction was not only excusable but, in some ways, expected. A short embrace between Serra and the Bat told the fledgling Vrana there had been a tragedy. But just as Deimos himself was a mystery to Vrana, so, too, was his plight; for no attempt was made, not in passing nor broken whispers, to bring it to light. A stronger woman who was confident in her abilities may have demanded an answer, but Vrana, despite the blood on her hands, was not that woman. Not yet.
“Vrana,” Deimos said finally as they crossed an elevated bridge over the verdant marshes, “look to your left.”
He’ll tell you when he wants you to know, she thought to herself, and then did as he asked.
At first, she didn’t see what he had expected her to—the foliage was thick, teeming with life—but then, there they were, in the shallows and the western river, fifteen in all: reptilian creatures covered in green and blue scales, with elongated heads beset by the black jewels that were their many eyes. Their bodies had a hint of humanity in shape and were covered in a sinewy substance not unlike a spider’s web. Some plaited this mucous material across the surface of the standing waters; while others ignored it, choosing to crush the bones of unfortunate fish with their unhinged jaws. If not for the calmness of her companions, Vrana would have thought she had stumbled upon perhaps the cruelest of the Witch’s creations.
“What are they?” she asked, watching with fascination as the creatures ambled out of the pools, arms heavy with soft, glassy orbs.
“The Merfolk; they are new to this world,” Deimos said over the clap of the horses’ hooves on the groaning bridge. “In the Old World, these creatures called the sea their home. More creatures, like them, will return should science remain stifled.”
“The life of a sailor must be a lonely one,” Lucan mused. “Beautiful is not the word I would use to describe them.” He nudged a snickering Serra. “There,” he said, suddenly sounding quite concerned, “on the ramparts.”
Vrana squinted, spotting what appeared to be a white dog with a black face atop the daunting wall. “That worries you?”
“That is a cursed wolf,” Lucan said, straining his neck as the animal padded out of sight. “An ill omen, if you believe that sort of thing.”
“My mother said they had died out,” Vrana reminisced, her voice fading under the surging rivers.
“Death does not die,” Deimos said solemnly, “nor does It need the Black Hour to make Itself known. Come. We may already be out of time.”




CHAPTER XV

The massive front gate was a lattice of corroded metal, raised high enough to allow a body to move under its jagged teeth. Beyond, Geharra stood silent and imposing, with no signs of life or any indication of what had taken it. Vrana volunteered to cross into the city first, all too aware of the fate that befalls those who go last in the horror stories of old.
“The air is so clear,” she said, pressing her hand against the light breeze.
“The calm before the storm,” Lucan groaned as he joined her.
Serra and Deimos followed, swords clanging against the ground as they went under. Inside Geharra, the light of the sun seemed weakened, leaving the buildings in an otherworldly glow. Vrana’s heart trembled and stomach turned—a mixture of awe and unease. Dried leaves chattered as they skipped down the empty cobblestone streets, into wilted gardens choked with weeds. Battle-scarred cats and foaming dogs leapt and padded about their newfound kingdom, eying Vrana and her companions with hungry intent. Doors swung back and forth on their hinges, giving glimpses of dinner tables still set with food and belongings yet to be pilfered. Never had she felt such a terrifying loneliness before. Even the buildings buckled under its weight, backs bent like the old men and women who hold daily vigil at the graves of those whom they had loved and lost forever.
Deimos led Vrana up the stairs of the gigantic wall that protected Geharra, stopping a quarter of the way to orient her to the city. They had entered through the Southern Gate, where most lived. The Western Gate was smaller, meant for access to the dockyard; and the Eastern Gate, when it was not being repaired, led outside travelers directly to the center of the city, where the market stood. Despite its name, the Northern Gate was not one but many, and it divided most of Geharra from the opulent edifices beyond it: the mansions built for two that could house twenty; the striking statues of dead royalty carved from rare rocks; the ancient churches on every corner, abandoned and godless.
“The ground is unstable there. None call it home, not even those who could afford to,” Deimos said as they descended the stairs. He gestured to Blix; the bird took to the skies for reconnaissance.
“Why?” Vrana gripped the railing tightly, unready for her adventure to come to an end by way of a misplaced step. “It seems a waste.”
“There is little division between the classes in Geharra. The Northern District is used as a reminder of when that is not the case.” He cleared his throat hard, adding another tiny crack to his sickening mask. “Serra,” he said as they returned to the street level, “you and Vrana will see to the waterworks. If the water has turned bitter, it is there we will find an answer. Lucan and I will check the gathering halls and churches for signs of Penance. If they’ve come, they will have wasted no time with the conversion.”
“Do you think our people are still alive?” Vrana asked, wrapping the faerie silk cloak around her.
Lucan kicked a stone at his feet into the grass. He looked at Deimos and balled his hand into a fist. “Let’s not get our hopes up.” He shook his head at the Bat and brushed past him. “Penance didn’t come here to take prisoners; otherwise, they would’ve captured the city, and we wouldn’t be standing here like a bunch of fucking morons.” He stopped in front of Serra and sighed. “Take care of the girl.”
Vrana cocked her head. “I don’t need anyone taking care of me.”
Lucan laughed and shook his head as he waved off her complaint. “I don’t want anyone taking you out, because you’re too busy taking it all in. We need good warriors. It’s a compliment. Come on, Bat, let’s go.”
The Piranha didn’t need a tongue to tell Vrana this wasn’t his first time in Geharra. He navigated the streets the same way a beggar would: low to the ground, close to the walls, always choosing some side passage or backyard over the main thoroughfare. He kept his bow near, one arrow in hand, one eye on the rooftops; and by his example, Vrana did the same. Through Serra’s grunts and groans, she quickly learned his limited lexicon. She learned when to stop, when to go, and when to shut up, because her incessant chatting was getting on his nerves. Occasionally, he would pause their journey to the Western District to satisfy Vrana’s curiosity about the city: He pointed to a carpenter’s shop; a babbling fountain; a well that was covered in chalk. He led her to a playground with an overgrown automobile and a satellite dressed in armor to serve as a sparring dummy.
“They know, don’t they? About the Old World? I know they know, but the elders have me second guessing everything,” Vrana said as they turned down an alley.
Serra nodded.
“We abandoned certain technologies because we know better.” She held her breath as she slid through the narrow gap, afraid that, if she were to exhale, she would become stuck. “What’s… stopping… them?”
Without looking back, Serra lifted his arm and pointed to her and himself.
“What happens when we aren’t here to keep the balance?”
He shrugged and grunted: Maybe nothing.
“Do you ever regret killing the Corrupted?”
Serra shook his head and slipped out into an open street. He turned around and took Vrana’s hand and helped her through, her right arm turning red as it scraped against crumbling brick. “Me neither,” she quickly added, brushing off her arm. “What if someone were lost on their third trial and wandered into the North? Not necessarily from Caldera, but I mean, if I saw Geharra, Eldrus, or Penance and didn’t know they even existed… I understand the elders’ reasoning, but the shock of finding out may be just as bad as knowing all along.”
Serra nodded and led Vrana to the other side of the street, where a merchant’s stall had been overturned. He cleared his throat and grunted: They’re incompetent.
“You know,” Vrana said, sliding around the stall and into another alleyway, “I’m not sure if I can tell what you’re saying or if I’m just assuming you’re saying what I want to hear.”
This time, Serra did look back, and he laughed: Does it matter?
“They’re manipulators, aren’t they?” Vrana could feel heat rising in her chest. “That’s why we focus so much on the past: to manipulate the future. But now they’re manipulating their own people. Are we a threat, like the Corrupted?”
Serra grunted: Could be. He groaned and grunted and outstretched his hand: Or maybe something is threatening us.
“I keep rattling on, I’m sorry. Fuck, how did I even get here?” She bit her lip and shook her head. “Are you a homunculus?”
Serra started to laugh, kindly not cruelly, and disappeared into a home where the door had been torn off. Vrana followed after him, taking note of an icon writ in blood above the threshold. “I know I’ve seen that before,” she said, analyzing the shape, which was a circle inside in which strange symbols were held.
Serra nodded, made a cross with his fingers: Penance.
They walked the length of the house and exited through the back. Vrana opened her mouth to ask the Piranha another question, but stopped as she began to retch. The wind was sour and slid over her like sludge, as though the air itself had putrefied. They were near the Western Gate, and the booths that once held hundreds fish now only held their bones and the insects that were brave enough to eat from them.
Serra coughed and put his arm in front of his mask to block the stench.
“The smell—I don’t think it’s the fish.” Vrana felt lightheaded, hot spots of nausea dotting her vision. “What happened to Deimos? I mean, could he have really stopped what went wrong here?” She slipped on a streak of blood and caught herself on a chair.
Serra shrugged. He tilted his head and helped Vrana stand up: No, he couldn’t have.
Vrana listened to the waves of the ocean beyond Geharra’s great wall. They were dull and distant, just faint enough for her to consider that she was not hearing them at all. She gripped the chair tighter as the flies buzzing around the pink mounds of fish meat grew louder, until it sounded as though they were inside her skull. Sweat ran down her face, her back. She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, and it was there she found her, the Witch, against a field of black, the skeleton of a bird at her breast, nursing bloody milk down its throat.
Vrana stumbled backward onto the chair and ripped the mask from her head. She pulled back her hair and wrung it out. She felt a vibration against her leg—or was it a muscle spasm? “I’m sorry,” Vrana said, unfastening her cloak and stuffing it into her pouch. “There’s something you need to know.”
She told Serra about the Witch, more than she had told anybody else besides Aeson and her mother. He nodded and grunted as he did, and although she suspected he somehow already knew all of this, she was glad to have another person she could turn to for support.
“I wanted to see Geharra. I wanted to see everything, really,” she said. Her teeth started to chatter in the harsh language of the cold. “But I mostly came to find a way to stop the Witch.” She exhaled slowly, and this seemed to help the shaking in her shoulders. “I don’t know what I’m doing or looking for. I just hope when I get close enough, she’ll get scared, and when she comes for me, I’ll be ready.”
The Piranha shrugged. When Vrana appeared to have recovered, they moved through a series of archways opposite the fishery and the abattoir into a small building that consisted of a ramp and a desk. They followed the ramp downward, until it opened up to a large room that smelled of mildew and metal. In what little light was left from the outside, Vrana noted several ladders on the perimeter that descended even further into the earth. Serra stepped over a pile of chains that had undoubtedly been used to secure the front door and ripped a lantern from the sweating wall. Leaning in close, he spoke quickly, silently, until a small flame flickered into existence.
Vrana’s eyes widened. She held her hand up, baffled. “You can spellweave?”
Serra laughed as he started to wipe away the layers of dirt on the lantern. Light spread across the floor with every pass of his hand until most of the room was illuminated. The snakes and beetles in the wiring and ventilation hissed and clicked and scurried out of sight. Spiders as large as fists climbed their webs to the rafters and crouched low in anticipation. A six-legged lizard with white eyes started to smoke under the light; it slipped behind the paneling of a large control box to hide.
Serra nudged Vrana on the shoulder, pointed to an old service elevator entombed in webs.
“This is the waterworks? There.” She pointed to another bloody icon of Penance slathered on the floor. “I doubt very many of the pipes in the city still work.”
Serra shook his head: They don’t.
“Not yet, at least. Until they have the materials again. But there are pumps and wells and baths.”
Serra grunted. He attached the lantern to his belt and descended the ladder at the center of the room.
“What if these cities were left here with the intention of helping future societies develop more quickly?” Vrana’s voice tapered off as she entertained the notion. “It’s all here. It’s just a matter of catching up. The last kind thing the Corrupted did for themselves before the Trauma.”
She sprinted over to the ladder and peered down into the passage. If there was an end, she couldn’t see it. “Thanks for waiting, Serra. It’s not like I can’t see or anything.”
The passage did have a bottom, but it came slowly, leaving Vrana much time to think. She surmised from the station above and the size of the city that this was not the sole entrance to the waterworks; rather, it was one of many maintenance stations that acted as waypoints to the corridors beneath Geharra. Ten thousand people—the city could comfortably accommodate ten times that amount, so why stop there? And Alluvia, why Alluvia? Hundreds of her people taken wherever Geharra went. If it was Penance, they would’ve surely passed Rime and Traesk before reaching this side of the world. Why not take them instead?
“Serra, what do you think happened?” Vrana gripped the ladder tightly; it was getting wetter with every rung passed.
Serra tapped his thumb against the metal. He rumbled from the deep of his chest: They’re dead.
“In the Old World, they could kill ten thousand in a day.”
Serra hummed: Yes.
“It wouldn’t take much to finish off everyone else, would it?”
Serra grunted: Not much at all.
“We’re newborns left to fend for ourselves in a wasteland.”
Serra stopped and growled: Shitty, isn’t it?
A deep puddle was waiting for their feet when they dropped from the ladder.
A mutilated corpse was waiting for their eyes a little farther on.
The man was from Penance, the clothes on his bloodstained back giving away his identity. Two broken bones in each leg told Vrana that the man had fallen from the ladder and the dagger between his shoulder blades revealed that it hadn’t been an accident. Through a hole that had been gnawed into his shirt, she saw the same symbol, albeit far less ornate, that she’d seen on the young boy’s back during the second trial. It was also the same symbol she’d seen at the checkpoint and in the house they’d passed through. The young boy from the second trial was from Penance. What had he been doing in the South?
“Serra, during my second trial I saved a Corrupted boy. I should’ve killed him with his father, but I didn’t. I took him to the nearest town. I saved him.” She felt an immediate relief from her confession.
Serra cocked his head, the Piranha skull staring at her askew. He gave her the thumbs up.
“Was I wrong to do that?” She went to one knee and fingered a chain around the corpse’s neck.
Serra shook his head. He searched the man’s pockets, producing from the largest a green leaf with sharp edges and crystalline veins: the Gift of Sleep. Vrana kept her surprise to herself; such leaves were very rare. They were said to be left by the Inferi, creatures that climb into the bodies of the restless dead and break their malevolent hold on the world, to prevent them from haunting the place of their death. The leaf, when given to the dying, puts their minds at ease about Death’s Nothingness. When given to the healthy, the leaf acts as a strong anesthetic or a hallucinogenic. Her mother would want it and yell at her if she didn’t take it.
The Piranha handed the Gift of Sleep to Vrana. Smiling, she returned to the chain and pulled the rest of it from underneath the shirt. “This,” she said, fumbling for her satchel, “this is the same as …” She removed the silver necklace and laid it beside the dead man’s on his chest. “They’re the same!”
Serra coughed and scrutinized Vrana’s find. After a few seconds, he shook his head and pointed out the differences: The dead man’s was not forged from silver, but some sort of imitation of the metal; there was only one worm, rather than a tangle vying for control of the gem; and the color of the rock was much cloudier than Vrana’s. Nevertheless, he ripped the necklace from the man and shoved it into his pocket.
“That means something, doesn’t it?” Vrana asked as they rose to their feet.
Serra nodded: It does.
The waterworks’ tunnel broadened as they proceeded, but the protruding pipes, roots, and crumbling walls made sure that Vrana and her companion earned their progress. Far off, she could hear hundreds of bats flapping their leathery wings, speaking to the darkness in piercing squeaks. As the tunnel twisted and turned, it didn’t take long for Vrana to realize that they were going backward, inward, toward the center of the city, where the market Deimos had pointed to stood. She questioned the necessity of their trip to the Western Gate but kept this to herself, for Serra had become quite agitated since they’d found the corpse.
“The man I took the necklace from,” Vrana said, ducking lower to avoid the lantern as Serra turned around, “he didn’t look like that man back there or those missionaries near Nora. I didn’t see any tattoos either. I think he may have stolen the necklace from somebody.”
Serra hummed: I wouldn’t doubt it.
“But his throat was cut. Whoever killed him had to have seen the necklace. Yet, they left it. Unless—” The sudden sound of surging water drowned out Vrana’s words and thoughts. It was moving through the stones above their heads, which meant that they were close to the waterworks. “Unless…” She listened sharply now, hearing the strain of machinery nearby. “He killed himself. When I was attacked at the hospital—” she emphasized the word “hospital,” but Serra didn’t react, “—the thieves wanted it back. Either they intended on selling it, or someone had sent them to retrieve it.”
Serra growled: We’re here. Be quiet. Again, he attached the lantern to his belt. He moved several barrels in the tunnel to reveal another ladder and then mounted it. He flicked his finger against the iron bars: Hurry up, girl.
Vrana did as she was told. She descended the ladder, and when her feet found the floor again, she fell backward, as though all the oxygen had been drained from her blood. A bitter odor burned at her nose, in her nose, eating away the hairs and mucus. She went to take a step forward, but stopped herself, because she could feel the great openness of the space before her. In that humid, sweltering darkness, she could hear the slow turn of waterwheels, the steady streams along the aqueducts, the annoyed cadence of a restless reservoir, and the guttural groans of the sewage channels.
Serra raised the lantern to his face and spoke to the flame it held. Expecting the fire to grow, Vrana found herself stunned as it leapt from its container and danced about the noisy cavern, setting aglow lamps, lanterns, and torches that had long since died out.
What she heard she now saw, and what she saw she now feared: Wooden platforms and stretches of scaffolding choked with pulsating roots from a massive growth, a plant the size of a tree; at the center, in the water, it reached up and outward, into the pipes, into the channels and aqueducts, its roots secreting a milky substance into the waters with reptilian indifference. Purple sprites, not unlike those in Vrana’s basement, worried at the mass’ core, but they couldn’t break through the blight.
“I knew that couldn’t have been right,” she said as she took from her pouch the roots of Wormwood. “I found these on the beach. I don’t know as much as I should, but I do know Wormwood shouldn’t be growing there. The water here must lead into the ocean. That…” She paused, recalling all that her mother had told her about botany. “… Is a Crossbreed. I only remember it because I begged my mother to tell me about the ridiculous things people have tried to create. Wormwood, Death’s Mantle, Black Fey, Nausea, Malaise, White Chrism…” She had tried and failed, for lack of ingredients, to recreate the experiment as a young girl. “This is what turned Geharra’s waters bitter. It doesn’t kill, Serra. They’re not dead. The Crossbreed doesn’t kill. The Crossbreed controls.”




CHAPTER XVI

Vrana lifted herself out of the manhole and onto the street, her hands scrambling for Serra’s as the ladder worked itself free of its bolts. Serra pulled her across the cobblestones and then let her go as she took off her mask and curled into a ball, her palms pressed hard against her head. She shut her eyes tight, but they continued to twitch and roll behind their lids. Serra handed her a piece of ka’thar meat; she shoved it in her mouth, but forgot to chew it. The world felt as though it had sped up and spun off its axis. She started to shiver, and with the cold sweat that poured out of her, the effects of the Crossbreed finally began to leave her system.
Able to focus again, Vrana opened her eyes and saw Serra, too, struggling to overcome his exposure to the Crossbreed. Sitting on the street, legs outstretched, arms limp at his side, Serra looked like a doll left behind by its master. With his chin to his chest, Vrana could see that he was constantly swallowing something down his throat. After a moment of this, he looked up, gave one final twitch of the shoulders, and nodded at her to show that he was ready.
They helped each other up and then helped themselves to some more food to silence the growling of their stomachs. Vrana swallowed the ka’thar meat he’d given her and drank the water from her pouch until it was as dry as her lips. Serra let her have a sip from his own pouch, and then, hand-in-hand, the two went on unsteady legs into the great and ruined market before them.
“It’ll stop soon,” Vrana said, putting her mask back on.
Serra craned his neck as he scanned the ransacked square, searching for silent thieves with sharp teeth and blunt knives.
“You have to ingest it for it to take hold,” she continued, wishing to be out of her armor, which was irritating her already irritated skin. “It weakens your will, makes you more susceptible to influence. Penance put it in the water supply, and then they preached their way into Geharra’s mind.” She tipped back her mask to let the air run over her face. “With that much of the Crossbreed in their bloodstream, the priests could’ve made them do anything.”
Serra shook his head and continued with her into the desolation of the market. A heavy gloom hung about the area, pouring over the surrounding buildings in stifling waves of gray. The sky sat low against the city, a murky sea of shipwrecked clouds broken down in marbled waters. They stepped over a puddle colored copper from the spilled paint running out of an artist’s tent. Prized possessions of the poor and privileged clung to their feet, as though to be prized and possessed once more. Jewelry and expensive clothing rolled and slithered with the wind, now no more valuable than the dirt that scuffed them.
“I don’t understand why they didn’t fight back,” Vrana said. She turned her head and outstretched her arm, receiving Blix as he landed upon it. “Blix!” She bobbed her arm, encouraging Serra to pet the crow, which he did gently, appreciating the life the little annoyance brought to the bazaar of the dead. “I hope you’ve something good to tell us,” she went on, poking Blix’s stomach, “because Deimos is going to want a report.”
Serra groaned: The Crossbreed.
Vrana ran her hands through a pile of beautiful scarves, touching each petal of every floral print done in the darkly colorful Russian aesthetic. Her eyes found an African pot farther down the table, its rich brown coat decorated with diamonds of blue and white. The wind howled for her attention, and when she turned to answer, she noticed the hint of a Roman aqueduct in Geharra’s architecture. Did they extract from the past as we do? She looked at Serra as though he could read her mind. It shouldn’t matter; the Corrupted’s course must always be the same. If it wasn’t, then how could we continue to kill them? She looked at Serra and was glad he couldn’t read her mind; for she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear his answer.
Serra nudged Vrana: What else do you know about the Crossbreed?
“Sorry,” she said as she admired the blade of a katana. “The Crossbreed is supposed to be a myth. It’s something every botanist tries to make but fails, because the components are not meant to work together. It’s a game, a trick you play on apprentices. A long time ago, before the Trauma, someone supposedly grew one. There’s an illustration of it, and it looked exactly like that thing in the sewers. I don’t understand. From everything I’ve read about it, that’s the kind of environment that it shouldn’t be able to thrive in.”
Serra shrugged one shoulder: Maybe whoever wrote it all down lied on purpose.
“Maybe. But how did Penance figure it out? And why not the other myths? The Bloodless would’ve made more sense. It could’ve drained the city dry over the span of one night. They chose the Crossbreed for a reason. Maybe everyone is still alive.”
Serra grunted: Controlling someone can be far worse than killing them.
Vrana nodded and then went stiff. Footsteps. Yes, she had heard footsteps: slow, deliberate footsteps in the rolling fog from someone who didn’t wish to be heard. She twisted her body, straining her muscles as she fixed an arrow in the bow and let it fly into the murk. A hiss of pain and a stumbling shape told Vrana she’d met her mark, while Serra’s sudden grunt and grip on her wrist told her that she shouldn’t have.
“What are you doing?” Vrana cried, ripping free of his grasp and losing some skin in the process.
“That was my fault,” the shape or, rather, Lucan said (Damn him,
Vrana thought), as he stepped into view. He winced as he rubbed at the bloody tear in his forearm. “Can’t say I wished your aim was better.”
“Didn’t want something taking me out while I was taking it all in,” she said. “I wouldn’t make a habit of sneaking up on people.”
“Far too late for that,” the Beetle said, chuckling. “After all, that’s how I met my wife. A witty remark and a slip into the shadows, and she thought she’d escaped me. Ten years begs to differ, I say.” His stomach rumbled with discontent. “Apologies, drinks were drunk that were not meant to be. Am I not cheerier for it, though?” The sarcasm was almost as heavy as the alcohol on his breath.
Vrana stepped aside, and Lucan filled the gap between her and Serra. “I didn’t know you were an alcoholic.” Careful, she quickly thought, he’s not Bjørn.
“Well, you don’t know very much about me at all, do you?” He picked up a smock and shredded it with the pincers of his mask, making of it a bandage for his dripping wound.
“Where’s Deimos?” Vrana looked behind him, at Serra, who shrugged.
“Waiting impatiently up ahead.” Lucan tightened the poor excuse for a bandage. “We found something, and by the looks of it, you two have, too.”
Vrana and Serra nodded in unison.
“Are you glad you came?” Lucan asked, his question directed at Vrana.
She nodded. “I keep hoping we’ll find Geharra and Alluvia, but if we do, then that means we’ll find Penance, too.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that.” The Beetle rubbed his pincers. “If we run into any trouble, I’m sure your Witch will lend us a helping hand.”
Twenty minutes later into the mist, Vrana, Serra, and Lucan wandered into the appropriately named Fountain Square. It was a cobblestoned plot and meeting point wedged between the market and the Eastern District. Rising from the fountain’s center was an abstract sculpture depicting Corrupted overcoming the amorphous threat to which each figure was connected. Deimos sat on the edge of the construct, peering into the dirty, leaf-choked waters that covered the bottom of its six-foot pool.
“Deimos,” Vrana began.  She proceeded to tell him and Lucan about the Crossbreed far below the city’s streets. Serra grunted and nodded his head to confirm the Raven’s tale. “If they were able to get the Crossbreed into enough people’s systems, they could’ve easily taken the city over the course of a week or two.”
“Envoys from Penance arrived in the city months ago. They bore gifts and apologies. They wanted to end the ‘petty rivalry’ between the cities,” Deimos said. He waved the scroll clutched in his filthy hands. “They brought forty men and more food and drink and fineries than even Geharra could refuse. Fortunately for us, the council of Geharra documents everything.” Deimos unrolled the scroll, removed a rectangular piece of paper from inside, and held it out for Vrana to take.
“You don’t seem surprised by the Crossbreed,” Vrana said. She took the piece of paper.
“Not at all,” Lucan added.
The Bat rose up from the fountain and looked at his companions. “Very few things surprise me anymore.”
Vrana screwed up her face at Deimos as Lucan mumbled, “What the fuck?” beneath his breath. She looked down at the piece of paper and instantly recognized that it had been torn out of a personal journal. It began with a review of the items presented by Penance to the council, as though they intended to return them if need be. Toward the bottom of the note, the scrawl became slanted, less formal, warped by worry and fear:
The Eastern Gate is shut; what little trading was being done has now ceased. No one is willing to answer my questions. Penance is here—the last to jaunt through now milling about outside—and they have brought gifts. Six crates, each an herbalist’s boon. My happiness was surpassed only by my trepidation as I discovered amongst the jars curious ingredients— Wormwood, Malaise, Black Fey, Grave Soil—the presence of which was highly questionable among the other, more medicinal materials. I remember a legend brought to fruition in brief moments of madness and dreams. But what I’ve catalogued would not bring to life this Crossbreed. No, something is missing—a seventh box perhaps.
These people of Penance have taken an interest in our sewers of late, claiming to bring to our systems their refinements. They move in the disguise of good will through our very chambers. The rest of the council balks at my suspicions. Perhaps I shall do the same—move in disguise, that is—tattoos and all, like a proper priest from the Holy Order of Penance.
I am a tolerant man, but I cannot tolerate their preaching any longer. Already, they shout from the street corners, and already do our people gather to graze on their lies. Something foul has found its way into Geharra. I must root it out.
“The corpse in the tunnels,” Vrana whispered in realization. “Who wrote this?” She handed the note back to Deimos.
“Geharra’s master apothecary Ezra Miller. He sat on the council, too,” Lucan grumbled. “We went to the council’s chambers and also the chapels. Before Penance arrived, several smaller and already established groups of the Holy Order became very active. They knew they were coming, and so they paved the way.” Lucan spat and let the cold wind wash over him. “Schemes upon schemes, made in secret, based on what could be if such and such…” He growled. “If you learn anything from this miscarriage of duty—” he looked at Deimos, “—let it be this: None are more dangerous than the entitled who feel they have nothing to lose.”
Vrana thought back to the dying missionary in the bloodstained field. “What is this?” She leaned over the fountain’s edge and pointed to clusters of vermillion veins spreading like fractures across the sculpture’s base. “That’s not the Crossbreed.” She stood and threw her hands up in frustration. “Deimos, what the hell is going on? Those veins, they can’t be here.”
The vermillion veins to which Vrana referred couldn’t be there, because the place to which they belonged was weeks away, on the eastern reaches, where it festered and fed on fear and rumor, seemingly sustaining itself on the violence and depravity committed by those it had called to fill its hellish corridors. While its origins varied and were seldom agreed upon, the name of the location itself was unchanging. They called it the Nameless Forest; for, like the Black Hour, it had no definable or constant features. But unlike the Black Hour, the Nameless Forest was not bound to time. It was everything that the Black Hour could be and worse; it was a physical manifestation of madness, a tumorous mass of the natural and unnatural twisted together and left to rot like a corpse upon the land. To the outside world, the Forest was innocuous and inviting—a sea of green leaves swaying in a forever breeze—but to those who’d entered and managed to return, the Forest was a place of infinite space and possibilities.
The vermillion veins, which were known to grow only out of the trees of the Nameless Forest, had once been of great interest to those early settlers who’d happened upon its infernal borders. Curious and careless, the settlers drank from the vermillion veins their vibrant drink, and saw through fevered hallucinations god and its machinations. Their addiction led to their own destruction, however: The settlers turned on one another, dismembering friend and family until only one remained, a young child just as nameless as the Forest itself. It was said the boy emerged from the border town, gathered up every piece of every body, placed them at the Forest’s edge, and then sank into the pile of hundreds of severed limbs, never to be seen again.
“The Nameless Forest is near Penance,” Vrana said. She could feel her mind overworking itself to make a connection between the two. “Some say the Nameless Forest is ruled by five sons who were born of rape from their mother, a maiden from the frozen North. What if... what if— is it possible they found a way in? If there’s a place the Crossbreed came from, it could be there!”
Deimos shook his head, dismissing her theory. “I’ve heard stories of this before, Vrana. This isn’t the first time the vermillion veins have been recorded outside the Forest. Cultural strain… when something truly awful has happened… they’ve been known to appear, like chalk marking a crime scene.”
“Then they’re all dead,” Vrana said, lowering her voice and her head. “Then they’re all dead,” she repeated. Now it seemed the only logical conclusion, but why hadn’t she considered it sooner? Geharra and Alluvia had vanished without a trace. Where else do so many go so quickly if not to death?
“Who else was watching the city?” Lucan sounded heated, as though he meant to strike Deimos down. His hand rested on the hilt of his sword. “The elders were fools to trust you, but they were not foolish enough to trust only you to keep watch.”
“There were five,” Deimos muttered, his cold composure quickly warming to his companion’s anger. “Two from Caldera, myself included, and three from Alluvia.” The Bat spoke to Vrana now: He meant to teach her something. “Geharra requires little intervention. They manage themselves well enough and call upon us when they cannot. It’s not unreasonable to think the other watchers were gone as well when Penance arrived.”
“Then where are they?” Lucan countered.
Deimos stepped towards the Beetle, until both were close enough to kill the other before anyone else could stop them. “Is it not obvious what happened to them, to all of them?”
“We need to talk before I do something to you that I’m going to regret.” Lucan backed away from the Bat and removed his hand from his sword’s hilt. “Vrana, Serra.” He held the arm Vrana had nicked. “We will eat here, in one of these houses. Where we’re going—” He paused, swallowing the pain in his voice, and then didn’t finish his sentence.
Vrana readied herself, checking her daggers and shifting the weight of her bags. She held out her ax, blocking Lucan’s path should he try to move past. “And just where are we going?”
“The Northern Gate,” Deimos spoke up, “where Geharra puts all its dead things.”
Vrana couldn’t taste the food, nor did she feel filled by it, but she ate it all the same. They occupied a crooked house with a black pointed roof, which loomed over the neighborhood like a hooded figure. The air inside the house was stale, as though it had been trapped there for years. It was a place of innumerable hallways and rooms, and each was marked and marred by holes and craters in the floors and framework. The companions searched the place, and convinced there was no one to be found, they separated once more—Deimos with Lucan, Vrana with Serra. The Piranha, apparently not used to the company of others, quickly abandoned the Raven for an empty room at the corner of the house and told her in three grunts to watch her step.
In her lonely wanderings, with fistfuls of food in her hand, Vrana stumbled upon a portrait yet to be completed, pools of dried paint still in the palette. The picture was of a mother and her young daughter, their right arms exposed, uncorrupted. Vrana’s thoughts turned to Nora, and she wondered if those in the painting were distant relatives of the mayor. Of course they’re not, she thought. It’s a mark of shame, of embarrassment. I’d leave it out, too.
“I’ve tried, but I can’t do it anymore.” Vrana heard Lucan’s voice nearby, and when she crossed into the room beside the portrait, she found it coming through the gaps in the floorboards.
She took off her mask and brought it to the ground with her. Deimos and Lucan were on the first level of the house and she the second. The material in between the two was incredibly thin and perfect for eavesdropping. Acutely aware of her surroundings, she looked up and scanned the room for evidence of its previous occupant’s personality. The room was tilted, sunken in at the center, and clearly had not been cleaned in several years. She stretched across the floor toward one of several towers of journals. Removing one off the top, she found its pages covered in overly detailed accounts and observations of all the goings-on in the house. She saw that the other journals were the same in content, put back the one she held, and then brought her ear and eye to the ground, taking up the previous occupant’s favorite pastime.
“Come here,” Lucan said. He grabbed Deimos by the neck and threw him across the living room. “I understand why you did what you did, but look what you let happen!” He grabbed the Bat and knocked off his mask.
Deimos shuddered as the skull rolled down his back and hit the ground.
Vrana’s eyes widened. She tried to call out and put an end to the conflict, but the sight of Deimos’ face stopped her. He was bald, heavily scarred; one eye was bright blue, the other cloudy and white. There was a hint of a beard on his cheeks and chin, but it was too often interrupted by disfigurement to grow.
“Get your anger out now, Lucan,” Deimos said, picking up his mask and putting it back over his head. “We’ll talk when you’re done proving to the rest of us how much of a man you are.”
Lucan screamed and punched the Bat in the stomach; then he closed in and held him. “I don’t give a shit what happened to the Corrupted here, but you let our own people down. I know it’s a strange concept to you, but there were ones that I loved in Alluvia!”
After catching his breath, Deimos looked up and wrapped his hands around the Beetle’s neck. “You think I don’t know about love and loss? You think I don’t know?” he asked as he slowly choked the life out of his friend. “I made a mistake but, if it would bring him back to me, I’d gladly let the lot of Geharra and Alluvia die again. Don’t act as though you wouldn’t do the same for your wife, for your daughter.”
Lucan gasped for air as Deimos released him. He held his neck, which looked red and sore, found the nearest chair, and sat in it, a cloud of dust rising over him as he fell into the cushion. “My daughter is in the backyard, no heavier than the stones that mark her grave. Nothing is bringing her back.” He sighed, took off his mask, and set it on his lap, revealing his sweaty, splotchy face. “I don’t have my medicine.”
“I know,” Deimos said, sitting beside him but leaving his mask on. “I like to think this would’ve gone differently if you had.”
“The mood swings are getting worse.” He shook his head to show he didn’t wish to talk about the issue any longer.
Vrana jumped and stifled a scream as Blix sank his claws into her back. She wagged a finger at him, and then returned to the loose floorboards.
“Did you bring Vrana here because you thought she’d do well, or because she was a liability staying in Caldera?” Lucan looked up at the place through which Vrana peered.
Vrana scooted back, her heart pounding in her chest. What is he talking about?
“Both,” Deimos said. “If I didn’t take her, the elders would’ve found something else for her to do to keep her away from Caldera until it was deemed safe she returned.”
“I don’t believe Adelyn would agree to any of that,” Lucan said.
“Adelyn would agree to anything to keep her daughter safe, even if it meant putting her in harm’s way.”
“Even if it meant lying about the North and the Corrupted cities.”
“She wasn’t the only parent. The elders are constantly testing the waters. When we were young, they sent us to live with the Corrupted.”
Lucan put his mask on. “The elders don’t know what they are doing.”
Deimos stood up, outstretched his hand, and helped the Beetle to his feet. “The elders know all too well what they are doing. They just know too much to get anything done. They’ll set the map back to as it should be and tell the students the truth.”
“I needed someone to blame,” Lucan said, still holding his friend’s hand. “Everyone else will, too.” He sighed. “You have to tell her what happened.”
Deimos nodded: He would.
“Is she a liability being here?” Again, Lucan looked to the ceiling.
“What is she putting at risk? There’s nothing left.” Deimos shook his head. “No, she’s not a liability. Her Witch saved us outside Nora that night.”
Vrana’s eyes darted back and forth as Deimos and Lucan left the room. She went to her knees and saw Serra standing behind her.
He grunted as Blix landed atop his shoulder: Get up, time to go.




CHAPTER XVII

Four creatures stood in the shadow of decadence, but only one was moved past the feeling of indifference. The Raven, with her sharp eyes and even sharper mind, put words to the images from the books she’d read and that she now saw before her. Rippled marble, scalloped stone, ornate arches, godly homes; aristocratic hideaways and idiosyncratic retreats modeled after postmodern gothic monstrosities. Here stood a testament to the Corrupted’s ingenuity and craft, and yet the council of Geharra had made of its masterpieces mere symbols to be feared and forgotten.
Perhaps the Corrupted and Vrana’s people were not so different after all.
“Wipe the stars from your eyes,” Lucan said as he nudged Vrana. “All things are rotten on the inside.”
They went through three small gates and checkpoints that guarded the Northern District, and once in the grand promenade they kept to the right, following a trail of sea-green paint long dried upon the ground. Large holes in the street marred the magnificence of the scene, while alleyways beside them plummeted into dark chasms. They passed a building brimming with golden flourishes, but through the windows Vrana saw it was bisected, its expensive innards having fallen into a glinting gulf than ran beside it.
The Northern District was the finest graveyard she had ever seen.
“This is where the secrets are kept and those who know them that should not,” Deimos whispered. “Prisons sit beneath our feet. You can reach one from the second gate and another where we’re headed.”
“I thought you said Geharra was better than most of the Corrupted cities.” Vrana stopped for a moment, kicking free from the grasp of a tangle of vines. She wanted to continue challenging Deimos, but now didn’t seem the time.
“It is,” he replied. “It was.”
Five minutes into the Northern District and Vrana felt an irritating longing for Aeson which she couldn’t explain. Her heart began to beat nervously, and her stomach became a cage for wayward butterflies. I should have waited, she said to herself, as though withholding her feelings for him would have made this moment all the more bearable. It was reckless and selfish,
she thought, absently kicking a pebble into a crack, but then again, isn’t it always? There wouldn’t be so much written on love if it was simple, if it didn’t hurt. I hope he’s okay. A smile formed across her face. My mother is probably driving him mad. I wish they could see this. Maybe one day.
Fifteen minutes later and there was a smell so foul and permeating that Vrana’s jaw locked shut and her nose closed, and breathing seemed to be something her body was willing to forgo for as long as it took to be clear of the stench. Her nose wrinkled, and she gulped at the air above like a fish, as though there was some pocket untouched by that fetid mixture of shit, filth, and sweat. She looked back at Serra and was comforted by his obvious discomfort. Deimos and Lucan appeared unaffected by the putrid odor, but then again, they were expecting it.
“Can we g-go a d-different way?” Vrana stammered. “I can’t fucking breathe.”
“This is the way.” Lucan coughed and dropped his head low.
Vrana covered her nose and mouth. “I heard you two in the house.”
“You can fight,” Deimos said, leading them through a park with a bloodstained merry-go-round, “but sneaking is another matter entirely.”
“I wanted you to hear,” Lucan said. “Thought I’d make a big scene.”
“This smell, this is Geharra and Alluvia,” Vrana said.
Serra grunted: It has to be.
“Some may still be alive,” Lucan said, hopeful. “I don’t think Penance’s intentions were to murder the city and town.”
Deimos nodded. “That much is obvious from the Crossbreed you two found.” He brought them around the back of a mansion, where purple curtains waved liked flags of surrender. “Something went wrong. And if something went wrong, then there may be someone still alive.”
“What does this mean?” Vrana watched as Blix flew ahead, high above the field of putrescence through which they trudged. “There’s not a lot of our tribe left, and even for the Corrupted, ten thousand is a lot.”
“It means the world is getting smaller. It means the Corrupted will come together, while we struggle not to fall apart.”
Lucan opened a squeaky gate and let them pass through. “It means we’ve a lot of work to do.”
“The elders wanted to get rid of me because of the Witch!” She felt like an outcast, even though she’d made herself one in her decision to leave.
Deimos raised his hand. “Not now, Vrana. Everyone, quiet.”
Vrana tightened her grip around the ax and considered taking off the Bat’s head.
Lucan pointed to Serra and then lifted a finger to the mouth of his mask.
Serra nodded happily and raised his middle finger in response.
One does not see the string of pearls among a heap of diamonds, and so Vrana was surprised when they veered into an iron-fenced yard and stopped before the steps of a beautiful church. Its front door was chipped, beaten in by overzealous parishioners too impatient to wait for heaven. From on high, its massive stained-glass windows scrutinized the city like drug-addled eyes. Around the foundation, holy inscriptions had been carved into the stonework, coupled with faded images of religious iconography entirely foreign to Vrana. It was from here and the black bowels of this basilica that the foul smell of lingering death originated.
“There is a doorway in the floor behind the altar,” Deimos said as he started up the steps. “It leads to a tunnel.”
“We’ll follow it,” Lucan continued for the Bat, “and see what lies at its end. When we’ve finished, if we’re not finished ourselves, we’ll see to destroying your Crossbreed.” Lucan looked to Deimos for approval, who nodded in agreement. Through their fight, the men had succumbed to cliché and found forgiveness for one another.
“It’s almost night. We’ll rest here.” Deimos cocked his head as he sensed words of outrage form upon Vrana’s lips. “The odor will only worsen as we proceed. It’s better to numb ourselves to it.”
Blix rested atop the church’s pinnacle and cawed: He didn’t mind sleeping outside.
Several overturned pews like bulwarks impeded their way as they crossed the threshold of the church. Candlesticks and candelabras lay bent and broken in puddles of hardened wax. Pages ripped from their leathery bindings flapped overhead in the gathering darkness, held afloat by a permanent gust. At the center of the nave, a heatless flame burned in suspension over an altar, weeping ruby ashes onto its white linen cover.
“They filed in one by one,” Vrana said as she followed the dusty footprints to the center. “All of Geharra and Alluvia.” The smell of death and suffering here was so overbearing that, in some way, it made it all the more bearable. She turned around and, looking at the rows of pews, asked, “Who were they trying to keep out?”
“Those who knew better, those who the Crossbreed had not yet affected,” Deimos rumbled.
Serra grunted four times: Can you be immune?
“I’m sure,” Vrana said. “They probably had to find people who were to transport it.”
Deimos nodded and brought his companions around the altar and into the eerie light, showing them the doorway that gaped behind it like a festering wound. It breathed back at them deeply, slowly; rancid air pressing hot against their masks and eyes. Serra was the most affected, the openness of his mask doing little to guard him from it. He stepped back and gathered himself, sighing and shaking his head, until he vomited onto a light blue tapestry.
“Hey,” Lucan whispered, taking the Piranha by the shoulders. “Put your mind elsewhere.” He waited until Serra nodded. “Different place, different time. Here’s your chance to do what someone should have done for you, yes?”
Vrana knew he was referring to the Scavengers’ tower and the taking of Serra’s tongue. “Is this their church?”
“The Scavengers’?” Deimos shook his head. “No, this was a church of the Holy Order of Penance.” He pointed to a large painting on the wall, which was streaked with the orange light of descending dusk. “‘The Holy Child, who speaks and acts on his Father’s behalf,’” he quoted.
Vrana strained her eyes to make out the child’s face. He looked familiar, but the artist had taken some liberties with the boy’s shape and features, presenting him as though he was an angelic creature pretending, and failing, to be human. She’d seen the image before but couldn’t place it. “There’s no Corruption on his arm,” she noted, turning to face her friends.
“Why should there be? The god of Penance is beyond error.” Lucan laughed. “There are those who have seen the child through open windows, though. They say his arm is no less pink than his peers’.”
With night came the cold, and with the cold, the acrid breath of the tunnel was dampened and made more bearable. Using the contents of the church, Vrana and her companions formed a blockade between themselves, the hidden doorway, and any curious beast or body from the streets of the Northern District. Serra moved his mouth until a small fire was born in the middle of a book of psalms. Deimos urged them to eat, and they urged him to be quiet, for the thought alone turned their stomachs.
“Deimos,” Vrana said as she held the silver necklace in her hands, the color of its red gem strangely similar to the altar’s flame. “Where were you? Why did you leave?” She met his eyes above the Piranha’s ghostly fire. “You’ve all kept things from me. I’ve let it go long enough.”
Deimos crossed his legs and placed his hands upon his knees. He exhaled as though he were preparing himself. “Far north of here, if you keep to the shore, you’ll find a place before the Frigid Wastes, where the land stretches like an arm across the sea. The soil is thin, would be manageable, if not for the toxic fumes that surround the land bridge. If you breathe them in, they will blister your lungs and burn your throat and kill you before you make it a quarter of the way across.”
“What’s on the other side?” Vrana leaned forward; she knew there was a terrible thing waiting to be told at the end of this story, but until that point, she was hanging on his every word and loving every moment of it.
“The Dead City. The last remaining modern city of the Old World, untouched by the Trauma. Everything you’ve ever read about is there, abandoned and unreachable. If the Corrupted had the means, they would go there to take this world over again.”
Vrana bit the side of her mouth as the wounds from the Horror of the Lake began to sting. Not now,
she thought, please, not now.
Deimos huffed. He seemed to consider removing his mask, then decided against it. He started to scratch at his knees and shiver. “My husband Johannes and I were miles from Geharra, searching the outposts in the wilderness there. There was a woman, a fur trader we’d seen often in passing.” Deimos’ hands became claws; and he bent forward, and all at once, in the shadow of fire, his body darkened, his skin tightened, and he became as the Bat, hunched and hungry and hateful. “She told us of a pale green light in the Dead City and something massive moving behind the buildings. I thought nothing of it, but Johannes wanted to know more. There was no reason not to investigate, and I never could say no… say no to him.
“We left the next morning. Geharra was without incident and the elders without orders. As watchers, it was our responsibility to seek out of the truth of the claim, even though we knew we’d find nothing. No one ever does—that’s why they call it the Dead City. We reached the land bridge a week later and slept near where the sea boiled. We used binoculars: we went as close as we could; there was no truth to the claims.” Deimos stopped and leaned back into the shadows, so that he was no more than a dark shape with a bat skull. “Johannes, when he was younger, had an infection, leaving his right ear deaf. He didn’t make for much of a sentry, so I often stood watch while he slept. But the night was quiet and the journey had been long. I lay down beside him, kissed him goodnight, and when I woke the next day, he was gone… and I was lost.
“I searched Mirror Lake and the snowbound forests—Hoarfrost and Gelid. I followed hidden trails to forgotten caves. I went as far as our village, Eld, and Corrupted’s Eldrus. I didn’t know what I was doing or where I was going. Eventually, I returned to the land bridge of the Dead City and wandered the shore there, thinking I’d find him in the waters, thinking something had taken him. My lungs seized and bled, so I turned back. At that point, I had lost track of time, of everything. But I did find something, finally: a cabin shrouded in icy willows.” He began to pick at the skin on the tips of his fingers. “On the porch, I saw the hollowed-out head of a fox upturned, filled to its brim with snow. Johannes had been the Fox. It was Johannes’ mask. It was his.” Deimos cleared his throat. “Johannes… he… it had been his.
“I saw him through the windows. His back was to me. He was sitting in a chair. I kicked open the door, but I was too late, months too late. What they had done to him…. I knew it was him, because he was mine, but anyone else—I don’t think they could be sure. I waited until nightfall, but I knew his killers weren’t coming back. They didn’t do it for the coin, I thought. They’d left his mask, the only part of us that’s worth anything to them. I waited until nightfall, and then I brought what was left of him to Mirror Lake and buried him where we’d first met. After that—after that, I knew what I was doing, where I was going. I hunted his killers, and I killed them all.
“I found the fur trader, and she told me there had been four, for they’d bragged in passing of what they’d done. I found the first in a small cottage along the White Whispers. I broke him, and then he told me where I could find the others. I let him live long enough to think he would survive, and then I threw his bones into the river. The last three found me midway, where the Spine kisses the edge of the Dires. They were hunting with their sons. They told me the woman, the fur trader, had orchestrated the killing, to rid her territories of Johannes and me. They didn’t know why she wanted me left alive. But it didn’t matter. It was done. I killed the men. In front of their children, I killed them, and I left the bodies there for the boys to bury.
“When thoughts of Johannes no longer brought me to tears, I returned to Geharra and saw that I had failed them, too. I have failed everyone. I hope that their sons find me one day. I look forward to it. I truly do.”
Vrana’s voice trembled as she said, “I’m so sorry, Deimos.”
Serra grunted his condolences.
“I was wrong,” Lucan said. He took off his mask and left it in his lap. “I’m sorry, brother. Not one of us would have done differently. If you had stayed, you would’ve died.”
“If I had stayed,” Deimos said, his words heavy with spit, “I might have been able to help. He might… he might still be alive.”
I know how he feels,
Vrana thought, watching as he wept quietly in the shadows. Caldera… the Witch… if only I had made it back sooner.
“No,” Lucan urged, almost shouting. “No, you wouldn’t have helped. They would’ve killed you or did whatever they’ve done down there to you.” He looked over at the doorway in the floor behind the altar. “And then what? Where would we be? By the time the elders realized something was wrong, it would’ve been too late.”
Deimos shrugged. “You say this now, but in the morning, when we find them, you’ll hate me again, and you’ll be right to.”
“How do you think I feel?” Vrana spoke up. “I brought the Witch to Caldera. She could be there now, finishing everyone off. No, I know it’s not the same, but in a way, it is. I heard you. They let me go to get rid of me. Until I kill her, I don’t even know if they’ll let me come back. But I didn’t ask her to kill our people. You didn’t ask Penance to take Alluvia and Geharra. Why should you feel guilty for the choices someone else made? I did, but I don’t anymore. That’s what the Corrupted do. They wring their hands and beat themselves up and don’t do what needs to be done, and once they do, it doesn’t matter, because it’s too late. I have to kill her. You have to find out why this has happened. If it had been our people who did this to Geharra, would that make it better?”
Deimos mirrored Vrana’s surprise as he nodded and said, “You’re right.”
“I don’t know where this is coming from,” Vrana said, chuckling. “I don’t know if even I believe it, but right now, I think I have to. This is who we are supposed to be. This is what we’re supposed to do. I’ll cling to that if it helps get us through.”
Serra grunted in agreement. He took a bite of some bread he had sitting beside him.
“She’s gotten pretty good with her speeches,” Lucan said, trying to lighten the mood.
Deimos nodded again. “I’m glad that you’re here, Vrana. I wish that… I wish that you could have met Johannes. You would have gotten along well.”
“One day,” Vrana said with a smile, lowering the raven’s head onto the floor.
Deimos laughed and looked away. “Maybe, yes. One day. Anything could happen in this strange world.” He stood up and exited the church, but he left with more hope than when he’d entered it.
Sleep came easier than Vrana expected. She had only one dream. At first, she thought it to be a memory, but realized on waking that the moment had never occurred. In the dream, she sat in the warm stream outside Caldera, as she had done many times in the past when faced with a dilemma. Only Aeson had accompanied her to this place; yet, beside her sat her mother, braiding flowers into her hair. The surface of the water was like glass, and it fell slowly through her fingers in thick strands. Along her arm, a beetle crawled, its antennae quivered about its painted head. Atop the bank, she saw Aeson, and he was without his mask. He was speaking to her, but the words meant nothing to her. She turned to ask Adelyn what he meant, but where she’d sat, a small bird now floated atop the yellowing water. Vrana reached for the bird without hesitation and then pulled back as the stream bed gave way to gray Void. She tried to stand up, but she fell, and as she fell through the caustic, yellow water, she saw her mother floating beyond, but it was not her mother; yet, it didn’t seem to matter, for she went to her all the same.
“Vrana,” she heard Deimos whisper.
“What?” Vrana said groggily. “What is it?” She felt for the handle of her ax.
“You were whimpering.”
Whimpering? Her face flushed with embarrassment. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Vrana was unmasked, but Deimos, like always, was not. Does he never sleep? She took a sip of water and breathed in the sickly air. “Are you okay?” she asked him.
The flames above the altar twisted in a helix, its light coloring the Bat with red violence. The mask, damaged as it was, appeared even more so, and now seemed as thin as paper. Deimos ran his fingers over the white markings on his body, where the nerves were deadened from disease. He nodded to show that he would manage and waited for the Raven to lie back down on the hard floor.
After an hour of struggling to fall back asleep, Vrana turned away from her companions. Through a gap in the barrier they had created, she noticed something near the entrance. She strained her eyes, and then shuddered as she saw it with terrifying clarity: the cursed wolf, its face as pale as bone, watching her party with great interest.




CHAPTER XVIII

They woke early and said little to one another. The doorway behind the altar breathed its noxious fumes as belongings were packed and bodies were stretched. Deimos’ and Lucan’s swords met in a short sparring session, while Vrana and Serra watched, too tired to participate. They forced down what little food and water was left and then checked their reserves to ensure they had not spoiled.
Vrana excused herself from the church. The air outside, despite still reeking of rot, seemed so much clearer in comparison that it was euphoric. When he saw her, Blix came down from his roost and nibbled her fingers. She petted him softly, her hand shaking as it ran across his feathers, until she heard Deimos calling her name and telling her it was time to go.
The altar’s doorway opened up to a steep and narrow staircase of rough stone and thick condensation. They descended slowly, one after the other, with their hands pressed firmly against the walls to stop themselves from slipping down the steps. Serra whispered a fire along the top of the staircase to light their way, as Deimos told Vrana in short, agitated sentences that the church was one of many that had been built over sacred sites. Lucan, groaning as the walls narrowed further, so that they couldn’t fully outstretch their arms, whispered that the older sects of Penance thought these places could be used as conduits to communicate with their god.
“When Geharra found out,” Deimos said as Serra’s fire slid past him, “they built prisons down here to desecrate the area. The petty rivalry has gone both ways between the cities.”
“We are almost there,” Lucan said as dust cascaded onto him from above.
“How far did you two go?” Vrana asked.
“Only to the bottom of the stairs,” Lucan said, looking back at her. His voice deepened. “You’ll see.”
And so she did.
The ceiling opened up as they stepped off the staircase and into a wide, unbending tunnel that had been carved directly into the earth. A dirt path lay before them, smoothed over by the thousands of feet that had shuffled down to their deaths. Across the walls were thick smears of dried blood, sticky clumps of torn hair, and pale strips of hard flesh, all of which came together to form a mural of pain. Out of madness or humiliation, shirts, dresses, and pants had been stuffed into the cracks and crevices. Teeth and fingernails rolled and tumbled past Vrana’s feet, as the tunnel continued to push its rancid breath through the hardened throat.
The first room they found was a large, spherical chamber occupied by several long tables, across each of which were stacks of documents, as well as inks and pens. The documents were torn, wrinkled, and waterlogged, and after Deimos pointed the detail out, Vrana saw that they bore the official crest of Geharra. The papers consisted mostly of names and addresses of those who called Geharra home. Vrana surmised that those whose names had been crossed out had been taken over by the Crossbreed and convinced to march into the Northern District. There were those, however, who appeared to have escaped the black line of the inquisitor’s quill. If they made it out of the city, then it wouldn’t be long until the rest of the Corrupted were aware of what Penance had committed here.
The second room they found was farther down the tunnel and smaller. While the death of ten thousand Corrupted was a calamity, the death of hundreds of her own was far worse. In this second room, stacked high in tall cages, were masks, hundreds of masks, bloodied at the neck, as though they’d been cut off from the heads of those that wore them. Deimos fell against the doorway, and Lucan fell against Serra. Vrana covered her mouth and wept harder for strangers than she ever had for most friends. This is not just a tomb, she thought, passing between the rows of iron bars. This is a vault. These masks were the spoils of Penance’s efforts, to be traded and paraded for coin and regard. The venom of hate flooded her mouth as she spotted a severed foot still in its manacle. She knew she was a hypocrite to feel as she did, where she did, but she didn’t care. They all had to die.
In the third room, which branched into several smaller compartments, they found five soldiers hanging from the ceiling, ropes around their necks, and a sixth on the floor whose rope had snapped sometime after he’d vacated his bowels. Out of the pocket of the eldest corpse, Vrana saw a Polaroid photograph, its edges dirty with fingerprints. After they made sure the soldiers were dead, she removed the photograph and saw that it was of a woman in a sundress and a straw hat, sitting with a drink in hand on the hood of a truck. The two had never met, and would never meet, and yet the soldier had fallen in love with this woman from the Old World. She returned the photograph to its place in the man’s worn pocket, did one last sweep of what was now clearly a barracks, and left.
The fourth, fifth, and sixth rooms were cramped pockets of hollowed earth that had been dressed in the symbols of the Holy Order of Penance. They were chapels, places where the people of Geharra could kneel before their captors and seek forgiveness for blasphemy. Each room was fitted with an altar covered in white linen. Sacramental food covered the floor—breadcrumbs, leaves, and seed—filling in the places on the ground that had been worn away by the bloodied knees of prisoners. Toward the end of each room, there was a curtain, and when Serra pulled each one back, they found priests, their stomachs split open, bibles stuffed inside.
Vrana backed out of the room, into the tunnel. The place was taking its toll on her. “They left everything behind. Anyone who finds this will know what they’ve done.”
Deimos followed after her, drawing his sword at nothing in particular. “As I said, something went wrong.”
The breathing grew louder, more forceful as they progressed. Serra’s flame began to falter and sputter, as though the dark were water drinking its light. Somewhere, tiny creatures moved unseen, their feet pattering on the dirt, their teeth grinding away on bones. Just when the passage seemed as though it would never end, it split into two corridors, each identical and without any indication of what horrors they held. They chose the passage on the right, for no reason other than that it smelled worse than the one on the left, and disappeared down the panting gullet.
“This is it,” Vrana said, the stench worsening as they went. They readied their weapons and did their best not to trip over the articles of clothing strewn about their feet. “What if Penance tells them to attack us?”
Serra breathed new life into his spellwoven flame and grunted: Then we have no choice.
They were so close now to the lungs of the labyrinth that there were no breaks between disgusting exhalations. The coppery taste of blood grew even sweeter on Vrana’s tongue. The tunnel continued to split and twist, ovoid doorways hovering beside them like cloaked figures. They didn’t stop, only peered inside them as they passed, finding large chambers choked with snakes of chains and small quarters with splintered beds. Farther on, fledgling roots from the far-off Crossbreed had burst through the walls of the tunnel; from their pointed tips, the roots dripped their signature milky substance into the bowls placed beneath them.
As another light worked its way through the stifling blackness, Serra pointed his finger and said with a grunt: There.
At first there was nothing, and then there was everything. They stepped onto a gently sloping ramp that ran in a spiral the length of the great hollow before them. They steadied themselves as they neared the edge of the ramp, the ground still slick with long ribbons of red, and then, with wide and doubting eyes, looked over the precipice.
A lake of blood lapped against the rocky shore below, the surface choked with hundreds of bodies and thousands of limbs. Teeth and fat formed a chunky film over the sickening mire, only to be broken up moments later by intestines. Men, women, and children, bare and broken, bunched eagerly against one another, as though desperate to show to their onlookers what had been done to them. Heads were bashed in, eyes gouged out, stomachs split open, jaws ripped off; between their legs were bloody holes and stretched flesh, each penis, vagina, and anus torn apart by the pleasures of priests. Breasts had been chewed on and skewered, and mouths filled with sex organs that had fallen off or gotten in the way. Babies were bloated or obliterated—no more than a sum of disparate parts floating aimlessly among the dead. At times, the massive grave would shake, throwing waves of crimson and cruor into the air and onto the ramp. Those bodies that had swollen into veiny sacs of death burst, their guts blowing open and releasing waves of gas into the hollow. Other bodies, the softer bodies slipping into mushy decay, would simply break apart when the vibrations started, unraveling like long strands of pale, wet yarn as their entrails fell out of them in soggy handfuls. And when it seemed all there was to be seen, more corpses pushed their way to the surface; on a bed of shit, piss, bile, blood, and semen, hundreds of corpses, thousands of corpses, mutilated and desecrated, worked their way to the top of the lake, each layer more decayed than the last, until there were only bones.
Vrana pulled herself away, back peddling toward the tunnel as she ripped off her mask and vomited through her fingers. There was no telling between Corrupted and her own: in blood, all looked the same. Questions for which there would be no answers raced through her head. That’s everyone. That’s all of them. That can’t be. Why would they do this? This can’t be right; this can’t be all of them. This is the Crossbreed. This is the Crossbreed showing me what it thinks I expect to see.
She continued to puke and then retch. Are they going to do this somewhere else? So many, so many. I can’t, this is… I can’t.
She slid down the wall, paying no mind to her companions, who still stood at the edge, stunned. Maybe it was the Witch, or maybe it was the Skeleton. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
Vrana searched the hollow for a place to rest her eyes, trying to find something untouched by the blight. Looking up, she noticed a corpse in red robes crumpled at the top of the spiraling ramp. Ten thousand Corrupted. Hundreds of our own. Two more times and there will be nothing left of the world.
Images flooded her mind from the lake of the dead—little boys with no lips, little girls with no hair, fistfuls of veins and arteries—and she started to whine and rock and hit the ground. Will the elders even care? How many have we killed over the years? Is this so different? It feels different. Oh fuck. Her eyes fluttered and wandered the hollow once more, stopping at a large gap between two large rocks at the lowest end of the ramp.
Vrana slid the raven’s head over her own and gripped her ax tightly. Without a word, she left her shaken companions and traveled down the ramp. Lucan was the first to follow, with Deimos and Serra close behind. Guttural noises echoed off the chiseled walls, sending ripples of flesh across the lake. A bloody mist sprayed across the hollow, streaking their armor in gore. Vrana fought every emotion and biological impetus to keep moving. Her thoughts turned to home, to Aeson, and her mother, and then she pushed the thoughts out of her head, afraid their memories would be somehow sullied here. No trial could have prepared me for this,
she thought to herself. No one should have to be prepared for this.
Vrana found the gap between the large rocks and noticed the makings of a room beyond. Again, as she had in the Western District, she felt vibrations against her leg but ignored them, thinking it to be nothing more than the rumbling of the lake. She gripped the edge of the entryway, her balance wracked by nausea and then pushed herself through, ready to kill whatever stood on the other side.
It was the prison Deimos had spoken of, or at least a part of it. There were hundreds of empty cells that had fallen to rust, with bars bent and missing or broken off so as to impale. No stairs seemed to lead into this place, nor were there any discolored bricks to suggest a hidden doorway accessed elsewhere. This is where they kept Alluvia, Vrana said to herself, noting the feathers and scales from the masks of her people on the floor. She searched each cell rapidly for survivors, but found nothing.
“Did you know this was here?” Lucan asked as the lake murmured behind him.
Deimos shook his head. “No, I’ve never seen this before.”
Serra groaned: What do you know?
“Listen,” Deimos whispered. He tilted his head back to the wooden rafters above.
Vrana stopped and followed the Bat’s example. Something was moving between the supports. Lucan disappeared into the shadows. Serra took to the walls, probing for outcroppings to hold his weight. The Raven circled the bloodstained hall, stalking her prey with murderous intent.
The beams creaked beneath the observer’s weight, snowing wooden shavings onto the masks of Vrana’s companions. Deimos undid his bow, nocked an arrow, and pointed it at the vague shape materializing in the dark. From his perch, Serra whispered a flame onto the arrow’s end.
“Wait!” a girl’s voice cried out.
Vrana’s companions looked to her, confused. She shook her head back at them: She hadn’t spoken.
Suddenly, a shape fell through the air and then landed nimbly on its feet. Quickly, Deimos trained his bow on the shape, the flames on the arrowhead turning white hot. It stood there for a moment, bent over, face obscured by hair, sweating skin glowing in the spell light.
“Stop,” Vrana said, reaching her hand out as though to catch the arrow. “Stop.”
The observer stood upright and its hair fell to its shoulders. It took a step forward, closer to the Bat, and revealed itself.  “We have to leave,” the girl said breathlessly. She showed her arms, which were free of Corruption. “We have to leave right now.”




CHAPTER XIX

The girl was no older than fourteen, but her demeanor suggested otherwise. Her skin, in the few areas untouched by dirt and blood, was softly tanned. Her hair was thick, matted; a white scar was traced onto her scalp, running from neck to ear. Vrana knew it had been days since the girl had eaten or drank, for her face was gaunt and lips chapped. She shivered where she stood, eyes like black opals fixed on Deimos’ hideous mask, while her fingers twitched at her side.
“You’re from Alluvia, are you not?” Deimos asked, staring down at the withered child.
She nodded, looking past him to the hollow as though to escape. “I’ve seen you before.” She turned around to address Vrana, Lucan, and Serra. “Are you from Caldera, too?”
“We are,” Vrana said. “How long have you been hiding?”
The girl shook her head. She licked her lips, bit off the dried skin from them. “We have to leave.”
She started for the breach between the rocks, but Deimos stepped in front of her. “What happened here?”
The girl rubbed her face in agitation. “You don’t understand.”
“Help us, then,” Lucan pleaded.
“Wait.” The girl ran her fingers through her oily hair. “My mask.”
Mask? Vrana watched as the girl hobbled on sore, calloused feet across the prison’s floor to the farthest cell. She’s too young for a mask… isn’t she? Stone crumbled at the girl’s touch as she moved loose bricks from the wall to the ground. A gasp, and then a sigh of relief. The girl returned, but not as she’d been: Over her head, she wore the body of an octopus, the tendrils of which ran down her back and chest. It was slightly transparent, with a warm orange hue that flared when light passed through it.
“What’s your name?” Deimos tilted his head as she picked up the dagger she’d dropped earlier.
“R’lyeh…” Her voice trailed off. “It’s from a book. We choose our own names in Alluvia.”
Serra grunted a tired grunt: What happened here?
R’lyeh sighed. After many false starts, she finally found her words. “I still don’t know how they took us. It was late, and I remember waking up. There were horses outside. I felt bad all day. I went to bed early, and the soldiers were there when I woke up. I remember walking across the plains with my people. We were shackled. They treated us well, the soldiers—always feeding us and giving us drink. But that didn’t make me feel better. Made me sicker. I remember Geharra, all the people lined up in the streets.” The girl’s body went limp at the memory of defeat. “I knew something was wrong, but I couldn’t put it together. Someone said we had been betrayed, but I didn’t know what they meant. They led us through that church. Is that how you got here?”
Vrana and the others nodded at her.
“They pushed us past the crowd. No one cared. I thought they would kill us, but they didn’t care. They took our names down, took our masks off. You couldn’t see the bottom of the pit when they threw us in here.” R’lyeh’s voice began to increase in pitch, and the fourteen-year-old who had wanted to appear much older was quickly losing her strength. “I don’t know how many people lived in Geharra, but I thought it would never stop. They just… walked off that ledge.” She pointed to the overlook with the robed figure. “All day, all night. No one said anything, just did what they were told. At first, I couldn’t hear them hit the bottom, but after a few days…”
“What were they trying to accomplish?” Lucan asked. “Did you overhear anything?”
“I, uh, there…”
We need to slow down. She’s going to faint.
Vrana opened the satchels at Serra’s side and removed their reserves. She handed her bread and meat and a sealed canister of soup. The girl accepted the food without hesitation, but rather than gorge herself, she ate slowly, methodically, all too aware of the effects of starvation. She’s smart. She had to be to survive this.
Vrana asked R’lyeh how long she had gone without eating, but the girl didn’t hear her. Deimos sat on the floor, and by his example, the girl did the same, with the others quickly following suit.
“T-thank you,” the Octopus stuttered as crumbs clung to her tentacles. “Whatever they were trying to do, I think something went wrong. I don’t know when, but something was stolen from the leader.” Again, she gestured to the corpse on the ledge. “And they sent people to find it. I heard guards talking about how they needed it and that the man—he was a priest, I think—decided to go on anyways. About a week ago, they had… killed most of my village and most of Geharra, and the bottom of the pit was… red. The priest said that their offerings were poor. That’s when…
“Some of the guards wouldn’t do it, but eventually, everyone gave in. When it started, they only beat them, but then it got worse. I saw everything, heard it in my sleep. The priest told… he told—he forced the men upon the women, their husbands… the kids. I don’t know why it had to be… When there was no one left, he made the soldiers go in the pit, and that’s when the others turned on him and themselves. I—it was—after a while, it’s not so bad. It doesn’t even… I just pretended they were monsters—everyone—it made it easier not—not to care.”
R’lyeh bit into a heel of bread and stayed there for a moment. A trail of tears ran down her hand and off her arm. “They came for what was left of Alluvia. We tried to fight them, but we were too weak. I saw an opening, and I got away; climbed up, up there. Everyone was dead the next day. I got my mask, ate what was left, but I heard voices, footsteps, and whispers, so I came back here, climbed back up, and found a hole in the wall.” She started laughing. “I got turned around in there. I thought I was going to die. I was okay with that. I know there’s worse ways now. Then I heard you.”
“Are they all dead?” Lucan moved closer to R’lyeh. “Did no one survive?”
“I don’t know.” The girl pulled her knees close to her body, held them tightly. “The soldiers were from Penance, but there weren’t many of them; that’s why I couldn’t figure out how they’d taken the city. I don’t see how they could have moved without Eldrus or Traesk noticing. I wish you had come sooner.”
Deimos sat silently as R’lyeh finished her portions. Serra grunted and mumbled a few more wordless questions for the girl, and she answered him with no difficulty. Vrana struggled to fathom the consequences of Penance’s actions. Is this how it starts? Is this how the world ends? She felt homesick, and she found herself worrying about Caldera.
“What’s going to happen now?” R’lyeh asked. The pit hissed as its bloody contents sloshed and spilled over onto the ramp, as though it had its own tide. “Will there be war?”
Deimos contemplated on this, then spoke. “The world is such that one city does not have much favor with the other. Eldrus will not respond unless provoked. People will want revenge and will seek it, but they will do so under their own banners.” This was the Bat Vrana had initially met, cold and to the point. “Alluvia will not go unanswered, R’lyeh.” He sensed that she didn’t believe him. “I swear it.”
Serra growled and groaned: What were they trying to do?
R’lyeh shook her head. “I don’t know. They didn’t speak much, the soldiers; only the priest did, and I think he had his own reasons for being here; he said he had to prove himself. I think some of them wanted to stop the killing, but they couldn’t.”
The lake’s fetid waters seemed to have risen while they were away, washing farther up the ramp and leaving behind a stain. As they marched toward the top of the spiral, Vrana found herself staring at the girl, trying to determine if her composure was one fortified by shock. We’ll never be the same, Vrana thought as she looked into the pit, watching an infant sink below the waters, its belly ripped apart. Nothing will be the same.
How romantic it had all seemed, discovering the fate of an abandoned city. She wondered if she would have felt differently had the events not been clouded in mystery. Would she have approached Geharra, not with nervous excitement but burning hate and blinding pride? Yet, for all her revulsion and the doubts it instilled, Vrana knew with some sad certainty that this was still the place for her to be. Maybe I should have been the Vulture; maybe that would have been more appropriate than the Raven.
“There’s nothing,” Lucan, who had moved ahead with Serra, shouted from the top of the ramp. “It just ends.”
With little else to investigate, they turned their sights to the ledge. The fabric of the corpse’s robe was draped over the edge, hanging like hardened candle wax above the pit. The man appeared to be in his late forties. Around his wrist were golden bands with the sacred marks of Penance. In his fist, he held a small wooden block engraved with a circle. There were no marks upon his body to suggest a cause of death. Perhaps Death had been resentful of the man who’d done Its job so well and punished him for it.
Deimos inspected the priest for quite some time before saying, “To whom did this man answer?”
“No one,” R’lyeh said. “There had been messages, but he threw them into the pit. He said he was doing the will of god and that nobody questions god.” She laughed.
“There’s not much to see here, Deimos.” Lucan put his hands on his hips and sighed. “I say we gather what we can from the tunnel and be on our way. Blix can carry word of what’s happened till we return.”
Serra nodded, tapping his fingers on his sword’s scabbard.
“My mom and dad! They’re still alive. They left for Eld a week before the soldiers took us.”
“You’re welcome to go where you please, R’lyeh,” Lucan said softly. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to do whatever you like until your final days.”
Deimos agreed to this. “Vrana, take the man’s charm, the object in his hand.”
“Why do we need this?” she asked as she bent down and pried it from the corpse’s clutch. She turned; something had brushed against her leg.
“Because charms are not given; rather, they are earned.” He watched as Vrana flipped the object over. “And those who hold them are held as Exemplars of the charm; therefore, there can be only one who’s its keeper.”
“What does it represent?” She rubbed the smooth face of the charm, feeling something like static bite at her fingers.
“Restraint.”
“A new Exemplar is chosen only when the previous one dies,” Lucan said. “We can’t trust that what we see here will remain here. This will tell the elders who this belongs to, for Deimos and I both know the last to keep it.” The Beetle took another glance at the body. “And unless his god has given the power to turn back time, that man is not Samuel Turov.”
Vrana stood up. She felt an urge to send the corpse into the pit with her foot but resisted. Again, something stole past her, and she spun in place, trying to locate it. R’lyeh seemed amused by her behavior, but Vrana was not. As she fixed her ax to her side and reached for the two daggers, she felt movement in one of her satchels. At this point, all of Vrana’s companions were captivated by her performance. Eyebrows furrowed, she tossed the charm to Deimos and dug into her belongings for the source of the strange vibrations.
“What is it?” Deimos asked, stepping forward. He slipped the charm into a pocket. “Vrana, mind your footing.”
The lake of the dead gurgled like a slit throat as bodies gave way to organs, limbs, and bones, building with themselves a monument of suffering. Vrana ripped the silver necklace from the satchel and held it high, its gem catching the light, and shone it across her companions’ masks. The hollow went quiet, and then she gasped as her arm began to lower, not of her own will but by the will of the necklace, as though it had become heavy with intention. Vrana strengthened her grip on the chain and tried to push herself forward, but a searing pain coursed through her body. It felt as though the scars from the Horror of the Lake had reopened. Clenching her teeth, she doubled over and held herself, waiting for the agony to end. Stop, please, she begged, feeling lightheaded and unsteady.
“Vrana!” Lucan cried out, stepping onto the ledge.
She held her breath, looked up at the Beetle, and found that the pain had stopped. He outstretched his hand to guide her onto the ramp. She took it without hesitation. As Vrana’s thoughts cleared, she realized that something was amiss. She pulled her hand away from Lucan’s. The necklace. She scrambled backward, looked down into the yawning mouth of unending rot, and saw upon a ribcage the glow of the necklace’s gem.
“Damn it!” she cried.
“It’s okay, Vrana,” Lucan said as he helped her to her feet, catching her against his body. “I saw Serra playing with one earlier. Maybe he’ll let you borrow it.”
“No,” Vrana said, stepping onto the ramp. “It was…”
Her words were lost as a deafening drone shook the hollow, splitting stone and sending rocks into the lake of blood. All of the air in the burial chamber was sucked inward, past their feet, through their fingers and hair, into the pit. Vrana, shielding the girl’s body with her own, pushed R’lyeh back, down the ramp and towards the tunnel. Deimos and Serra followed after, supporting Lucan, whose shoulder had been struck by debris. A red light flashed through the hollow and drank the rest of what little color was left in the grave.
“What’s happening?!” the Octopus yelled into Vrana’s ear.
The lake was no longer a lake, but a torrent of flesh and blood and bone spewing upward through the center of the hollow. Swathes of muscle and putrefying organs rained down upon the ramp. Thousands upon thousands of bodies were heaved from the pit; they twisted and tore through the air from the force of the explosion. Blood showered Vrana and her friends in thick sheets, flooding their masks and mouths with the taste and smell of death.
Holding R’lyeh closer now, Vrana felt her way to the tunnel; she could not hear the Octopus among the chaos, but was sure she was screaming. From the corner of her eye, Vrana saw something moving beside her, and thinking it was her companions, she turned to face them.
It was not Deimos, Lucan, or Serra, but a massive beast moving among the murdered, swimming through the river of gore, hurling itself at the earth, through the earth, until it was vomited onto the surface, where it washed in waves the plains with its vile afterbirth.




CHAPTER XX

There was little they could do but stare at the gaping hole above. Blood trickled and streamed down through the layer of roots ruptured by the beast. The sunlight, which seemed so severe, poured through the hole and revealed the grisly scene in all its detail. While there were still remains of Geharra and Alluvia scattered across the chamber, the majority of the dead seemed to have been taken topside by the creature.
Lucan groaned as he yanked pieces of rock from his forearm. “We need to go.” His voice shook as he spoke.
“I’m sorry,” Vrana said. It’s the attack on the village all over again.
“I didn’t know. If I had known, I wouldn’t have dropped it, went out there with it…”
Deimos shushed her. “We didn’t either, Vrana. We all took a look at it.”
“What was that?” R’lyeh asked, trembling; one more trauma and there would be nothing left of the girl.
“Let’s get above ground first,” Deimos said, trying to remain calm, while Serra moved aside rocks that had fallen in front of the tunnel.
Vrana felt numb. There was nothing she could do but keep going. She wiped the blood off the hilts of her daggers so as to grip them better. She set the bow on the ground; its string had snapped free of the limbs. Bjørn would be mad, but she didn’t care. Serra took the remainder of her arrows and consolidated them with his own. She found herself staring at R’lyeh, and R’lyeh at her, as though one was waiting for the other to say something.
“Where are we?” Vrana asked as she heard the beast lumber overhead.
“Near the mountains, the eastern side of the city, I believe.” Deimos had one last glance at the area, too wary to brave the blood-slicked ramp for more evidence. “Let’s go, before we can’t get away from it.”
Lucan, sounding dizzy, said, “I think that’s it. That’s why they captured Alluvia.”
R’lyeh turned around, desperate to hear his theory.
“People will come now, and they’ll find the masks,” the Beetle continued. “If they’re convinced we can do something like this, then they’ll either worship us or, the more likely of the two, hunt us to extinction.”
They were still near the hollow when they heard it: nails, scratching frantically at stone, and breathing, fast and hoarse and fevered. Vrana noticed the shine of Serra’s eyes as he turned to face the hollow, bow and arrow in hand. Lucan pressed himself against the cobblestone wall and dabbed his fingers at the bloody hole in his mask. He asked Serra what he saw, but there was no reply. R’lyeh tried to leave Vrana’s side for the Piranha’s, but the Raven took her by the wrist and held on tight. The sounds grew louder, desperate. Serra nocked an arrow and pulled it back as far as his body would allow and waited.
A hand—rather, a claw—reached up and clamped down onto the ramp. Another followed, and then there was a head, a pulpy mass of flesh that housed a dented skull and two sunken eyes. It was covered in blood from its hellish ascent out of the pit. The thing didn’t throw itself onto the ramp as one might expect; instead, like an insect, it outstretched one sinewy leg, planted it, and then pulled itself onto the ramp. Human. It appeared human and was clearly male, but the way in which it carried itself seemed wrong to Vrana.
“A survivor…” R’lyeh whispered.
Deimos shook his head. “No.”
Serra’s muscles tensed and twitched. He loosed the arrow. It whizzed through the air and burrowed into the center of the man’s chest. A thick, brownish fluid spewed from the wound; he pounded his fist on the ground. Skin began to drop from the man’s body as he pulled at the arrow’s shaft; he twisted it, tried to rip it free. The flesh sloughed off in wet sheets as though it had been grafted onto the beast, and from where it had fallen, pale white skin shone through, veiny and rough.
Vrana’s eyes widened. She took a step back, blocking the girl with her body. “It’s a… it’s a flesh fiend.”
At the mention of its name, the creature became still. It sat as a dog would, in a puddle of blood, as its stolen face sagged and swung back and forth across its true visage. Serra grunted and launched another arrow at the flesh fiend. The impact forced the creature to stagger back, off the ramp and into the pit. It didn’t scream as it fell into the dredged lake, for it had long since mastered pain and all its forms.
“What the fuck is going on?” Vrana moved backward and encouraged R’lyeh to do the same. She strained her ears for the sound of the fiend’s impact, but she only heard its brethren and their sharp claws clicking against stone as they scaled the sides of the pit, all too eager to finally climb out of untold ages of nightmares.
They ran, because that was all they could do.
Vrana kept R’lyeh close as they barreled down the tunnel. Lucan struggled to maintain pace with the group as more blood seeped from the wound in his head. The fiends scrambled after them on all fours, leaving trails of dead flesh in their wake. Serra fired several more arrows, catching one fiend in the throat, another in its eye. They collapsed onto the ground and then were dragged away into one of the rooms to be eaten later by their own.
“Almost there,” Vrana whispered into R’lyeh’s ear.
Deimos lagged behind the group, urging them forward as he unsheathed his sword. Arrows flew over his head and past his shoulders as he put himself between the creatures and the faltering Beetle. In the dark of the tunnel, it was impossible to tell how many flesh fiends had crawled out of the pit. Deimos braced himself and then started swinging, slicing off outstretched arms, groping hands, and wagging tongues. Limp bodies smacked against the side of the tunnel, clogging the path with their sputtering corpses. The flesh fiends’ teeth chattered hungrily as they threw themselves at the Bat, and he knocked their crooked teeth from their white gums with his fist and elbow.
“Deimos!” Lucan cried groggily, having regained his senses and caught up with Vrana, Serra, and R’lyeh.
Vrana looked back; her heart pounded like a drum in her chest as a wave of flesh fiends swelled before the Bat. Deimos had reached his limit, and adhering to his own advice, he turned to flee but then fell hard against the ground as a fiend dug two fingers into his calf. He screamed in agony as more fingers found their way into his skin and peeled it back.
“Take her!” Vrana shouted, leaving R’lyeh to Serra and Lucan’s care.
She ran forward, dropped to one knee, and swung upward with her ax, running its blade into the closest fiend’s mouth. She pulled down and kicked the writhing thing off and into the others.
“Leave me,” Deimos begged, struggling to his feet.
“Shut the fuck up,” Vrana responded, cleaving a creature in two, causing it to dump its intestines onto the floor.
“Vrana, please,” he appealed, as though he truly wanted to die here.
“I’m returning the favor, now get the fuck up and go.”
Deimos screamed as the tender, dripping wounds along his body tore further open with his moving. Vrana ground her back against his as they moved together down the tunnel. The flesh fiends began to throw their grisly costumes at the Raven, obscuring her vision as the flaps of flesh slapped against her mask. Two lunged at her, and she caught one under its arm with a dagger and the other with an ax through its skull. Arrows flew past her, knocking out the rest of the fiends, but at the same time revealing the others that had formed behind them. Their numbers, it seemed, were endless.
“Vrana, the staircase!” Deimos shouted.
Vrana nodded and hurried past the Bat, leaving him to the care of Serra. She found R’lyeh and, simultaneously, they buckled to exhaustion. Like flesh fiends, they climbed each step on hands and knees, but they kept slipping on the condensation that slickened the staircase. Lucan kicked his feet as hungry hands grabbed for his ankles, smashing malformed noses into malformed skulls. Serra grunted and groaned and wheezed as he conjured weak wisps of fire and flung them at the beasts, which did nothing more than singe their skin.
“There!” Vrana shouted, pushing R’lyeh ahead of her. She shielded her eyes from the blinding white light of the midday sun. “We’re almost there!”
Don’t stop, damn it. Vrana rubbed her leg, muscles burning from strain. Don’t stop.
She heard Lucan scream as four ribbons of flesh peeled away from his side. Don’t stop.
Her hands landed heavily on the steps, the sound lost among the echoing madness. The inside of the church began to take form up ahead. Don’t stop. She reached for the final steps, and, covered in the substance of hell, lifted herself out of perdition.
She threw herself onto the church floor, gasping. Like an insect caught in the light, R’lyeh crawled ahead and hid beneath a pew. With Serra came Deimos and Lucan; they pulled one another from the secret place. The Beetle and the Piranha stood behind the altar, stabbing and shooting down into the doorway as the flesh fiends hissed and spat, trying to get out.
“Vrana,” Deimos grunted as he propped himself against the altar. “Help me.”
The Raven did as she was told. The flame, which still burned above the satin cloth, wriggled as Deimos wrapped his hands around it, and as Vrana wrapped hers around his. Together, with what little strength they had left, they pushed the flame down, into the altar, and out of existence. Immediately, the door in the floor slammed shut, taking with it three heads, eight hands, and any hope the flesh fiends had for escaping isolation that day.
They gave themselves a moment to catch their breath and clean their wounds, and then they were gone. As they exited the church, they saw that large portions of the Northern District had collapsed, leaving massive piles of expensive rubble and choking clouds of dust. Looking to the furthest stretch of the northeastern wall, they found huge splotches of blood, a backsplash from the beast’s birthing.
“Blix!” Deimos shouted, and from the sky, the crow wheeled toward them, until it was close enough to be touched. Deimos whispered a message into the bird’s ear, and then he was off, back the way they’d come, back to Caldera.
They paused again in the market, which appeared as though a great wind had swept through it, leaving everything in a further state of disarray. Though they could not see the creature, they could hear it, feel it as it seemed to pace in debate somewhere outside Geharra’s walls. Lucan took a seat at a workbench, removed his mask, and took a deep breath; Serra, without being asked, came over and changed the Beetle’s stained dressings. R’lyeh, like the Beetle, was quiet as she picked pebbles and splinters from her feet and palms. Now that they were out and in the light, the girl appeared much smaller, more fragile. Whatever barrier the girl had put between herself and the events around her seemed to be working, but Vrana knew it wouldn’t be long until it eventually fell.
“About two hundred and fifty years ago,” Deimos started as he teased flesh fiend bone fragments from his calf, “there was a man by the name of Victor Mors. He was a scientist, a philosopher.” Deimos lifted the bandages over the places where his flesh was missing. “He studied many subjects, but toward the end of his life, he became fascinated with the religions of the Old World. Six Pillars—now Penance—was a greater power back then, and as a citizen of Elin—now Eldrus—he feared them.”
Serra and Lucan looked up at their leader. Vrana could see that they had heard this story once before, but appeared to have forgotten it or filed it away as farce. R’lyeh continued to work at her cuts, minding the neighboring bruises as she went. The hurt was a distraction her mind needed to keep from killing itself.
Deimos struggled to speak. “Victor Mors,” he said finally, “felt that there was some truth in their tales of the end of the world.”
Fresh blood trickled down the Bat’s leg. He stood up, knowing that it wouldn’t be long until he or the others wouldn’t be able to if they kept sitting. He hurried through the market, leaving a trail of his misery for his companions to follow. “He did not believe it was something that was inevitable—rather, that it was something that could be provoked. Victor called this the apocalypse, using the oldest definition of the word.”
“What does it mean if not…?” R’lyeh asked, wincing as she tried to keep up.
“‘To make known that which has been hidden in a world of lies,’” Deimos said. “He felt that this would then bring about the end of all things.”
They rounded a corner and slipped into an alleyway. The gore-beast’s rumblings grew louder, almost deafening. A hot blast of pungent air stole through the alley, wilting their senses.
“According to Victor, it was the supernatural world that has been hidden.”
They exited the alleyway into the Eastern District, where its portion of the great wall loomed ahead, with a meandering, lumbering shadow darkening its highest walkway.
“He believed that the end would come not when this was known but when those who were aware of its existence realized it could be manipulated.”
“But that doesn’t make sense.” Vrana stumbled as Lucan fell into her. She lifted him up and handed him off to Serra. “The supernatural isn’t a secret. The Corrupted know it and see it every day.”
“There are many things still unknown in the fathomless spaces, things that, unlike the merfolk, the world will never be prepared for.”
“The Worms of the Earth,” Lucan said, almost laughing. “Deimos, not even the elders seemed convinced when they told us this story.”
Serra sighed and grunted: They haven’t seen what we have.
“I didn’t think much of it either, Lucan, but now I see no other explanation.”
“Worms? What the hell are they?” Vrana asked. “Are you saying that’s what came out of the pit?”
Deimos thought on the question Vrana had posed to him and then nodded. “The Worms are not dangerous by themselves. They answer only to those who’ve birthed them and do only as they will. The Worms must be sustained by death, or they will die.”
R’lyeh batted an insect off of her mask. “How many are there?”
“As many as there needs to be, at least that is what Victor Mors wrote. They are weapons, and when a nation summons one, the next nation will do the same. You see, it’s like giving a knife to someone who wants desperately to end their life. It is only when humanity is at its lowest, most depraved point that the Worms have a chance of being awoken, because it is depravity that calls them and in which they thrive. They serve their masters, and their masters alone, but only do so to hasten their masters’ destruction.”
“Here’s the knife, kill yourself, stop talking about it and do it,” Vrana said harshly.
“Exactly.” Deimos quickened his pace, crossing through yards and doorways, under bridges and over ledges, until they were at the steps that scaled the Eastern District’s wall. “Their only purpose is to speed up the inevitable.”
“What’s the inevitable?” R’lyeh asked as they climbed the stairs, the rotting wind buffeting their shivering bodies.
“Trauma,” Lucan answered.
Serra grunted: Ruin.
“If that is, in fact, what has happened here, then Penance must decide if they wish to lay claim to what they have done,” Deimos said, leaking blood down the stairs from his wounds.
Vrana felt a dizzy R’lyeh cling to her as they climbed the stairs, the city of Geharra shrinking in their haggard ascent. “Can Penance get away with this?”
“When you hold the keys to heaven, you can get away with anything,” Lucan said, holding Serra’s hand as he spoke.
“Victor may have been wrong. Then again, perhaps Penance knows something we do not.” With all his effort, Deimos brought his flayed leg onto the final step and then waited for the others to join him at the top. “It’s possible this has nothing to do with Victor’s writings. But you do not do as they have done, kill as many as they have, to inadvertently create… that.”
Vrana reached the top of the wall and gasped. The Red Worm sat upon the plains, a swollen mass of blood and bone. The ground below it was black and muddy, the grass brittle and bent. Hundreds of flailing tendrils writhed beneath the creature, drumming the ground in a hungry riot. The Red Worm moved like a centipede as it scurried in quick, unpredictable motions across the plains. Atop its body of rot and disease was a bulbous head with not one face but many, thousands, all stretched across the fleshy pillar in various states of untold agonies. It was difficult to determine how large the Worm was from the wall, but it seemed to stand at least twenty feet high; with one swing of its body, it could smash the whole of Caldera.
“What happened to Victor?” Vrana asked.
“He was murdered.” Deimos slid his hands under his mask and rubbed at his face. “Initially, Six Pillars were divided into six quarters, one for each of the surviving faiths. Assassins from the Lillian Quarter came to his study in Elin and cut out his tongue for his blasphemy. Once he had finally drowned in his own blood, they took his writings and disappeared.”
“Luckily, other people had heard his speeches and took note,” Lucan added, his voice distant, as though coming from outside his body. “It’s been so long. We figured, I figured, the original meaning had been lost.” The Beetle trembled. “If he had known, he would have never spoken a word of the things.”
Vrana cringed as she watched animals pad across the plains toward the great moving grave. “What can we do?” The animals howled, yelped, and cried as they put their lips to the blighted ground and paid homage to their new lord of death.
“Nothing,” Deimos said, turning to her. “We will do nothing.”
R’lyeh nodded her head; she’d had enough. She moved her fingers absently through her hair, combing out the blood.
Lucan exhaled so loudly it was as though he had been holding his breath since they first left Caldera. His body went limp, and his armor moaned as it stretched and cracked.
But Vrana knew better, and so did Serra. The Piranha spoke, as he always did, from the deep of his throat: What can we do?
The Bat turned his jagged head to the halcyon sky. Vrana sensed the struggle within him to say the words that needed to be said that none wished to hear. “A convoy comes,” he said somberly, pointing to the eastern horizon, where Penance soldiers rode on ka’thars, their shining plate mail the only hint of their approach. “Lucan and I will go to them and present ourselves as Corrupted. Serra, you will go back to the waterworks and reduce the Crossbreed to ashes. Vrana, R’lyeh…”
He looked at them with consternation, as though their task would be the most difficult. “You will go back to Caldera. You will tell the elders what has happened here. You will not question me. This is what must be done.”




CHAPTER XXI

A red wind ripped across Geharra’s plains, spreading crimson omens where it went. From the great wall, Vrana, R’lyeh, and Serra watched as the Beetle and Bat, holy robes slung over their shoulders, waded through the marsh outside the city. The merfolk welcomed the men into their drowned dominion and then stripped them naked. They took Deimos’ and Lucan’s right arms and weaved a spell into their flesh that left it deeply Corrupted. The men embraced the merfolk as old friends would embrace and then stepped out of the water, to make their way towards the soldiers kicking up dust on the sunburnt horizon.
Serra pulled away from the wall and his companions. Vrana and R’lyeh tried to stop him, by grabbing at his hands and tugging at his heart, but the mute had become deaf to their pleas. They followed him to the Western District, and the Western District welcomed them with salt upon its breath and a rattle in its throat, as thousands of fish bones rolled down its streets. Serra hurried into the waterworks and then wreathed the doorway in fire, so that his companions could not follow after him. They said goodbye as smoke swirled around him, like a shade desperate to be touched, and he said nothing in response, for he had no tongue.
This was three days ago.
Vrana didn’t allow herself or R’lyeh to stop until the city of Geharra had disappeared into the folds of the land. They had little left to eat and had slept even less; so, hours later, they made camp beside a stream and cased the area. In the belly of a hollowed tree, they waited for animals to pass, with Vrana’s ax claiming a rabbit and R’lyeh’s daggers—the Cruel Mother’s talons—two squirrels, and three and a half frogs. The fire they built was weak, barely rising from its cage of kindling, but it was enough to cook the food and, for a moment, silence their stomachs’ rumbling discontent.
The next morning they stripped off all that they wore, found the deepest part of the stream, and cleaned their skin until it was pink and sore. Vrana mixed some of the specimens she had collected for her mother into a soapy wash and scrubbed it into the girl, herself, and their equipment. Despite her best effort, Vrana could still smell the stench of the Red Worm, as though the very memory of it had begun to rot in her mind. She urged R’lyeh out of the stream when they’d finished, but the girl ignored her as she stared silently into the waters that had turned red with the blood of ten thousand.
“I can’t sleep,” R’lyeh said, turning where she lay beside the crackling fire they’d built this night. “It’s all I see.”
Vrana watched as the girl fiddled with the tentacles of her mask and then threw it. Just a few days ago, she had been like R’lyeh, removing the raven’s head whenever she had the chance. Now, like Deimos, she kept it on, even when she wanted desperately to take it off, for without it she was weak, powerless—no better than the remnants of Corrupted that still stained its feathers.
“Were they your friends?” Vrana could tell it hurt R’lyeh to speak, but she was glad she made the effort.
“I think so,” Vrana said. She took off the raven’s head; the girl needed Vrana’s strength, but she also needed the kind of warmth neither a mask nor a fire could provide. “I didn’t know them as well as I would’ve liked. I think Deimos and Lucan will manage, but I’m not sure about Serra.”
“Because of the Crossbreed? That’s what it’s called, right?”
“Yeah.” Vrana pressed herself against the side of a tree and rubbed her back on the bark to snuff out an itch.
R’lyeh sat up, one hand holding her tired head. “Can someone be immune? To the Crossbreed?”
Vrana nodded and said, “I think so. Maybe that’s how you got away.”
R’lyeh lay back down and looked into the deadlights of the starry sky. “I just did what they told me because there were so many of them.” Without asking, she took the faerie silk cloak at Vrana’s feet and threw it over her body. “I tried to help. When we started fighting back, I tried to help. I didn’t just run away.”
“R’lyeh,” Vrana said softly. “The only things we can control are the things we do. Could you have really done things differently?”
“No,” R’lyeh said, shaking her head. “If I didn’t run, the guards would’ve killed me, too.” She stretched out her leg, slid her toe under her mask, and brought it back to hold. “I’m not old enough to have this,” R’lyeh admitted, having already had enough on the subject of Geharra.
Vrana smirked. “Fooled me. And just how old are you?”
“Thirteen,” R’lyeh said, as though she herself were uncertain. “I wanted a mask, so I made one.” She held the shell of the octopus up and scrutinized it. “I think I did a pretty good job.” Her eyes shone with welling tears. “I think I earned it.”
She’ll talk when she’s ready, Vrana thought to herself, but will I? “You know, it’s just supposed to be the head. Not the whole thing.”
“It’s an octopus!” R’lyeh exclaimed. “The whole thing is a head. I think it’s pretty unique. I’m not sure if I can say the same for yours, though.”
Vrana playfully kicked a pile a leaves at R’lyeh. “It’s not like we have a choice. Besides, this raven was something else. I didn’t just fire an arrow into the sky and take the first thing that hit the ground.”
R’lyeh set down her mask. She picked at the dirt with her fingers. “You don’t have a choice? In Alluvia we choose our own aspect—names, too.”
“Not in Caldera,” Vrana said, surprised. “My mother is of the Raven, so it follows that I am one, too.”
Again, R’lyeh sat up, elbow to the ground, hand to her chin. “What would you have picked? If you could’ve?”
Vrana began to braid her own hair, stopping periodically to inhale its fragrance. “A bee: No man can resist my honey.”
R’lyeh’s mouth dropped open. She tried to speak, but her big grin kept getting in the way. And then she was laughing, loud and hard; the kind of laugh that’s mostly forced, but it doesn’t matter much, because it feels good all the same. She wiped the tears from her eyes, but they came right back as she giggled and snorted uncontrollably.
“If things don’t work out as a watcher, I suppose I could always be a comedian.” Now Vrana was laughing, but only because R’lyeh’s laughter was so contagious. There’s still some innocence left in there¸ she thought as she shook her head at the girl.
“I’m sorry.” R’lyeh composed herself. “I thought you were the really serious type.”
“Well, I wish we could’ve met under different circumstances.” Vrana grabbed R’lyeh’s wiggling toe and tickled her foot. “But I’m glad we did.”
R’lyeh pulled back, annoyed but not offended, with the hint of a smile showing beneath her frown.
“What are your elders like?” Vrana asked, changing the subject, not wanting to let the girl in too close, too quickly.
“Smarter than the rest of us, or at least that’s what they say,” R’lyeh joked. “I don’t know. They weren’t around. But they were nice. They… they’re the ones who sent my mom and dad to Eld… before Penance came.” She lowered her head; she sounded sad, but there was something else behind the sadness, something like a lie. “What about the elders in your village?”
“Anguis, Nuctea, and Faolan… I haven’t decided how I feel about them yet.” She looks up to me, Vrana thought, and what she sees she may become.
“They’ve done a lot of good for Caldera, but for some reason, they, along with everyone else, neglected to mention just how many Corrupted and their cities are in the North.”
R’lyeh looked at Vrana, dumbfounded. A log snapped in the campfire, and a hundred burning ashes flew upward, threatening to singe the fabric of the sky. “That’s really fucking stupid.” R’lyeh covered her mouth and snorted: She was already more Vrana than Vrana had realized. “I mean, why?”
“Our keeper, Aeson—” She paused and felt that terrible happiness his name brought to her. “He told me once the elders hold back information so that we aren’t biased, so that we can figure some things out for ourselves. But he wasn’t talking about Geharra, Eldrus, or Penance.”
“They tell us we have to kill Corrupted to keep the balance. That’s not biased?” R’lyeh bit her lip. “Is Aeson your boyfriend?”
Vrana cocked her head and chuckled. “Yeah, he is.” Had this been the first time she’d confirmed their relationship? Both to herself and to someone else?
“You sure about that?” R’lyeh bore her teeth as though ready to feast upon the details.
“Yeah, I am.” Vrana turned her head towards the sound of a snapping twig, but there was nothing in the darkness, save for darkness. “Yeah, he’s my boyfriend. I’ve just never said it aloud before. He’s more than that, really. But yeah, boyfriend.”
“My parents went to Eld to find out why there’s so few births every year,” R’lyeh said, abruptly changing the subject, which suggested to Vrana the girl once had a boyfriend of her own. “I bet that’s why they didn’t tell you. Caldera is where the warriors come from.”
“That’s what they say?”
“That’s what they say.” R’lyeh nodded. “I guess the elders have to be more careful now.”
“When we get back, I’ll help you find them,” Vrana offered.
R’lyeh shrugged and lay down, turning her back to the Raven.
The Black Hour came and went without incident. Vrana watched R’lyeh closely as she tossed and turned in her sleep, mumbling incoherent pleas to nonexistent threats. She was not entirely certain as to their whereabouts, but she was certain they’d at least crossed into the Elys. In the morning the fog would return and, with it, hours of endless wanderings through ghostly fields and untouched marshes. The sooner they found the cliff, the better; with the ocean at their side, it would give them a way by which to measure their progress. In regard to geography, the interiors of the Elys bore some similarities to the incomprehensible qualities of the Nameless Forest—paths appearing and disappearing, hills rising and falling, craters widening and consuming. Vrana and her companions had ridden through so quickly and confidently that she hadn’t even considered the issue, but now that R’lyeh was in her care, that confidence was compromised.
Vrana took a sip of water and turned her gaze to the heart of the fire, letting the warmth wash over her in tiring waves, and then slept.
When she awoke, she found that she was in the Elys and that she was alone. When she stirred, the rust-colored grass beneath her feet broke off into small pieces, stabbing the dirt that flowed like sand. Heavy, fat drops of rain fell down around her, thudding against her mask. Her hands itched, and when she went to rub them, she found upon each palm a black semicircle. Shivering, she placed her hands beside one another and completed the dark shape. A peal of bells thundered across the corroded sky. From her palms and the circle upon them, millions of tiny, blue figures writhed like maggots. Vrana screamed and shook her hands, but the figures clung to the cracks in her skin. She stood up and bent over as her stomach split open, and something came through.
“Everything all right?” R’lyeh asked.
Vrana opened her eyes and then closed them to keep the storm out.  She nodded and put on her mask. The campfire had all but died, and what little was left of it hissed in annoyance at the downpour. She had been wrong: There would be no fog, only rain, which, in Vrana’s opinion, was much worse. Unsteadily, she wobbled to her feet and balanced herself with the ax. She felt like an old woman standing there: muscles sore and bones cold, body creaking like the floorboards of the Archive. If this was what it meant to be a watcher, then perhaps she would become a comedian after all.
“Take this,” Vrana said, bending over and rummaging through her pouch. “It’ll help.” She pulled out the cloak of faerie silk and handed it to R’lyeh, who struggled to keep it from slipping through her fingers. “Now you won’t have to steal it when I’m not looking.”
“Thank you,” R’lyeh said. She threw the cloak over her shoulders and pulled it shut. “I looked around while you were sleeping. Going south shouldn’t be hard, but it’s easy to get lost in these fields.”
“If we follow the coast, we should eventually reach Nora,” Vrana said, her words puffs of fog on the air.
“Easier said than done.” R’lyeh laughed. She centered the octopus over her head and fastened the Cruel Mother’s talons to her hips. “My dad and I were lost out here for a whole day once, and we weren’t that far from the village.”
“We can go to Alluvia, if that’s what you want,” Vrana said. “Blix will beat us to Caldera, anyways. Your mom and dad may be there, at Alluvia, waiting for you.”
The Octopus shook her head. “No, we don’t have time.” She took the satchel, which held the leftovers of their frog and squirrel. She dropped a large rock onto the campfire; a cloud of smoke enveloped her as she said, “I’m ready to go.”
The storm brought misery to the Elys, and pain. The rain lashed like a thousand whips at once, until their skin was swollen and numb. The wind hurried them along and then pushed them back, tugging them in every direction but the one in which they needed to go. It wasn’t long until Vrana’s work in the stream was undone and their clothes and armor were covered in layers of mud.
But despite these deplorable conditions, the Elys was more alive than it had ever been. Mudwallowers, rockjaws, waterdancers, and bloaters scurried, slithered, spiraled, and slinked through the spectral stretches of grass, each one eating the other or their leftovers.
“I hate these,” R’lyeh said with disgust as a waterdancer tried to scale the cloak with its twelve jittery legs. “We had a nest of them under our house. Every time it rained, they’d raid the kitchen for sweets.”
“We don’t have them in the South,” Vrana said, laughing. “Are they edible?”
R’lyeh shook her head. “Poisonous, but if we find some puddle spawn, we could eat those.”
Vrana stopped. “Puddle spawn?”
“Mm. They fall from the sky and live in pools and puddles, until the pools and puddles dry up. They look like grubs. They’re kind of like food for the earth?”
Vrana wrung the water from her hair and turned them further west. “Have you ever eaten one before, R’lyeh?”
The girl hesitated. “No, but I’ve heard good things!”
Vrana sighed. “There have to be horses in these fields.” She spied the outline of what appeared to be the weathered top of a cliff.
“To eat or to ride?” R’lyeh asked.
The Raven looked back and tilted her head.
“Y-yes,” the Octopus stammered. “But not this far out, I think.” Her voice tapered off. “What if,” she exclaimed, “what if we followed the Spine?”
The plains rumbled as thunder bludgeoned the heavens. “Getting there is the problem,” Vrana shouted as the rain started to fall harder. “Deimos rode through this place with no issue. No one said anything. In and out. Why do I feel I’m going the wrong way with every step I take?”
“It’s silly,” R’lyeh started.
Vrana reached the edge of the Elys and, leaning over it, found on the other side a steep drop and the churning sea. “What do you mean?”
“Some people think the Elys is cursed.”
The ground beneath Vrana’s feet crumbled and fell away. She stepped back, heart somewhere in the neighborhood of her throat. “Cursed? What do you mean?”
“I guess no one tells the story in the South. They say there is a woman who lives at the center of the Elys, which is why it is the way it is. She’s never satisfied, so she changes her surroundings all the time. People get lost in the Elys because of it; she finds the lost and draws them in, to her home. We’ve found bodies before. She bites off their faces, fingers, toes… down there.” R’lyeh paused and shook her head. “I don’t know how they know, but the story goes she makes whoever she finds part of her family. Men are husbands, women wives, kids… kids. More were missing than were ever found. I guess some must make her happy.”
Hiding her alarm, Vrana asked very calmly, “Do you believe the story?” and, more importantly, “What do you call her?”
“Something’s killing people here.” And then R’lyeh laughed. “The Woman in White Satin. I know, right?”
Vrana squinted and looked beyond the girl at a small house, its windows wreathed in candles and smoke rising from the chimney, with a swarm of flies darkening the sky above it. She looked farther still, through the window and into the house, where shadows slinked across the wall, wailing like infants, laughing like madmen. And then she found herself not in the field but the house itself, by a crackling fire that gnawed on wood like a dog would bone; and again, she was looking through the windows but this time into the field, where a strange creature with the head of a raven spoke to an octopus with twelve limbs, each oblivious to Red Worm that loomed in the distance, a mountain of flesh defiling all that it touched.
“I think if we forget about it, we’ll be okay,” R’lyeh said, nudging the Raven from her thoughts. “They say the Woman does it because her heart was broken by a king a long, long time ago. She eats the hearts, too, of course.”
There’s no forgetting, Vrana said to herself. She’s taunting me. Woman in White Satin… Maiden of Pain. If R’lyeh wasn’t with me, I’d go straight to the center. But maybe it isn’t you, Witch. Is there another? A sister? A copycat?
By nightfall, Vrana and R’lyeh were so drenched that, if they were to wring out their belongings, they could’ve had a small lake all to themselves. By the time their jaws started chattering like gossipy skeletons around gravestones, Vrana knew it was time to make camp. She turned to the cliff for shelter, for the Elys had few trees, none of which could provide much of a reprieve from the storm. After an hour of searching, they found a small trail that ran along the side of the cliff, the path itself reinforced by planks of wood that appeared to have been placed there recently.
“Take your time,” Vrana said as they followed the trail to the place where it narrowed. Ahead, sneering out of the cliff side, a cave promised stony comforts. Vrana went first, her back to the cliff; she shimmied across slowly, for the weathered path was not wide enough to do otherwise.
R’lyeh squealed as the vicious wind buffeted their position. “Go faster,” she begged. White roots of lightning spread across the sky. Her knees began to shake as the wooden reinforcements moaned and shed shavings into the sea. “I’m going back. I can’t do this.”
“No, you’re not. Come here.” Vrana shimmied faster and then stepped onto the lip of the cave, where the trail widened, ended. She held out her hand and waited for R’lyeh to draw near enough to take it.
“Vrana, please!” R’lyeh shouted, one leg giving out, sliding out, so that she dipped down, cracking her right knee against the rugged path. She screamed and swore as her left leg dangled over the edge. Fat drops of rain smacked against the cliff side, against her, drenching her. “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.”
“Get up!” Vrana yelled. “After all you’ve been through, this is what does you in? Get up, R’lyeh.”
The Octopus said, “You’re mean,” but then proceeded to stand up, her busted, blood-speckled knee giving her some trouble. She stopped, hunched over, and then crossed the rest of the path, falling into Vrana as she stepped off and into the cave.
“Sit,” Vrana commanded, and R’lyeh sat. The Raven scoured the cave, which didn’t take long, as it was only a little larger than her cramped room back home. Scuttle crabs snapped at her as she sliced through the shadows, but the crustaceans knew their place. “Trap the crabs with the cloak,” Vrana told the girl, and R’lyeh trapped the scurrying crabs with the cloak, holding a handful of them down beneath the slippery material. “Crack ‘em.” The Octopus took out her dagger and slammed the pommel into each one, until the cloak was stilled. “These, too,” Vrana said, pointing to another grouping of the creatures; she wanted to keep R’lyeh busy, until her mind was settled.
At the back of the cave, Vrana found scorched stone and a large pile of dry kindling and firewood. “Someone’s been here,” she told R’lyeh as the girl gathered up the crabs into a large pile of the dead. “But if they come back,” she looked toward the entrance and the trail they’d followed, “I think we’ll know.”
“No need to worry about that,” a scratchy voiced taunted, echoing throughout the cave. Pebbles showered down around Vrana as a face pushed through the shadows above, its eyes bloodshot and mouth bloodstained. “No need to worry about that at all. I’m already here.”




CHAPTER XXII

Vrana took the man by his neck and pulled him out of the crevice. He hit the ground headfirst, squealing with delight as blood poured down his face. A banshee wind ripped through the cave, flattening Vrana against the wall, where the name “Gemma” had been carved. The Corrupted jumped to his feet, but R’lyeh sent him to his knees, with a quick cut that sent a line of blood across the rocks.
“Argh,” he cried, squeezing his forearm where the girl had wounded him.
Vrana stood up and kicked the Corrupted in the stomach, so that he would be too winded to retaliate.
“Fitting it should be the Night Terrors who’ve come to claim my soul!” he sputtered, giggling as he spoke. “Here it is!” He curled into a ball. “Take it! I’ve no need for it. It’s brought me nothing but despair.” He wiped the blood from his forehead and made the icon of Penance on the cave’s floor. “Make me soulless, like you.”
R’lyeh’s fingers tapped against the hilts of the daggers. She looked to Vrana for approval to kill the man, but Vrana knew it was more than that; she didn’t need to see past the mask to know where the girl’s mind had gone. R’lyeh was asking for permission, irrevocable permission to murder not only this Corrupted but all Corrupted to come.
“No, not yet,” Vrana said, shaking her head. She eyed the Octopus until the daggers were lowered. “Who are you?” she asked the man, noticing his swollen ankles.
The man squinted and yelled, “You have a face—and a voice!” He uncurled and scurried back against a large boulder. “You’re no Night Terror.”
Vrana went to one knee and ground the ax head against his throat. She felt his eyes looking up and down her right arm, in search of hidden Corruption. “Your name.”
“J-Jakob,” he gasped. He grabbed for the ax to move it away, but Vrana pushed it in tighter, so that he was choked by it. “Trader, I’m … I’m a trader.”
Jakob? A trader? Vrana’s thoughts returned to that night she’d spent in the shadow-swarmed, seaside library. “Where are you from?”
“Nora,” he confessed. Vrana removed the ax from his neck. “Do you like to get to know your prey before you eat it?”
Vrana tensed. She had shown Corrupted mercy before: What would become of her if it developed into a habit? Thunder drummed the world, like two great fists pummeling the skin of the earth. The ocean crashed against the cliff in heavy, hateful waves, as though it meant to bring the whole thing down. She had shown Corrupted mercy before: What would R’lyeh think of her if she showed it now?
“You’re safe,” Vrana said in a decided tone. “Your mayor asked me to bring you home.”
Jakob’s eyes widened. He rubbed his reddening throat and pressed himself harder against the boulder, as though he’d meant to slip into another crevice to be away from his captors. “What do you mean?”
R’lyeh, throwing up her arms, said, “Vrana, what the hell?”
“Vrana…” Jakob repeated in a whisper.
“Where’s Richard? It’s Richard, right?” Vrana pointed to the dead scuttle crabs, and R’lyeh gave her a handful. “You went to Geharra. Share your story, and we’ll share our food.”
R’lyeh’s gaze lingered on Vrana for a moment. “He’s Corrupted.”
“I see that,” the Raven croaked. “Should I kill him for that reason alone?”
The Octopus shook her head and slipped into the shadows, where she could nurse her anger unseen. “I’m sorry,” she said, clinking the Cruel Mother’s talons against one another. “You know.”
“I know,” Vrana said; she gestured for the girl to eat, and the girl ate. “Where’s Richard? Should we be expecting him?”
Jakob shook his head. His eyes grew large, and his words came out all wrong and covered in spit. “He didn’t make it.”
“Tell me what happened, or you won’t either.”
The Corrupted raised an eyebrow at the threat, as though it were a promise he could hold her to. “That wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”
“Jakob.” Vrana opened a satchel and tossed him a heel of stale bread. “On with it.”
“Night Terrors…” His cheek twitched, and then he bit down into the bread and moaned. “My final meal. You promise to kill me, even after I tell you everything?”
“We’ll see,” R’lyeh answered from the shadows, having caught onto the man’s madness.
“Mm,” he said, taking another bite and then another, until the bread was gone, and he was chewing on his dirty fingernails. He wiped the fresh and dried blood off his face, picked a piece of black meat out from in between his teeth and smeared it on his pant leg. “You been there. I know you have. Did you escape, too?” He shook his head so violently it was as though he were having a seizure. “No, no, no. You went but you weren’t there. Wouldn’t be asking questions if you had. What’s happened? When Richard and I gave Penance the slip, they were rounding them up, bringing them in. What were you doing there? Your people, I mean. How’d they find you?” He laughed and then cringed as he held his side where something was broken or strained. “Faces, voices, villages? I should like to see your face, but I’m afraid it’ll look like ours. I thought about killing myself, but I can’t seem to do it; not for lack of trying, mind you. I just can’t seem to die.” He pointed to his ankle, to his side; he showed his wrists, and there were deep cuts running horizontally from them. “That must make me god, and you my minions.” He laughed some more, and then he started to weep.
“How long have you been here? And how long were you in Geharra?”
“I don’t know, and two weeks.” Jakob leaned forward and closed his eyes.
“Start from the beginning.”
“My mother’s womb was cramped, but it was comfortable. My twin must’ve tasted good, because I ate him up early on.”
Vrana looked over her shoulder at R’lyeh, who flashed the daggers.
“Ha!” he said; a long trail of yellow vomit dripped from his pursed lips. “We’d traveled the Elys before. Most of us from Nora have. It wasn’t a problem, never is a problem. We got to Geharra and set up in the market, between Myrtle’s Emporium and Myra’s Meat Store. We let them know how much we missed them, which only took a moment—don’t judge—and then we went to work.
“We were doing well for ourselves, selling our wares as we’d done—toys for children, tonics for their parents. It’s not the kind of business that’ll make you rich, but like you, Night Terror, coin isn’t my greatest concern in this world. What do you barter with, creature?” Jakob pointed one crooked finger at Vrana. “Is blood the only currency you know? It’s the most enduring, that’s for sure.”
“What happened next?” Vrana asked, sitting down beside R’lyeh.
“Penance.” Jakob tipped his head at the holy icon he’d written in his own blood. “They were there when they weren’t. You know? It was like they were hidden under all the beds, in all the closets. I see you’re having a hard time following my phrasings: They came out of nowhere. There weren’t many of them, but it was one hell of a fucking surprise. You don’t see that every day in Geharra. We’re not smart men, Richard and I, but when the holy come to a city full of sinners, you needn’t be very smart to know it’s time to go.”
R’lyeh shifted in the shadows. “Sinners?”
“Geharra’s no worse than anywhere else, but every hero needs its nemesis, and Geharra is Penance’s. I reckon we saw forty or fifty or sixty soldiers come through the Eastern Gates. Not many, but enough. We started our packing, and when we were about to be on our way, the council and Geharran guard sealed the city up. No one was getting out. ‘Struck a deal they must’ve,’ Richard said, and that made sense. Made a lot of sense. I don’t know if you sons of bitches have time to keep up on current events between all your senseless murderings, but some say—said—who the hell knows now?—that the Holy Child is—was—who the hell cares?—is—was missing.”
“Penance came to Geharra because they thought the Holy Child was there?” Vrana shared the scuttle crabs between herself and R’lyeh. She could see Jakob’s saliva glinting in the storm light.
The Corrupted shrugged, his eyes fixed on the pieces of meat passing between the two killers. “I don’t know. I didn’t keep that sort of company in Geharra to find out. Give me a bite, would you?”
“Thought you wanted to die,” R’lyeh said as she chewed her food.
“By blade or beating but not starvation!” He leaned forward, gripping the bulge that was his groaning stomach. “Please.”
“How did you escape?” Vrana tossed the last of the crabs to the man, who quickly swallowed them whole.
“Traders go to a brothel in between the Eastern and Western District. Doesn’t have a name. Doesn’t need one. Richard and I and some of the others were hiding out there, drunk off our asses. The water, there was something wrong with it. Some contaminate from the Dead City or some lie like that. The soldiers started preaching, started rounding people up in the streets. They kept talking about ‘her plant.’ We thought they were talking about the Hydra or the Demagogue, but they weren’t.  It was someone else.”
“Demagogue? Hydra?” Vrana didn’t mind sounding foolish to the fool.
“All your kind this slow? Or are you two particularly uninformed?” Jakob laughed, farted, and then raised a fist in the air, as though to strike. “Don’t ask me how the Holy Order is put together. There’s the six Exemplars, the Demagogue, and the Holy Child. The Hydra, she controls them all. Come on, cut my throat. Halfway, at least.”
“How did you escape?” Vrana repeated, her tone as dead as the man wished to be.
“Brothel has its tunnels. It’s how the royals keep their reputation out of the gutter they seem so fond of fucking in. Everyone lost their minds and let the soldiers march them off to the Northern District. Richard and I and twenty others made a run for it. We got separated from the rest, came out on the coast. I hope the others made it. They were good people.”
R’lyeh sounded desperate as she asked, “Who was their leader?”
Lightning broke across the black sky, revealing sinister shapes in the clouds. “Didn’t get a good look at him. He was young. No one called him by anything other than ‘priest.’”
“They came over the Divide, didn’t they?” R’lyeh was gripping the tops of her knees hard enough to draw blood. “They took our people, too, didn’t they?”
“I saw some Night Terrors on the last day, like I said. Couldn’t figure that part of it out. Thought you all had come together, made a truce, but then I saw the chains.” Jakob stood up slowly and went to the spot where a fire had once burned. “Just throw me in it when it’s roaring hot. I don’t want to die cold and wet. Been cold and wet long enough.”
“How did they get over the Divide and into the Heartland?” R’lyeh started to shake, but not because she was freezing.
“King Edgar of Eldrus gave them safe passage.” Jakob bunched the kindling together and pulled a flint from his pocket. “I don’t like the way world has become. I’d be gone from it.”
Soon, the Corrupted had a small fire blazing in the corner of the cave. He sat closest to it, his face inches from the flames, eyes staring intensely at its hissing heart. At first, Vrana and R’lyeh kept their distance from the man, but his convulsions became more frequent, so they moved closer. Vrana knew the girl wouldn’t mind if Jakob lost control of himself and fell into the fire—in fact, she appeared to be looking forward to it—but Nora had asked for the man personally.
“What happened to Richard?” Vrana said, waking Jakob as he began to nod off.
“He, uh, didn’t make it.” The rain outside slowed, lessened—reduced from a pounding to a patter. “He didn’t make it through the Elys. I told you everything. You like to kill, don’t you? I would like to die now.”
R’lyeh said, “What did you do to him?”
“Did you know I have two daughters?” Jakob raved. “Aela and Michael. We thought Michael was going to be a boy, but boy were we wrong!” He smiled and then frowned and went stiff. “I didn’t do nothing to Richard! She did! Don’t make me talk about it. It’s best you don’t know. She hasn’t seen you yet. You can still move freely amongst the living.”
“Jakob, calm down—” Vrana’s voice was deep, and her shadow seemed to lengthen from where she sat, “—and tell us what happened.”
“If you take me home, I won’t tell the others what you’re like. I won’t tell them about the masks. I can see they’re masks. I won’t tell them about your kindness.” Jakob rubbed at his crimson arm nervously, as R’lyeh drew her dagger and pointed its tip at him. “We came back by way of Elys. It’s the only way back without a boat or having to cross the Dires. We crossed closer to the center than we used to, heard there were some plants we could eat there, and we found them and ate them. We were all fucked up and turned around, but we made it, made it to the Spine, or a part of it. You, you assholes need to leave it alone and let us fix it. And anyways, uh, he fell in a ditch, hit his head, and died. We were almost out, too.”
“No,” Vrana scooted closer to the man, the beak of her mask grazing against his chapped lips, “you said ‘she,’ and if that’s all that happened, then why are you all the way back here?”
“God damn it!” Jakob’s face contorted. He closed his eyes hard and pulled his cheeks down with his fingers. “We thought it was one of you, a fucking Night Terror. There was a ditch, there was, and that’s where we’d sleep, every time we came home. It was night, and up on the hill a few feet away, we saw something. We thought it was one of you, but it wasn’t. ‘Maybe it’s the man,’ Richard said, and I said, ‘What man?’ and he said, ‘You know, from the center. We ate some of the roots there, the red ones.’ He was right. We did. But no one believes that shit, the stories.”
“The Woman in White Satin,” Vrana said, while she thought: the Witch.
“Is that what you believe? No, in Nora it’s a man. The Boogieman. He wears a green coat and carries around a sack over his shoulder. He gathers up all the kids in the Elys who’re lost, and when his sack is full enough, he sets it down, crawls inside, and tears them to pieces. Then, he makes another sack from what’s left of the kids and buries the old one. But that’s not who we saw on the hill. It was a woman, but the only thing white about her was her skin. She wore a dress, a rag, really, but that’s it. We thought she was hurt, that she needed help.”
I found her, Vrana said to herself. This is the way into the Void.
“Richard went to her. It was when he’d climbed to the top of the hill that I realized I’d seen the woman before.”
“The one who came to Nora,” Vrana confirmed.
“The one who drowned all my people. Yeah, it was her. You know about that?” Jakob leaned away from the fire. “Richard screamed because she put her arm down his throat. I tried to stop her, but something held me back. I could feel its body pressing into mine, saw its gray arms across my chest, but I couldn’t look back, or look away, and it wouldn’t let me go. Don’t make me tell this, Night Terror,” the Corrupted pleaded. “I’ve been over it enough.”
“One more time,” Vrana insisted. The Witch left him alive for a reason. Did she know I’d find him?
“She… she… pulled parts of him out of his mouth, wrapped it around his neck. She…” Jakob began to punch the floor, leaving bloody prints from his knuckles. “She waved her hand and he… he hit the ground. Richard, he, Richard… he ripped off his jaw. Fuck. Don’t make me. Fuck.” Jakob stopped hitting the ground; he started to pull out his hair. “He took rocks and scraped out his eyes. He tore off his… off his… he tore off his fucking cock and threw it at me. His stomach… it went into him, like a starved dog. He should’ve been dead, but he kept going, Night Terror. Fingernails, lips… ugh, Holy Child, he ripped them off, too.
“Whatever was holding me let me go, and I ran. I fucking ran. Not to the woman but back into the Elys. We were so close. Richard chased me. I could hear him bounding after me. Snorting and snarling and begging to die. I ended up here, stayed here until I thought he’d died or gone. But he’s not dead, he’s not gone. Every time I leave, he finds me, just when I’m about out. I see her sometimes, standing beside him, petting him, laughing at me.
“I tried to kill myself; cut my wrists, made a noose. I was going to throw myself into the sea before you showed up, but I kept putting it off. She won’t let me leave, the cunt; she won’t let me die. You have to kill me. I miss my wife. I miss my girls. But I don’t deserve them. They don’t deserve me, not like this, not anymore. Please, kill me. I know she will do it.” Jakob gestured to R’lyeh. “So let her. Quick or slow, it doesn’t matter. Just get it done.”
“No,” Vrana said, running her fingers down the shaft of her ax. “Tomorrow, we leave this place. I will kill your friend, and I will take you home. You will not question me. This is what must be done.”
Jakob looked to R’lyeh, giving her one final plea for death, but the girl only shook her head. He considered Vrana for a moment; clumps of hair still stuck to his fingertips. “Okay,” he said disappointedly. He lay next to the fire and then slept.




CHAPTER XXIII

When the Spine was broken, its pieces, like bones, were scattered. Corrupted, using the remnants of the highway, then grafted their own roads onto the continental column, but these were destroyed as well. It was down one of those unintended Ribs Jakob now walked, his shuffling feet picking up cement scabs. To his left and to his right, the Elys shivered and swayed, moved by those things that had once haunted his nightmares and now haunted his days.
Vrana crouched and went quietly across the sodden ground, using her ax to part the ghostly grass ahead. She looked across the road for R’lyeh but could only see where she had been. She had warned the girl and the man about the Witch and her Horrors and had shared her own experiences with the two.
“She attacked one of your villages, too?” Jakob asked; he had calmed when he learned Vrana would escort him home.
“I think she resides in the Elys,” Vrana revealed. “I think she takes different forms, but I think it’s here she enters our world.”
“Are we sharing the world now? Because it seems your kind would have us out of it.” Jakob spat into the spitting fire and put his head between his knees. “Maybe she’s just following you, Night Terror.”
R’lyeh cocked her head.
“No, I don’t think so,” Vrana lied. “Just don’t touch it; Richard, I mean,” she said, changing the subject. “The wounds won’t heal the way they should.” She showed her own scars and added, “Trust me.”
The Raven watched as Jakob ambled down the Rib, swaying like the tree at the road’s end he seemed so adamant to reach. He hadn’t slept the night prior. Vrana knew this because she hadn’t either. The Corrupted had sat at the cave’s mouth, legs dangling over the edge. As he stared into the obsidian ocean, he would sometimes point, laugh, or sigh, as though images only for him were reflected in the black waters.
“My father killed a Night Terror once,” he said, his back to Vrana. “He’d gotten drunk and fallen asleep on the beach down near Calhan’s Point. He said he woke up to piss and found a Goat standing over him with a sickle. Father said he caught the sickle with his bare hands—had the scars to prove it, he did—and kicked the goat’s legs out from under him. He drowned the Night Terror, because they thought at the time that was the way to do it. He took the mask and showed it off to all of Nora, but I never saw it; someone had stolen it when I was just a newborn. Kids in Nora used to tease each other about your kind, make up the worst stories imaginable, but I knew if my father could kill a Night Terror, so could I.”
“What’s stopping you?” Vrana asked as smoke from the rekindled fire swirled around her.
“Fear,” he’d said, turning his head. “I’ve only seen a Night Terror this close in my dreams, and if I should move against you, the dream will be over.”
“You seem more collected than earlier,” Vrana remarked.
Jakob laughed at her. “It comes and goes. It’s this place, and the Witch. But the waves calm me.”
“You don’t believe this is really happening, do you?” she asked as R’lyeh turned in her sleep.
“No,” he said as he looked at Vrana and then his Corrupted arm, “because these kinds of things don’t happen.”
Twenty paces ahead, the Rib of the Spine had snapped off, and whereas passage for carts had once been manageable, now it was not, for massive boulders blocked the way. Pieces of the road had been torn up; in the soft soil, the seeds of Petra’s Pest had been planted and allowed to flourish. Across the Rib, massive orange weeds were stretched, fat on the life they had choked out from the surrounding land.
“Your people did this,” Jakob said nervously. He looked at the hints of wagons in the distance, overgrown and sunken into the mud. “Nora would be a better place if not for you.”
Vrana was trying to listen to the man, but her heart was beating hard in her ears as she spied several birds lying dead in the grass and on the side of the road. She picked up speed and brushed the molted feathers from their stiff bodies, making sure not to give away her position. Crows, she thought, moving from bird to bird, each one’s skull cracked open. Blix,
she shouted in her mind, scooping up a large bird into her palm. The body was emaciated, nearly naked; the talons chipped, still clinging to flesh; the beak eroded, eaten by acids.
“This isn’t good,” Jakob stammered, becoming flustered. “Do you hear that?”
It’s not him,
she said to herself, turning the bird over. Too skinny. He was never remarkable, but this isn’t him. If Deimos sent him to Caldera, he would have never flown so far off-course.
She set the bird down, quickly dug a hole, and put it to rest. It’s not Blix. She just wants me to think it’s him.
“Vrana!” R’lyeh shouted, emerging from the grass and onto the Rib. “Vrana! It’s here!”
The Horror of the Field bounded up the road, its distant shape growing larger with every passing second. Vrana cursed the Octopus and then joined her and Jakob, to watch as death vaulted toward them on twisted limbs.
“Don’t let it touch you,” Vrana reminded. She hadn’t told them the extent of her connection to the Witch or how it had been established. Ignorance, she hoped, would be enough to shield them through the encounter.
The Raven ran forward and met the Horror midway—sideways, ax out, catching the creature in its torn open gut. The Horror of the Field stopped and turned, a rope of intestines slapping against the infected crater where its genitals had been. It was hunched over like a dog, like a flesh fiend; its head was caved in, with large, black patches of dried blood encrusting its eye sockets. Its arms and legs were warped so that the skin was pulled so tightly the creature appeared impossibly thin. From the Horror’s jawless mouth, a gift from the Witch rested against the scar tissue: a proboscis, translucent and covered in veins, clogged with flesh and shit.
There was no sign of humanity left in Richard: The Witch had taken it all.
The Horror of the Field looked at Vrana for a moment, and then turned and leapt toward R’lyeh and Jakob. Vrana shouted at the creature and brought the ax down into its back. The Horror whipped around, ripping the weapon from her hands. R’lyeh unsheathed her daggers and went underneath the Horror. With a shout, she rammed the blades into its chest, where its lungs, if it still had lungs, would’ve been. The abomination swiped its mangled hand, just missing the girl’s throat as it passed.
Vrana slammed her fist into the creature’s side; the skin there broke and sucked her hand into the muscle beyond. The Horror of the Field shook her off and lumbered toward Jakob. He screamed, but he didn’t welcome the death being offered to him. He hurried backward, picking up pieces of the Rib and hurling them at the creature.
“R’lyeh, Jakob, get back!” Vrana commanded; she kicked behind the Horror’s knee, and when it went down, she yanked the ax from its back. The Horror reared up and hit Vrana’s legs, knocking her off her feet. “Fuck!” she cried as the balls of bone that were its hands pounded her breasts.
“Get off!” R’lyeh drove the daggers into the Horror’s neck and twisted. This time it screamed, and as it screamed, the Horror pushed R’lyeh away, sending her crashing into Jakob.
Exploiting its distraction, Vrana kicked the Horror of the Field off her. She jumped unsteadily to her feet and, with both hands, swung the ax through the creature’s neck, severing its rotted head from it wretched body.
Vrana, R’lyeh, and Jakob stood there a moment, shaking, as the last of Richard’s soupy lifeblood poured out of its neck.
“How do we stop the Witch?” Jakob was panting and crying silently.
“Find a way into the Void and drag her out. R’lyeh, are you hurt?”
After a moment, the girl shook her head and said, “I’m okay, Vrana.”
“Are you sure?”
Before the Octopus could respond, Jakob interrupted with, “She lives in the Elys?”
Vrana nodded. “I think so.”
“And the more who know about her, the weaker she becomes?”
“Maybe,” Vrana said, herself unconvinced. “If anything, it makes her more active, which makes her more vulnerable.”
Jakob went to the mutilated corpse of his once-friend and knelt down beside it. He waved off Vrana’s insistence for him to move away.  He dug into Richard’s pockets, the last bits of clothing still clinging to his body. “We are merchants, traders, and to be a good one, you must be registered; otherwise, no city is going to open its gates to you.” He removed his hand and revealed a set of identification tags on a chain. “His woman will be wanting this. It’s all that’s left of him.” He rubbed what little tears he had left out of his eyes. “I’ll not bury this thing. Let it rot. He lives on in memory alone.”
“Jakob,” R’lyeh said slowly, “I’m sorry.”
“Do you fault me for wanting to die?”
She shook her head. “I understand entirely.”
Nora took shape in the murky light of the following evening. Jakob led them to the deadfall on the outskirts, the place where the Witch had sometimes stayed when she first came to his town. The pile of twigs, branches, and trunks stood three times as high as the Raven and was longer and wider than Nora itself. From the lattices formed by the curving branches, it looked like a gigantic ribcage. The deadfall rattled when the wind passed through it, moaned even, somehow reminding Vrana of a book she had once read and not finished.
“Jakob,” R’lyeh had said as he guided them toward the deadfall, “what happened here?”
“This was a small wood that the children used to play in. I played here when I was a boy. When that Witch came to Nora, she left by way of here. We surrounded the woods. We could still hear her inside, but we couldn’t find her, so we cut it down, all of it. The next morning we knew she’d escaped. Trees don’t grow here anymore.”
“Do you want to know what happened in Geharra?” Vrana asked as she and R’lyeh found a place to sit.
“If you have to ask me, then you know that I don’t.” Jakob started toward Nora. “When I tell the others about the Witch, they’ll want to help, especially the women. Anything to hurt the bitch who took their men.”
“You still don’t believe we are who we say we are?” Vrana asked.
Jakob shook his head and, as he disappeared into the dark, said, “Not at all.”
Vrana threw her cloak around herself and R’lyeh to hold at bay the frigid breath of the sea. “What’s the matter?”
The Octopus shook her head, the preserved tentacles sliding across her chest. “I don’t like being this close to Nora. What if they come for us?”
“They won’t. Not after what happened last time we were here.”
R’lyeh pulled the cloak closer, struggling to keep her grip on its silky exterior. “Because of the flies,” she said. “Why would she save you if she knows you mean to kill her?”
Vrana shrugged. “Maybe she enjoys watching me. She took to that man in the hotel. Maybe I’m the first since then. I don’t know, R’lyeh.” When I’ve figured it all out, she wondered, is that when the Maiden will be done with me?
“We haven’t talked about the Red Worm much,” R’lyeh said, her voice sounding distant, like a whisper daring to be heard.
“We can, if you’d like.”
“No,” R’lyeh said resolutely. She coughed out the signs of a cold. “Thinking about it is enough. For now.”
“Are you sure the Horror didn’t hurt you?”
A black shape tore through the night, moving fast down the hill upon which Nora sat. It darted back and forth, sweeping its long shadow across the land. It was a horse, Vrana realized, and it and the hooded figure in its saddle were heading directly for the deadfall. She turned to R’lyeh to tell her to hide, but the Octopus was far ahead of her, having already found a niche inside the wooden ribcage. For a moment, she thought the girl’s bloodlust had been extinguished, but then she saw the daggers in her hands and thought otherwise.
“Two?” the hooded rider questioned as it stopped inches away from Vrana. A second horse appeared from behind the rider, having followed without the need of restraints.
“Nora,” Vrana said as the figure pulled back its hood and dropped from the horse. Vrana gripped her ax. She still could see in her mind’s eye the mayor commanding the crowd that night outside the town. “Allinora.”
Nora scoffed at the Raven. “Don’t be a bitch. Where’s the Bat?”
Vrana shook her head.
“I know what happened,” Nora said. The right side of her face twitched where her cheek was bruised. “I’ve my watchers just as you do. And if backwoods Nora knows what’s happened, so does most everywhere else.”
“What happened to your face?” Vrana tilted her head toward the mark.
Nora peeked over Vrana’s shoulder; R’lyeh was coughing and cursing as she brushed against a coil of thorns. “After you set the flies on us, we had ourselves a talk. It seemed some thought I was in league with your kind. I expect they saw us in the library. A woman got uppity and put her fist to my face. So I put mine in hers, but unfortunately for the woman, the cow forgot to take her tongue off her teeth. Who’s that in there?”
Vrana ignored her. “There was nothing we could do for Richard.”
Nora licked her lips. She shoved her hand into a pocket and left it there. “So Jakob said. It seems we are both in your debt.” She ran her other hand down the side of the horse and called the second one forward. “Two horses for two men. But I know how you Night Terrors are, always wanting more. So what will it be?”
“I’ve asked Jakob to spread word of the Witch and learn more about her if he should travel again.”
“And the abortion of Geharra?” Nora cocked her head. “I suppose that’s more of a group effort than anything else.” She removed her hand from her pocket, a small square of paper between her fingers. “Put this in your elders’ hands, and I’ll put my men to work. I’ll send an excursion to the Elys and root out the cunt.
“There will be war now, or something of the sort. There is much to learn in times such as these. You’d be surprised what finds it ways into a transaction on an empty stomach.”
“What is this?” Vrana took the note, which was not sealed, and slid it into one of her satchels.
“None of your concern, little bird.” She relinquished the horses to Vrana’s care and turned away. “It was nice meeting your friend.”
Vrana couldn’t be sure, but it seemed the horses given to them by Nora were the same as those they had left behind at the gates of Geharra. The beasts needed little guidance, as though the destination had already been whispered into their ears. Vrana was grateful for the horses, her legs even more so, but it was R’lyeh who appeared most affected. She didn’t say much as they rode through the borders of the forest, but when she did, she spoke warmly, her body close to the horse, its heart calming her own.
“Did you have a horse back home?” Vrana asked, watching as R’lyeh seemed to soothe the creature with her touch.
“I liked to think I did.” R’lyeh sat upright. “He was nobody’s. I don’t know why he came around. I was the only one he let touch him.” R’lyeh yawned. “I thought this one was him. They look just the same.”
They stopped when the moon was at its highest in the sky, and their eyelids refused to stay open. They were not yet fully in the South, but they were close enough that Vrana could allow herself to relax. Camp was set hastily, poorly, and if there was anything lurking nearby, it had gone unnoticed and would now have the opportunity to claim a free meal. R’lyeh was reluctant to be parted from her horse, but eventually complied—pouting like the child she was until sleep silenced her.
Vrana knew that she would dream, knew that she would never be without dreams, for her hand bore the Witch’s mark and her mind the Worm’s; and yet, she dreamt of neither. In her dreams, she was without a mask, weapons, or armor. She was very aware of many things of which were of little consequence to her. She was hardly nude, but felt as though she was beneath the dress she wore, which was soft and blue like a piece of the sky. Vrana was in a home that was not her home, running her hands under the faucet of a sink, acutely aware of the floor beneath her feet, which was cold and rumbled as though something had awakened below.
She turned and found before her a kitchen fitted with a table, refrigerator, pantry, and cupboard. Farther on, she saw a hallway lined with photographs in thin frames of men and women, young and old, smiling and without Corruption. Sighing, Vrana twisted her neck to the windows beside her and saw with watering eyes a stretch of grass greener than she had ever known, with fences like fangs clamping on tightly to the plot of land.
“Mom?” she heard a voice call from somewhere inside the house.
Vrana said nothing in response. She waited a moment for the speaker to make their appearance, following with her eyes the sounds emanating from the ceiling above, where feet plodded on weakened wood. No one came, though, so she took a seat at the table that had not been there a second ago and listened to the birds that were singing outside. Content, she folded her hands in her lap and watched as shadows lengthened across the tabletop, off the tabletop, and onto the floor, up the walls and down the hall. Clouds, she thought naively, looking once more out the window, where swarms of helicopters cut through the sky. Clouds
covering up the sun.
“What do you know about the Old World, Vrana?”
One eye opened, with the other following close behind. Vrana coughed herself awake. “Huh?”
“We never got to it. I found a part of a railroad track a few years ago—a television, too, or at least I think that’s what they called them. I don’t know.” R’lyeh pushed her hair behind her ears. “I thought it was interesting, but nobody else seemed to want to talk about it.”
“Well, you would have loved growing up in Caldera.” Vrana sat up. Her back was wet, covered in sweat. “So I bet you know all about this world, don’t you?”
“Maybe, not everything,” R’lyeh said. Branches fell from the canopy above, a predator of the night looking for a place to rest. “I’ll make you a deal,” she said with an impish grin.
“Will you now?” Vrana laughed. “I want fifty compliments… about my hair, my armor, about how good I kill stuff. And that’s every morning I’m talking about.”
R’lyeh snorted. “Are you always this cocky?”
“Only when I’m trying to be funny. You first, R’lyeh.”
The Octopus stretched out her tentacles, all four of them. The talons of the Cruel Mother glinted in the moonlight as she moved them from the patch of grass where she’d hidden them. “There are a whole bunch of towns and villages and settlements between Eldrus and Penance. They trade between one another. I heard they think they are separate from the city-states, but the teachers always told us they fall under Eldrus’ rule. That’s the Heartland.”
“In the Old World, there were many nations, and they were all connected to one another. You could speak with someone thousands of miles away. It only took a second. Telephones, that’s what they called them. And they had the Internet, too, which was like a telephone, except you could talk to millions of people and read millions of things, like a huge, never-ending library.”
“Why don’t we have those things?” R’lyeh asked, amazed.
“I don’t know. Maybe we shouldn’t have those things. Maybe that’s why our people keep the Corrupted the way that they are now.”
“I see. Did you know the royal family in Eldrus was murdered three years ago?”
“I did know that,” Vrana said. “All but one was killed, right?”
“The youngest, Edgar, but everyone thought he’d died. When they found the bodies in the keep, Ghostgrave, his was missing. The council thought he had been taken for some sort of ransom or blackmail or something. Edgar was the good one, the one everyone hoped would take over; even the elders, I think, felt that way.”
Vrana could sense R’lyeh enjoyed educating her. “But that’s not what happened, is it?”
R’lyeh shook her head. “He came back a year later with a child. People said he was different, changed. People said they saw him riding out of the Nameless Forest before he made his way back to Eldrus; that’s where he got the boy from.”
“Is that so?” Vrana said in disbelief. “Nobody leaves the Nameless Forest. Then again, if nobody leaves, then how do we know what we know about it, eh?”
R’lyeh bit her lip. “That’s true. Tell me more about the Old World.”
Vrana laughed. “It’s hard to find a place to begin, R’lyeh; it existed for millions of years. Before the Trauma, humans could cross the air and sea and see into the depths of space; all they needed was money and motivation, and what they willed would be done.”
“And we didn’t exist then?”
“No, we didn’t.”
“I liked killing the Horror,” R’lyeh revealed.
“Me too. What did you like about it?”
“Everything,” R’lyeh whispered. She paused and then said, “You called them humans. Were they not Corrupted in the Old World?”
Vrana chose not to confront R’lyeh’s statement. “I suppose not. Their arms were not colored red, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“And our purpose is to keep their numbers low, like ours,” R’lyeh said to herself. “If we didn’t exist in the Old World, then where did we come from?”
Vrana tapped her finger on her lips. “Constantly, the humans asked themselves the very same thing. Maybe if they knew the answer, none of this would have happened. Our keeper told me to think of the earth as a body, an organism, and that its response to the Trauma was us, our people, so that it may heal.”
“Do you believe that?”
Vrana shrugged. “It sounds nice, doesn’t it?”
R’lyeh looked at the ground, sighed, and lay down, her back to Vrana. “I don’t believe it. Everyone would be alive if that were true.”
Vrana didn’t disagree with the girl. She watched R’lyeh until she stopped whimpering in her sleep, when the waking sun set fire to the night sky.




CHAPTER XXIV

They were a half a day’s journey from Caldera when the horses refused to go any farther. R’lyeh tried to convince hers to stay with them and see them through the last of their journey, but when its companion took off, the horse was quick to follow.
“Do you think they will make it back?” the girl asked, taking a few steps forward to see the beasts once more before they were swallowed up by the horizon.
“Absolutely,” Vrana said, taking R’lyeh by the shoulders and turning her around. They went forward. “We’re going straight across. You can swim, right?”
Ahead, a swamp shifted restlessly in its mossy cradle. Vrana had passed through this area on her third trial, but she had been much deeper south, where the water was shallower. She’d considered seeking out this crossing again, but with their horses gone and their patience depleted, the more dangerous route somehow became the more appealing. If there were any reward to be reaped from the decision, it was Vrana’s sudden realization that she could not see Kistvaen’s peak from where they now stood. The spellweaver had made it and, with the others, had caused the mountain to disappear once again.
“Um, Vrana,” R’lyeh said as she teetered along a half-submerged log, a red wisp circling her head.
“Ignore it.” Vrana hopped and landed on all fours onto a fallen tree, sending ripples across the swamp. “It’ll try to take you somewhere you don’t want to go.”
“Where’s that?” R’lyeh said, following behind Vrana. She jumped onto the fallen tree as the Raven leapt off it and onto two trunks.
Vrana stopped to catch her breath. They were crossing the deepest part of the swamp, and with a keen eye and a bit of balance, doing so would be easy enough. Felled trees, thick vines, and large rocks littered the place, ensuring that they would always have a bridge to the other side. No, it wasn’t the path, crude as it was, that worried Vrana; rather, it was the shadows she saw in the water, following them as they went, waiting with open mouths for a hand or a foot to break the surface.
“A small grotto,” Vrana finally answered. The wisps were no mystery to her. “They’ll lead you down a darkened path, where the trees close in so you can’t escape.” Vrana pushed herself off the stump, grabbed a vine midway, and flung herself onto a bed of debris. “They’ll take you to the grotto and sing to you until you’re too tired to fight them off.”
“Then what?” R’lyeh called, one leg dipping into the water as she lost her footing on a stump. She pulled it out before something could pull her in.
“Then they enter all the cavities of your body and eat you from the inside,” Vrana said, almost laughing. “But wait! There’s more!” Vrana smacked a wisp that floated too close to her, and it fell apart like a dandelion. “Afterwards, they take over your body and make you walk around. They try to get you to convince others to follow you back to the grotto.”
“That seems awfully complicated.” R’lyeh bent down and impaled a fat beetle with her dagger; it writhed on the end as she slid it under her mask and into her mouth.
“Everything has its rules.”
Out of nowhere, R’lyeh asked, “What’s the point of hiding the mountain?”
Vrana stopped in a patch of roots that looked like dead snakes. “When I first met Nora, she said her town was in a panic after Kistvaen reappeared. I think the point is to do just that: If our people can make something that large vanish, then it’s probably in the Corrupted’s best interests to leave us the hell alone.”
R’lyeh spat out the remaining legs of the beetle. “We used to talk about all the villages.” She jumped onto a vine; it spun her in circles as she swung over to a bed of rot. “They said the people of Caldera burn hot, like the inside of the mountain.”
“It’s been hundreds of years since Kistvaen was active. I think most people think it’s not even a volcano. They think the old elders just made that shit up to scare the Corrupted away.” Vrana paused for a moment. “So, what else did they say about Caldera?”
R’lyeh laughed and joined Vrana in the patch of roots. “That you were a bunch of bloodthirsty warriors, and that if you wanted something done right, you find a Calderan to do it. Did they say anything about Alluvia?”
“Only that they give the best compliments,” Vrana said with a laugh. “‘Alluvians are resilient, and they are the most open-minded amongst our people,’” she quoted.
“I like that,” R’lyeh chirped, nodding her head. “I’d like to go to Rime one day, to see the snow.”
“Well, I wouldn’t mind stopping by Traesk to see if Serra had any relatives. Maybe we’ll make a journey of it one day.”
They continued on in silence, having decided that they were making too much noise. After several more logs, trunks, and vines, their feet finally found purchase on sodden land. Ahead, through the crooked, black trees, where the swamp thinned away, Vrana glimpsed the southern expanse, its golden grass and hardened earth just as she remembered it.
“What’s that?” R’lyeh whispered.
Vrana turned her head and found beside them an inlet hidden behind a curtain of Weeping Willows. “A boat,” she said, cocking her head as the wind pulled the hair-like leaves aside. “A person,” she added.
Towards the middle of the inlet, where the water bubbled and hissed, a small, wooden boat sat. On the shore, holding the boat’s tether, a woman stood. She wore a sheer, white dress that covered her from head to toe. It hung loosely over her body, and although they could almost see through the dress, the woman’s body was only visible in the places where the material touched her.
The Ferry Woman tilted her head; Vrana looked down and saw that the woman was holding a dead bird by its legs.
“Is that… the Witch?” R’lyeh moved closer to Vrana.
“No,” the Raven said, turning away, feeling nauseous, “it’s not her.”
Vrana could not help but cry as they came upon the fields of Caldera. It’s still here, she thought to herself, laughing happily. Everything is still here. The crops of the field appeared plentiful and unspoiled, and they gave themselves to the harvesters with ease. The crack of wooden swords could be heard from the practice yard, followed by the triumphant, prepubescent cries of their wielders. Vrana looked to the walls for the watchers and found them there; she looked to the hideaways in the trees and found them there, too. Through the ground, she could feel the vibrations of lives unfettered by disease, despair, and destruction.
The Witch had not returned.
The Worm had not yet found them.
“Your village is beautiful,” R’lyeh said quietly. She stepped back as she looked up, following Kistvaen to its top.
“It’s just as much mine as it is yours.”
R’lyeh’s breathing became shallow, and her voice quivered when she spoke. “You must be so happy to see your mom and dad.”
“It’s just my mother and I,” Vrana said, realizing she hadn’t told R’lyeh about her father’s disappearance, about his probable death.
“Oh.” R’lyeh sighed. Beads of sweat formed on her skin. “I’m sorry. I don’t feel very well.” She began to tremble, and then she fell.
Vrana caught the Octopus and held her close. “My mother is a healer. She’ll take care of you. I promise.”
Behind R’lyeh’s mask another had been placed, and the cracks that had gone without mending were spreading fast. 
As they stumbled through the village gates, two things became quite clear to Vrana: Blix had arrived, and all had heard his message. Like peasants prostrating before royalty, the people of Caldera parted as she passed, the masks of the Fox, Rabbit, Eagle, and Cat, the Toad, Deer, Boar, and Bull downcast. Even though she knew he would not be there, Vrana found herself looking for Aeson, scanning the open doorway of the Archive for his skull, the elders’ house for his figure.
She could feel R’lyeh’s fingers wrapping around the straps of her armor. She worried what would become of the girl when they were parted so that she could heal. The talons of the Cruel Mother, which as far as Vrana was concerned were now R’lyeh’s, would need to be removed, hidden away, until the Octopus could be trusted with them once more. What else could I have done? Vrana closed her eyes as she felt the girl’s sickly warmth against her. I should have seen this coming. I should have told her about my father. It may have made a difference.
Vrana saw her mother before she saw her. She was backing out of their house, arms filled with baskets, the baskets filled with tinctures. Vrana didn’t need to say anything, for when her shadow fell upon Adelyn’s, her mother immediately turned around, set the baskets aside, and went to her daughter. At first, Adelyn seemed confused as to where to put her hands, unsure if she should embrace the Raven or see to the Octopus at her side. Either choice would feel a betrayal.
“Who is she?” Adelyn asked, making her decision.
“R’lyeh, of Alluvia,” Vrana said, allowing her mother to share some of the girl’s weight as they brought her inside. “Does everyone know?”
Her mother nodded. “After Blix arrived with Deimos’ message, the elders called the village together and told us what had happened.” She gestured toward the dinner table, and they lowered R’lyeh onto it. “She needs the open air. Your room is too stuffy.”
“She saw everything,” Vrana said loudly as Adelyn left the room and then returned with the baskets she’d been carrying. “She was in the pit when it happened.”
“Poor thing.” Adelyn’s voice trembled as she spoke. She set the baskets on the bench beside the table and started to search them. “She has no one left?”
Vrana shook her head. “She said that her mother and father left for Eld before the soldiers came, for a meeting.” Vrana slowly slid the mask off R’lyeh. “She’s dehydrated.”
“You both are,” her mother said, disappearing and then reappearing with two flasks of water. “Drink,” she commanded, handing one flask to Vrana and pressing the other to R’lyeh’s lips. “What did you say her name was again?”
“R’lyeh.”
“R’lyeh,” her mother repeated softly, “I need you to sit up a little so that you can drink this water.”
“Who… who are you?” R’lyeh asked shyly, her eyes half open.
“I’m Vrana’s mom, sweetie. If you like her, then you’ll love me. I’m much nicer and much funnier. There you go.” She placed her hand on R’lyeh’s back and helped her up. “Drink this, you’ll like it, I promise.”
Vrana watched as her little companion guzzled the contents of the flask, spilling some of it down her chest. The heat seemed to be leaving her body, the red of her flesh giving way to a soft brown. The girl looked starved, was starved; the bones behind her skin were like fossils pushing through rock. She put her palm to R’lyeh’s forehead and wiped away the sweat that had formed there. She reminded Vrana of the young boy, but this one, she decided, this one she would not abandon.
“Your mom and dad are in Eld, is that right, sweetie?” Vrana’s mother asked, helping R’lyeh to lie back down.
“No…. Yeah… I… I think so.” R’lyeh twisted her head, trying to find her mask. “They had to go to… no babies?” She coughed.
Vrana’s mother shushed R’lyeh as she unfastened a stopper from a vial. “I know about that, and I know something else. Guess what that is?”
R’lyeh shook her head pathetically.
“I know a couple of birds who love flying up to Eld this time of the year. Vrana’s going to go send them on a trip to tell your mom and dad that you’re safe here with us. Vrana’s going to tell them to go somewhere else for a while so they are safe, too. Does that sound good?”
“That sounds good,” R’lyeh said dryly. Her eyes finally closed, and she went to sleep.
Fifteen minutes later, winded and ready to fall over, Vrana reached the other side of the village, task completed. Svaya of the Eagle took the note Vrana had quickly written out and whispered its meaning to one of his winged messengers. A peck on the hand and a clutch of meat for the journey, and the bird was gone.
“You look well, considering,” Svaya said as he took a seat in the sunlight outside his hovel. “Did no one else return?”
“No,” she said, trying to determine if he meant to blame her for her companions’ absence, “just the girl.”
Svaya tightened the wrap that ran from heart to knees across his body. To Vrana, the man looked like a half-dressed mummy too long away from its sarcophagus. Adelyn had told her once that Svaya wore the wrap out of medical necessity, but when Vrana asked for specifics, she refused to elaborate any further.
“After you left, word spread of your involvement with the Witch,” Svaya said, fastening the last bit of fabric to his body. “Most, myself included, do not blame you, but there are those who have suffered loss and have become Corrupted in mind. More parties were dispatched, but nothing was found. A few still need someone to blame. I would tread carefully until their grieving has ceased.”
Alarmed, Vrana lowered her voice and herself to Svaya’s place on the ground. “Where did these rumors come from?”
Svaya shrugged. “It is not a large village; much can be heard in the quiet of night. The Jackal, who lost all but one of her pups, is especially worried by your return.”
“My initiation feast afterwards certainly didn’t help, did it?”
“For some, smiles were faked as salt was rubbed into open wounds.” Svaya stood up, held out his hand for Vrana to take. “Nevertheless, you have done well and have endured more than most. I need not see your face to know that what we have been told by the elders is a poor summarization; your voice reveals all.”
“You’re too kind,” Vrana said, baffled by the man’s reception, for up until this moment they had rarely exchanged words with one another. “Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen Blix.”
“Faolan has him. Much can be learned from animals if one knows how to listen.”
The elders were expecting Vrana, but stubbornness steered her toward the Archive instead. She greeted the archivists as she passed, and they responded as they always did: not at all. It would take her forty-five seconds to reach the book on grave digging and thirty more to place it between the grooves in Psychology. But she didn’t go to the book on grave digging, the aisle on Psychology; instead, she found herself gravitating towards the Theater of the World, a small, rotund room at the back of the Archive where all known maps were kept.
“You fucking assholes,” Vrana murmured, leaning over the large table upon which the world atlas sat, its parchment too pristine to be anything but a copy. “Just like that, you made it all disappear.”
She started in Caldera. With her finger, she followed the land to Nora, to Geharra, and then returned home. She revisited the emaciated Den of the Unkindness, tapped her finger against the blighted lands where a name, Marcus Proust, had been written. That’s it,
she thought. That was the name of the zealot who tried to take over Caldera years ago. She laughed—Aeson would be proud—and then went eastward to Cadence, the village where she’d left the young boy. I don’t remember it having a name last time. She traced over each letter in the village’s name. Why does it now?
Vrana shrugged and worked her way up the coast and then moved inward to avoid the Nameless Forest, just in case. She followed the turbulent waters of the Divide, past their village of Traesk. She scaled the Quiet Mountains, braved their wintry storms, and went to Penance behind them. Miles from the holy city, hamlets and colonies sat along the icy shore, their names upon the parchment too small to read without a magnifying glass. With little left to be seen in that snowy part of the world, Vrana braved the hinterlands and frozen timberlands and passed over the mountains once more. She flew as a raven might through the white sky, over their village of Rime, and turned toward the Heartland of the great, traumatized continent.
Here, the towns reluctant to be under Eldrus’ rule stood, keeping watch over the river lands, farmlands, and Spine. There were five towns in all, and Vrana traveled between each. There was Nyxis nearest Eldrus, with Hrothas to its east and Islaos to its west. Furthest south of the city-state, there was Cathedra, and furthest east, with the Nameless Forest only a few days away, Gallows.
Vrana went to Eld next and conjured in her mind an image of R’lyeh’s mother and father. She proceeded northward, to the Black Tundra and the glaciers like white towers in the solid sea. She veered south to Mirror Lake where Deimos’ beloved rested below its reflecting waters. She shivered sadness and then, trudging through brambles and weeds, made it to the map’s edge, where a small part of the Dead City sat, which was nothing more than a splash of black across the tawny parchment. She sailed the sea to the continent’s southernmost point, where, hundreds of miles below Caldera, the desert of the Ossuary began.
“I didn’t believe them when they told me.”
Vrana pulled away from the map and saw standing behind her Korr, a former classmate. He had always been the largest in her class, strongest, too; although, when it came to asking Vrana out, he had been as weak as they come. She would have said yes, and now as she stared at him, covered in dirt rather than blood, a harvester’s mask over his face, she was glad she had not. Once unrivaled in melee and archery, he had now given himself to the field. Vrana didn’t have to be top of the class, not that she had been, to know why. He was scared. He had given up.
“I thought the elders were testing me, my resolve. When did they tell you?”
It was Deimos who told me first, not the elders. “After the initiation, but I never saw this,” she said, looking back at the map.
“They changed it after you left, put it back the way it was when we were too young to notice.” Korr leaned against a wall. “They called our class together and told us. You should’ve seen us. We were ready to tear the elders apart.”
“Did they tell you why they did it?” Vrana asked. She stared at the mass of roots that made up his mask, trying to determine where one mask began and the other ended.
Korr laughed and shook his head. “It makes sense. I don’t know why I didn’t think about it before. Since we’ve been born, Vrana, all these years, between Alluvia, Caldera, Eld, Rime, Traesk… there’s been one hundred and fifty births.”
“That’s eighteen years,” Vrana said in disbelief. “That doesn’t seem right.”
“That’s why they lied to us.” Korr pushed away from the wall of the Archive and slid his hands into his pockets. “They can’t waste us. Do you remember how everyone wanted to leave Caldera? To kill Corrupted and bring back pieces of the Old World and all that?”
“I remember you wanted that.”
Korr laughed again and nodded at the map. “Not anymore. We are outnumbered. It’s suicide to go into the North. Job well done, elders. I’m staying here.”
“I don’t think that was their intention, Korr. I’ve been there, and I’m a tenth the warrior you are. Well, maybe like half the warrior you are. Not to toot my horn, but I think I could give you a run for your money.”
“It doesn’t matter.” He bowed his head and backed away. “That’s how most of us feel now. Eighteen years is a long time to lie to someone, especially when everyone else is doing it, too.” He sighed. “It was good seeing you. I’m glad you made it back.”
“Don’t be a pussy!” Vrana shouted as Korr backed out of the Theater.
He looked over his shoulder, laughed, and said, “Don’t be a stranger, Vrana. You’re braver than most of us now. They’re going to want to use that as much as they can.”




CHAPTER XXV

Aeson stood in the doorway of the Inner Sanctum, skull lit by the blazing torch he held. His body seemed more muscular, more defined—less like that of someone whose sole form of exercise was moving one book atop another. Behind him, his hollowed-out home glowed cerulean, and the air itself had a fibrous texture that refused to stay still.
“What took you so long?” Aeson said, his voice echoing around them.
“What do you think you’re doing down here?” Vrana replied, stopping before him. A feather fell from her mask into the flame of Aeson’s torch. “We had a deal.”
Aeson clicked his tongue against his teeth. “A couple thousand to go and you’ll have gone to bone. And I’ll have you know,” he said, stepping closer to Vrana, “I did what you asked, and I think you might regret it later, because your mom told me a whole lot of things you’d rather I not know.”
“You’re lying,” Vrana said, trying not to smile.
“Terrible and terribly embarrassing things,” Aeson continued. He pretended to cringe. “You do know where pee comes from now, right?”
Vrana slapped the torch out of his hands, sending it with a crack and spew of flames to the tunnel’s floor. “Whatever happened to that pillow you used to fu—”
“Vrana!” Aeson said, pulling her close but, in her opinion, not close enough. “I’m so glad you’re back.” He ran his hands gently up her neck, under her mask, and lifted it off slowly. “That’s better.”
“Not quite,” she said as she did the same to Aeson, taking off his mask and lingering for a moment on his lips. “Almost there,” she said, leaning in and pressing her mouth hard against his. “Ah,” she said stepping back, skull in hand; a feeling of warmth rushed through her body, across her shoulders, down her arms and legs. “Much better, indeed.”
Aeson led Vrana, with many short, passionate stops along the way, to the small hot spring nearby. Carefully, he helped her out of her armor and clothes and then admired her when he’d finished. Aware of her bruises, wounds, and scars, she moved to cover them, but he took her arms and wrapped them around him instead. Vrana closed her eyes, pressed her head against his chest, and wondered how she’d managed to go so long being anywhere else.
“I always forget this is here,” Vrana said as she floated through the cloudy waters. She pushed her hair behind her ears and exhaled all the tension that had built up inside of her. “Do you think R’lyeh will be okay?”
Aeson waded towards Vrana and held her hand. “No,” he said, “but what about you?”
“It’s not the same.” She looked up at him and kissed his neck. “She saw it happen. For days, she watched as her people and all of Geharra were butchered, raped; I only saw what was left.”
“Your mother and the elders will do everything they can for her, you know that.” Aeson kissed her on the top of her head. “But you’re older than her and initiated. No one’s going to stop you from holding it all in, burying it. I know you, so come on.”
She squeezed his hand tightly and then nodded. “It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen. I can’t get it out of my head. Not for long, at least. The Crossbreed, they made one. And there were flesh fiends, too. But the pit… fuck, Aeson. The Corrupted deserve everything we’ve done to them. But if you add up everything we’ve done to them, it probably looks the same. So what the fuck is the point of it all?”
“The good outweighs the bad,” Aeson whispered.
“No it doesn’t. It just leads to more bad.” Vrana laughed and shook her head. “I’m not saying kill everyone and everything.” She exhaled loudly. “I don’t know what I’m saying, actually.”
“You didn’t talk to R’lyeh about this, did you?”
“Didn’t seem right for me to.” Vrana made small waves in the steaming water. “She’d been through enough. The last thing she needed was a pessimistic rant confirming all the terrible and hateful things she was feeling.”
“Keep her away from the elders. They’ll put that hate to good use.”
“In some ways, I’m glad I saw what I saw. I mean, I’m not glad that it happened, but…”
“Nothing will ever be as awful as that day in Geharra.”
“No,” she said, and sighed. “And if it is, if it is worse than that day in Geharra, then I’d say this world is on its way out.”
“It may already be.”
Vrana cocked her head. “Then why are we holding it back?”
“Selfish, I suppose.” Aeson grinned and said, “Living can be a very selfish thing.”
“Do you want to know how it happened?” Vrana volunteered.
Aeson nodded, a strand of hair falling in front of his eyes. He reached over the edge of the spring and groped in the darkness. “Did you run through a swamp?” he remarked jokingly, curling his nose as his hand returned with a chunk of soap.
“What the hell do you think I am? Some kind of princess?”
“A swamp princess, maybe.”
Vrana punched Aeson’s arm. “Do you remember that necklace I showed you? The one with the red gem that I found near the Spine?”
“I do.” Aeson slid the soap down Vrana’s back, rubbing it against her glowing skin. “While you were gone, a watcher found one of our own near the Spine: his throat had been cut, and his mask was missing. He was supposed to be monitoring Geharra, like Deimos. His name was Ghis.”
“He must have stolen it! He was going to bring it back to us!” she shouted; a part of the fog surrounding the events had finally lifted. She tried to turn around, but Aeson stopped her and continued to scrub at the dirt on her side. “The priest who was giving orders must have sent those thieves from the hospital after it… but how did Ghis die?” She bit her lip and searched her thoughts. “The necklace was the key. When I dropped it… fucking idiot… I know, I know… but when I dropped it, that’s when it happened.”
“The priest had to have known that without it nothing would happen,” Aeson mused, his hands moving lower, past her waist. “I read once that insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.”
“I don’t think there’s any doubt he was insane, Aeson.” This time, Vrana did turn around. She put one arm around his neck and the other on the small of his back. “How long have we been doing this with the Corrupted, expecting things will be better?”
Aeson smiled, kissed her forehead. “Most, I think, just hope that things won’t be as bad as they were before. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t know if the elders do, either. It’s kind of out of our hands.”
“I don’t believe that.” Vrana searched Aeson’s eyes for the truth; they looked down, away, burdened by the lie he’d spoken. “And neither do you.”
“I wish I could tell you more, but I can’t.” He ran the soap across her breasts, stomach, and thighs.
“I know,” she said. She caught his hand, took the soap, and dropped it to the bottom of the spring. She guided his hand back up her thigh. “But there is something you can do for me.”
Aeson raised one eyebrow. “Yeah, but you just dropped the soap … oh I see.”
Though they tried as best they could, neither Vrana nor Aeson would allow the other to sleep; therefore, when morning made its unwelcome arrival, both parties were less than enthused to go about the errands of the day. They parted from one another awkwardly—Vrana found the wall of the tunnel gave more support than her shaking legs—and promised to meet again, above ground, to break bread with the recovering R’lyeh. There was more Vrana needed to ask and tell Aeson concerning the Worms of the Earth and the Witch, but he would hear none of it, for the elders were anticipating her, and he had kept her too long (but, in her opinion, not long enough).
She checked in on R’lyeh, who told her in between yawns that she was fine and just needed a few more minutes of sleep. Adelyn, however, didn’t stir when called, and Vrana found her snoring loudly in the basement garden, head against the back of the chair she sat in. Vrana covered her mother with a blanket, kissed her on the forehead, and made for her bedroom where her belongings waited.
“No,” she said to herself, moving the books on the Witch to one pile.
“Not this either,” she said, placing the components she’d collected for her mother on top of them. “Here we go.” She removed the priest’s charm of restraint and turned it in her hands. “Oh yeah…” She tipped her bags over until Nora’s note fluttered onto the floor. “Don’t read it, Vrana,” she commanded herself as she unfolded the letter.
It goes without saying that nothing will be the same. We will do as we must to survive, but as far as we are from the rest of the world, for us that may not be enough. Be discreet about it—rumors breed faster than my people here do (blessing and a curse, I say)—but more than anything else, be quick.
Your carrier pigeon, which I’m sure has read this over by now, did me a great favor (two favors if you include the delivery of this letter). It’s come to my attention that we share a common enemy, her and me; so I will do what I can and forward what I find.
Vrana proceeded to the house of the elders with purpose. The ground was damp, and her feet pounded so hard against it they left tracks of fury through the village’s center. At this hour of the morning, only the watchers and harvesters were willfully awake, and by their movements it seemed to Vrana they were still possessed by the specter of sleep. She made every effort to acknowledge them as they passed so to study their reactions, to determine who continued to harbor ill feelings towards her for the Witch’s attack and if she should expect to see them leaning over her bedside one lonely night.
Paranoia begets paranoia, she quickly concluded as each welcomed her with congratulations, a pat on the back, or an unexpected and incredibly strong hug (“Thank you,” she choked out to Egla, who was known to have something of a histrionic personality). Vrana explained to them in short, succinct sentences what had happened, and they ate up each word as though they’d missed their morning meal. She found it strange how they seemed to look up to her, these ideals of their craft, these surveyors of worlds old and new, and liked it very much. Then again, Vrana thought to herself as she spoke to the last watcher, what exactly did the elders tell them? What did they leave out? Lie about?
Past the center of the village, the bakery, and the barracks, Vrana found the house of the elders. It was hardly the largest building in Caldera, and it was far from the most aesthetically pleasing; if not for the lush garden behind it where she had feasted so many weeks ago, none would suspect the importance the house held. She approached the front door, the creaky boards of the porch announcing her arrival, and found it locked.
Vrana searched the windows for shadows of life and found only dead darkness. “Why would they be awake at this hour?” she grumbled. “If I were an elder, I’d sleep all day.”
“Perhaps it’s good that you’re not.”
Vrana spun around and saw before her Faolan, the Wolf elder, in a white robe that did little to hide her nude body beneath it. “I didn’t see you standing there,” she sputtered.
Faolan chuckled. “That’s because I wasn’t.” She held out her hand for Vrana and waited until she took it. “Come. We have been waiting.”
For the children of the village, the garden of the elders held within it an intrigue that could not be resisted. As a young girl, before discovering the maps of the Archive and the joys of swinging a sword, Vrana spent most of her time here. At supper, she would return home with a pocket full of flowers, petals, roots, and soil, and give them to her mother to replenish her stock (“My sneaky little bird,” Adelyn used to say). Afterward, Vrana would reflect on all that she had done and devise plans which would lead to the discovery of new paths the following day, for each visit to the garden was as though it were the first.
Today was no different. With one hand holding tightly onto Faolan’s, she was pulled through rows of roses and aisles of ivy; under overgrown arches and over understated bridges. They passed blooms of Murk, Mire, and Moore and coils of Callous, Solace, and Snare. They waded by ochre stalks of Reprieve and crimson reeds of Hunger; stepped over thorny Veracity, while grazing bristled Bite; moved through green corridors of Null, Void, and Nicety; and pricked their fingers willingly on blue Calm and bluer Content. So quickly were they moving that Vrana felt as though the garden itself was expanding before their very eyes, creating a place for their feet to fall where there was once nothing. One could be lost in worse places, she thought, deciding that, if she were to resign from this world, it would be the garden to which she turned to live out her final days.
Minutes, or what may have been hours later, Vrana found herself on the edge of a small clearing around which a tall wall of roots had formed. In the middle of the clearing there was a trellis wreathed in vines, and within it an obsidian boulder sat, catching the morning light and keeping it greedily for itself. Vrana looked over shoulder to sneak a glimpse of the path that had brought her here but found that it was no more.
“You have done so well,” Nuctea stated, bringing Vrana’s attention back to the clearing, where the Owl stood a few feet away.
“Forgive us for not being longwinded,” Anguis added, stepping up and standing beside the startled Raven. “We have much to discuss.”
The elders allowed Vrana to speak without interruption, so that when she finally finished, her jaw was sore and her tongue numb. She told them everything, leaving nothing to interpretation. As she removed the priest’s charm and Nora’s note, Vrana realized that the elders seemed unsurprised by her tale. She could not help but wonder how much Blix had told them, how much the fat little bird had taken in and understood about the events that’d transpired in Geharra. There’s something else, she decided, staring into the chunk of obsidian, where the world was reflected darkly. Did they know before they sent us?
“And the Corrupted who held this charm was young, is that correct?” Anguis said, running his thumb over its surface.
Vrana nodded. “Lucan said it belonged to someone much older.”
“Yes,” Anguis said, holding the charm close to his face, scrutinizing its craftsmanship, “its keeper, Samuel Turov, Exemplar of Restraint, was the last to hold it. There are six Exemplars altogether, and each has two apprentices who assist them.”
“Turov’s apprentices were Mishra Dis and Alexander Blodworth,” Faolan interjected. “Those who are sworn to an Exemplar are in the Exemplar’s custody till exile or death. Until this happens, they are groomed and given audience with those who may elect them to their masters’ position one day.”
“Then…” Vrana’s thoughts turned to the pit once more, her stomach twisting at its memory, “was the priest Blodworth?”
“What do you know of the Holy Child?” Nuctea asked Vrana.
“I, uh,” she mumbled, biding her time as she tried to remember what she knew of the boy. “We saw his portrait in Geharra. Jakob said he went missing. The Holy Child, he’s a figurehead.”
Anguis rested his hands on his knees; a snake slithered up his leg and wrapped itself around his neck like a collar. “It is not unheard of for religions to elect a speaker of their faith: a pope, prophet, or messiah.”
“A Christ,” Vrana said.
Anguis nodded. “But what is unheard of is for someone so important and well-guarded to disappear, leaving no hint of their whereabouts—especially someone who is to be the embodiment of god and therefore impervious to all earthly perils.”
Vrana’s voice rose as she said, “Jakob told me Penance may have come to Geharra because they thought he was there.”
“It is no coincidence that, when the Holy Child went missing, so, too, did Samuel Turov.” Nuctea whistled at a passing bird. “There are no places the Exemplars cannot tread in Penance: even the Holy Child’s bedchambers are open to them.”
“But they found him!” Vrana cried with uncertainty, the words of the missionaries outside of Nora finally given meaning (“He has returned to us. Your sins will go unanswered no longer.”). “Right? Was he in Geharra?”
“Yes, they did,” Anguis said, surprised. “But not in Geharra.”
Vrana cocked her head. Her throat felt dry, and she began to shiver, despite the southern heat. There was a tightness in her face as though her skin had been pulled hard across her bones. She smelled the air, and it smelled of blood.
“Cadence, a small village, east of here, belonging to a pagan faith. They found the Holy Child there,” Anguis said.
The young boy, his father, Vrana said to herself, a warm sweat forming on her neck. No, I would have known when I laid eyes on them. “Cadence?” she asked meekly. Is that why they put its name back on the map?
“We expect Turov brought him into the southern cradle because of the Corrupted’s ambivalence to venture here.” The snake unwrapped itself from Anguis and broke apart into a cloud of vibrant dust. “It worked well enough, for a time.”
Vrana slid her hands underneath her to stop them from fidgeting. “How did they find the boy?”
“Someone in Cadence must have recognized him, told someone.” Faolan paused, staring at Vrana as though she expected a response. “The soldiers came quickly, put the village to the sword.”
“Did… did they find Turov?”
Faolan shook her head. “No, not yet, for returning the Holy Child has been of the highest priority to Penance. Too long had he gone without an appearance. The people were beginning to doubt, to whisper of revolt.”
“Why would the Exemplar take him?” Vrana asked, her voice shaking under the burden of the secret she was keeping.
Anguis cleared his throat. “There are those in Penance who feel the boy is no different than any other Corrupted. They feel he is being manipulated, abused. Turov may have believed this as well, or perhaps he had his own reasons for taking the boy.”
And they will never be known. Vrana looked at each of the elders, their eyes piercing the bones of her mask. Because I killed him. “What of Alexander Blodworth, then? If he was just an apprentice, what was he doing in Geharra?” Keep talking, she told herself, harbinger of death, agent of entropy. They know. I know they know. So keep talking.
“When there is no answer, a distraction can be just as effective at silencing a rumor,” Anguis said. “What better a distraction than one that concerns the city you’ve been taught to despise?”
“They did this to Geharra because the Holy Child had disappeared?” Vrana shook her head. “They had to have other reasons.”
“Perhaps.” Faolan leaned towards Vrana. “But it seems to us the Red Worm was not part of the plan. With Mishra dead and Turov gone, an Exemplar was needed.”
“We think that Blodworth was sent to Geharra to prove himself worthy of the role,” Nuctea added. “The effects of the Crossbreed would be attributed to the Holy Child, which would restore the people of Penance’s faith. It would have bought the Order favor and time.”
“Smug would be those who saw their enemy learn the error of their ways,” Faolan said; it sounded like a quote.
Why would he fire on me if he was harboring the boy? “They couldn’t have expected to keep the city under their control like that forever,” Vrana sputtered. The young boy did have strange markings on his shoulder. It was him. Fuck, it was him.
Anguis grunted in agreement. “I do not think they intended to. If they never found the Holy Child, or if the Crossbreed had become known, they could have reported he’d been killed in Geharra and a war would have been fought in his honor.”
“But it seemed Alexander Blodworth had his own intentions,” Faolan said. “The apprentices are almost as well-read as their masters; it is not inconceivable that they would learn of the Worms of the Earth. After all, it was assassins from Six Pillars, pre-Penance, that had killed Victor Mors and most likely took his journals on the creatures.”
Vrana felt her throat constrict. She dared not close her eyes, for she knew of the terrible images waiting in the dark there. “What of the Red Worm?” she managed to say, trying to think of anything but the pit.
Anguis rubbed his face in contemplation. “As of right now, there is little we can do. Penance must lay claim to the Worm, sustain it with bloodshed, or it will die. If they do wish to accept responsibility—not blame; that’s something else entirely—then Eldrus will be forced to respond, if they haven’t already.”
“‘The Red Worm stood high above the ground, raining gore upon the land, and the creatures of the land ate its bounty and were thankful for it,’” Faolan quoted, which was most certainly a passage from Victor Mors’ writings.
Vrana slid her hands under her mask and rubbed her temples. “Where is Eldrus in all this? Jakob, he said that King Edgar hated Penance, that it was strange for him to let Penance’s convoy pass over the Divide to get to Geharra.”
“That is strange,” Nuctea remarked. “Perhaps you have heard so little of Eldrus because King Edgar has had little to do with the affairs of the land of late.”
Faolan yawned, resting her chin on her hand. “Two years ago, there was a rebellion, a group led by a man whose family was butchered by the King’s men. The man was said to have been killed, too; yet, he returned from the grave and marched upon the city with a group of the oppressed from the Heartland towns and villages.”
“We did not intervene,” Anguis continued for the Wolf. “We were curious to see how the events would unfold. In the end, however, the group was put down, and the man vanished, likely into the Keep’s deepest cell. The rebellion made the King and his advisor wary. But there have been whispers of a secret alliance between Eldrus and Penance.”
Nuctea nodded. “Yes, there have.”
“King Edgar may be more involved than we thought,” Faolon added.
“This note,” Anguis said, opening it and reading it quickly, “you have read it, yes?”
Vrana didn’t respond.
“What do you make of it?” Anguis handed the note to Faolan, who read it and passed it to Nuctea.
“You… help the Corrupted,” Vrana said, her tone accusatory.
“We help Nora,” Nuctea corrected, sliding the note into a small pocket. “It seems she’s willing to help you as well.”
Vrana looked at the obsidian boulder, its surface shifting like that of an ocean. “It seems I’ll need it.”
“She’ll make good on her word, Vrana,” Faolan said. “If you still wish to destroy the Witch, we know of a place that may interest you.”
“Where?” she asked as she covered the scars on her arm from the Horror of the Lake. “The Elys, isn’t it? She’s been in that area multiple times, and the stories they tell… it sounds like her. I would’ve stopped, I would’ve gone to the center, but I had R’lyeh.”
Anguis stretched his legs and said, “The center of the Elys is home to the Inferi; it’s covered in fields of the Gift of Sleep. I do not doubt what has happened to you, but there are many stories of the Elys; and oftentimes, it’s because someone has wandered too close to the center.”
“For the living, the Gift of Sleep is a hallucinogenic,” Vrana said. “She was there, though. I think it’s worth investigating.”
“It is,” Anguis agreed. “We’ll be sending a team to the remnants of Alluvia. Several will be assigned the task of investigating the center of the Elys.”
“Okay,” Vrana said, nodding. “Then, what are you guys talking about?”
“It was Mara who first informed us of the Witch, and it was Mara who reminded your mother about the books she’d found. She met one of the Witch’s creations on a bridge outside the small town of Nachtla.” Faolan held the side of her white robe to keep it from the wind. “There is a house at the center of Nachtla the Witch was said to haunt. Mara had already lost interest in the tale when she learned this, and at the time, we hadn’t a reason to pursue the truth of the claim.”
“Where is Nachtla?” Vrana asked, having never seen it on the village map, which didn’t mean much of anything as the elders, up until this point, had been constantly changing it.
“South of the Nameless Forest, east of Cathedra, near the sea. Its people abandoned the town for Cathedra and Gallows fifteen years ago. The yield was poor, and the air oppressive.”
They want me to leave, to be rid of me should the Witch return, Vrana thought, but I can’t leave Aeson or my mother, not yet. And R’lyeh? She’ll need me.
Anguis stood up, and Faolan and Nuctea followed his example. “We have not heard from Deimos, Lucan, or Serra, but we do not worry about their wellbeing. If any flesh fiends found their way into the sewers, Serra will make short work of them. As for Deimos and Lucan, posing as soldiers of Penance will be amongst the easiest of their accomplishments.”
Vrana nodded, standing up. She had not expected news of her companions, but it comforted her to hear that the elders were confident in their abilities. She scratched her legs, which were irritated from the grass, and picked away the little black ants that were scurrying across her chest. She didn’t feel as though she had contributed to the meeting in a meaningful manner, and the purpose of it was lost on her. Until…
Anguis stepped forward, took Vrana by the shoulders, and leaned in close enough so that she could see his pale face beyond the skull of his mask. “We have not heard from Deimos, Lucan, or Serra, but we must continue on without them. We encourage you to seek out Nachtla but painfully implore you to go much farther.”
“What do you mean?” Vrana tried to pull away but was unable. She looked to Nuctea and Faolan, but they were gone. She looked beyond Anguis and saw that the wall of roots around them was unraveling fast.
“There is an island two miles off the coast of the Nameless Forest,” he hissed, “in the center of the Widening Gyre, the Sailor’s Bane. On this island, our people have a village unknown to but a few, for the waters allow no trespassers.”
“There’s no village…” Vrana began to say, stopping herself, as she was all too aware of the elders’ talent for making things disappear. “Why are you telling me this?” she said, her hands scrambling to grab onto Anguis as she felt the ground below her feet give way.
“Because you are invested, persistent, and trustworthy,” he appealed. “Because the only other person in this village who truly knows of the horrors of Geharra is a traumatized thirteen-year-old girl.”
Vrana cried out as the garden melted around her, like a painting left out in the rain. She felt Anguis release her, and, afraid that she may fall into fathomless space beneath them, she held onto him tighter, hugging him as a scared child would a father. “I can’t do that again. I can’t see that again,” she lied.
“You won’t have to,” he said as he eased her onto the ground. Once again, she was at the entrance of the garden of the elders, the back of their house a few feet away. “It is our village, yes, but if another Worm will be born to this earth, it will be from there. No one will force you should you choose not to go, but this will not be like Geharra.” He released her. “The chamber below the village must be sealed in the event Eldrus or Penance learns of its location.”
Vrana gasped as her lungs burned for air. “And if I say no?” she managed to ask.
“Then, regretfully, another will be recruited. You’ve always a choice Vrana,” he said, bowing slightly, “even if it is the illusion of one.” He deliberated for a moment, scratched his neck. “You now know more than most in our tribe. If you go to the island and do this for us, you will know even more.”
Vrana swallowed words of insult so that she could take the bait. “Like what?”
Anguis leaned in and whispered this into Vrana’s ear: “Why we aid Nora, and why her arm is free of Corruption. Why so few of our people are born each year, and what we’ve decided to do about it.” He pushed his mask against hers, to be sure no one else could hear. “You will know where we’ve come from and where we’ve been. You will know why the flesh fiends have become myth, and why it is best for them to stay that way.”




CHAPTER XXVI

“Who the fuck does he think he is?” Vrana shouted, her voice, muffled by her mask, carrying through the tunnel beneath the Archive. “What am I supposed to say to that? Oh, no, I’m sorry. Not interested. That sounds neat and all, but it’s not really my kind of thing. What the fuck?”
Aeson lifted up his mask and held it at his side. A bat fluttered by, chirping frantically in pursuit of a meal too small to be seen. “They’re very good at getting people to do things for them, but in general, they don’t lie.”
“Oh,” Vrana said, throwing her hands into the air, “well, that makes all the difference. ‘You will know where we’ve come from and where we’ve been.’” She shook her head, disgusted. “You can’t say no to something like that.”
Aeson nodded, biting his fingernail. He looked at her for a moment and then said, “Why are you so angry? You’ve always wanted to leave Caldera.”
Vrana clenched her teeth. “I’m more offended than anything else.”
“The island exists, Vrana,” Aeson said. He ran his fingers through his hair, slapped his neck; a cave spider crawled along his knuckles before leaping into the shadows. “I hate these damn things,” he said, massaging the reddening mark it left.
“Thanks for telling me about it, the island,” Vrana retorted. “Also, it would have been nice to have been prepared for the Worms.”
“Vrana, that’s not fair. How did I know it would be a Worm? And the island? I just found out about it while you were gone,” he said softly. “I wish that I could tell you more, but I can’t. You know I can’t. And as much as I would love to ask you to stay, to never go back out there, to never leave the village again…” He raised the skull and lowered it onto his head. “I would never do that to you. You’d hate me for it. And you’d be right to.”
Vrana bit her lip. For all her ire, she could not help but admit to herself that the thought of returning to the field excited her. “Just as it would be wrong of me to ask you to leave this place, to do something else—to tell me everything,” she grumbled.
“How you’ll reach the island is beyond me: Hundreds of boats have tried to sail those waters in the past, and each was broken on the rocks.” Aeson laughed. “I couldn’t even say what the island is called or where it falls exactly on a map; that’s how little I know about the place.”
“They mentioned a chamber, some area where they believe there’s another Worm. They said I could seal it. Is that possible?”
Aeson exhaled, bewildered. “It must be.”
“One person, though,” Vrana said as she became fixated on the glowing, yellow rocks embedded in the wall, as they dimmed and brightened and dimmed once more, “doesn’t seem enough.”
“They sent four to Geharra, and that’s a massive city. The village on the island must be much smaller. By the elders’ logic, the mathematics makes sense.” Aeson waited for Vrana to laugh.
She didn’t. “You don’t seem all that worried about me. Does that make me a bitch for wishing that you were?”
“If I thought falling apart would make you stay, I would be in a million pieces right now.”
“Fair enough,” Vrana said, carefully resting her head against Aeson’s chest, minding the beak of her mask so as to not gore him. “You would stop me if you didn’t think I could do this, right?”
“I’d try,” Aeson said shakily.
At nightfall, Vrana returned home, where she found Bjørn exiting through the front door, her armor thrown over his shoulders. When she asked him what he was doing, he wrapped his massive arms around her, squeezed until she felt deflated, and told her he was not surprised she’d survived the ordeal. She thanked him, said that she had missed him, but only a little, and asked the Bear what he was doing putting his paws all over her armor.
“Everything, everything is a mess. This will take weeks to clean,” he complained, though she knew he had been secretly looking forward to this moment ever since she left.
“I have a few days, at best.”
“Going on a vacation, eh? You’ve just come back.”
“There’s more to be done.”
Bjørn nodded and belched, the sound sending what appeared to be of one of Anguis’ snakes slithering into a nearby bush. “That’s wrong of them; you’ve just initiated. Don’t let them wear you down like those masks of theirs.”
Vrana kicked a stone and sent it soaring toward the center of Caldera. “I want to,” she said. “I want to go.”
“Aye, you’re so convincing, girl. Will you be fighting flesh fiends this time, too? Or will it be one of those Worm things I keep hearing about?”
It was the elders with whom he was aggravated, not her. “It won’t be like Geharra.”
“And Geharra wasn’t supposed to be like Geharra,” Bjørn said, spitting in the direction of the house of the elders.
Trying to lighten the mood, Vrana said, “And this is coming from the same man who stared Death in the face?”
The Bear barely laughed. “Stepped aside, didn’t It? You don’t have to prove anything to these people.” He held out his arm, gesturing to the village. “Not after what I heard them say about you because of the Witch.”
I’d almost forgotten, she said to herself, finding that, once again, she had too many things to take into consideration and not enough time or willpower to process them. “I’m not trying to prove anything,” she snapped. “I won’t be able to sleep knowing that someone else is doing what I started.”
“Penance started this, girl.”
“You know what I mean, damn it,” she said, feeling herself go red in the face. “I don’t… I don’t want to see what I saw in Geharra ever again. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to avoid it.”
“How did it happen? How was the Red Worm brought to be?” Bjørn shifted his weight to one leg and stared at her accusingly. “I don’t mean the sacrifices either.”
“The necklace,” Vrana began, “there was a necklace; it was a key of sorts. I found it during my third trial, carried it with me. I just wanted to figure out what it was. I had it in my hand, and it fell into the pit. That’s… how it happened.”
“So you dropped it?” he said, the muscles in his neck tensing.
“I did,” Vrana said, trailing off. Is he blaming me? Why? Her eyes felt large, heavy with the tears that only surface when one disappoints those whose opinions truly matter. But it wasn’t me, was it? The necklace wanted me to let go.
“Do you blame yourself?”
Do I? “No, I don’t.”
“I hope you’re telling me the truth, girl,” Bjørn said, eying her suspiciously. “Guilt will guide you to the grave, if you let it.”
“I gave you my reasons, old man,” Vrana said, stepping up to him, the mountain of muscle and scars.
“So you did.” He knocked her back playfully. “Where’s my bow?”
“What bow?”
“The one you absconded with, the one you just had to have.”
By the time the cloud of dust cleared around Bjørn, Vrana had already disappeared inside the house, locking the door behind her. Her timing was impeccable, for just as her stomach had finished growling, Adelyn emerged from another room with several plates filled to their edges with food. The smell of the rice, cooked meat, and vegetables made her salivate like a dog, and like a dog, she hurried after her mother, begging for scraps.
“Hey,” R’lyeh said weakly, waving at Vrana.
“Hey, how are you feeling?” The Raven closed the gap between them and took the girl’s hand. “You look a little better than before.”
“I do?” she said, grateful for the compliment. “Thanks.”
“What kind of nasty potions is she making you drink?” Vrana asked as her mother set the table quietly.
“Oh, I don’t mind them,” R’lyeh claimed, though her pained face suggested otherwise.
“That’s right,” Adelyn chimed. “She doesn’t mind them because they are good, and good for her. Don’t pay this one any attention, R’lyeh,” she said, taking off her mask and sitting down beside the Octopus. “She was the pickiest child when she was little.”
“She doesn’t seem that way now,” R’lyeh said, snickering as Vrana ripped off the raven’s head and began to shamelessly shovel food into her mouth.
Vrana looked up at her mother, food pasted to her face and on the tips of her hair, swallowed what she was chewing, and smiled grotesquely. Once she began to feel the consequences of her gluttony take form inside of her, she leaned away from the table, wiped her face with her arm, and apologized to R’lyeh for her lack of manners. R’lyeh accepted her apology and set upon her portions ravenously. Vrana’s mother could not help but laugh as she sipped on a cup of wine, pleased with her patient’s progress and her daughter’s presence.
“They, the elders, they want me to leave again,” Vrana murmured from her food-induced coma. Her eyes shifted lazily to R’lyeh, who was struggling to stay awake.
“I know,” her mother said, finger dancing around the rim of her cup.
Vrana pursed her lips and said, “What don’t you know?”
Her mother looked back at her, confused.
“Do they tell you everything? Why’d you let me go north when you were so willing to let me believe that it more or less didn’t even exist?”
“That was a selfish mistake; the elders were very convincing.” Adelyn crossed her legs, leaned forward on both elbows. “Our numbers are low, and preservation of our young is more important than ever.” She thought for a moment, took a drink, and said, “Did you want me to stop you? Slap your hand like a child and say no?”
Vrana shook her head. “Of course not.”
“Where are they sending you?”
Vrana hesitated, and then, after realizing she told the same sensitive information to Aeson, said, “Nachtla, and an island off the coast of the Nameless Forest, in the Widening Gyre.”
“I didn’t know there was an island there,” her mother said, slurring her words, “and I’m sure that’s no accident. Why Nachtla?”
“The Witch had an extended stay in the town. I guess the elders think she may have left something behind.”
Her mother stared off in the distance. She nodded and reached across the table for the snoring R’lyeh’s plate. “Does she still come to you?”
“Sometimes,” Vrana said, “but it’s mostly these scars.” She ran her fingers over the raised flesh that scaled her arms. “I can’t tell if they hurt because they are healing, or if it’s because she’s trying to reach me.”
“Healing, I’d say,” her mother said hopefully, taking her daughter’s arm and rubbing it. “I’ve seen the Sailor’s Bane. It’s very misleading. The current is strong, but sometimes the water hardly moves.”
“Because of the Nameless Forest,” Vrana said, her guess more of a question hoping for an answer.
“Most likely,” her mother said with a sigh as she gathered up the remnants of their meal.
“Have… have you ever been there?”
Vrana’s mother smiled. “Before I met your father…” she paused in search of words suddenly lost. “Before I met your father, I’d made it a goal of mine to go everywhere, see everything. I saved the Nameless Forest for last—you know, just in case the stories turned out to be true and the trees ate me.”
Vrana smirked.
“Being the impulsive girl that I was, I took one look at that horrible stretch of land and said ‘Why not?’ Of course, if someone had been with me, they would have given a day’s worth of reasons to turn away, but I was alone. I did everything alone. I thought I was smarter than everybody else.”
“You probably were,” Vrana said, remembering the state of awe that she would be in when she used to watch her mother mix and brew potions from the unlikeliest of ingredients.
“Probably,” Adelyn said, laughing loud enough to make R’lyeh groan in her sleep. “I’ll never forget it, that Forest; the way the tops of the trees moved in slow waves. And the smell, so thick and rich—a blend of hundreds of species that even I couldn’t name. I remember feeling the wind rushing past me, as though the Forest meant to pull me in, take me in.”
Vrana felt another hunger growing within her. “Did you go in?”
Adelyn shook her head. Her eyes dimmed: The memory had reached its end. “No,” she said, “no, I didn’t. I came close, but I got scared. I saw through the trees and in the grass debris—pieces of wood and stone and tools—and I stopped where I stood. A long time ago, there had been three villages built beside the Nameless Forest, each one meant to harvest what they could from it. The Corrupted were especially interested in the vermillion veins growing on some of the trees. I was, too, for a while.
“The length of time changes depending upon who you ask, but shortly after those towns were built, each one was abandoned.” Adelyn stood up and balanced herself.
“That sounds like Geharra,” Vrana mused. She thought about the veins she’d seen in the city’s fountain and Deimos’ indifference to them.
“A few days later, they found the Corrupted that’d gone missing from those towns. They were strewn across the trees, half-disintegrated, miles of webbing pouring out of each of their mouths. The Corrupted abandoned the project, abandoned the towns; left the fate of the forest to the stories that—” Vrana’s mother yawned, paused, and yawned again. “—that you always hear about.”
“That sounds like Geharra,” Vrana repeated as she, too, yawned.
“That sounds like we need to go to bed,” Adelyn said. “Help me wake the little one up.”
Because it was the very thing she wanted to do more than anything else, Vrana found that she could not fall asleep. The food, drink, and her mother’s anecdote had stirred her thoughts. She lay in her bed, one hand on her nervous stomach, watching the images in her mind on the lids of her eyes. Again, she saw Deimos and Lucan trudging through the waters outside Geharra, giving to the merfolk their masks and the nearing Corrupted a lie. Once more, she watched as Serra retreated underground, tasked to kill what should not have been given a chance to exist. She wondered if the Bat and the Beetle had fallen on the swords of Penance’s soldiers, if the Piranha had become lost to himself in the Crossbreed’s haze.
Vrana turned on her side, opened her eyes, and stared at her mask, the raven’s head. The beak was scuffed, faded, and a few feathers had fallen from the skull. Maybe I am a raven after all, she said to herself. A raven follows Death and revels in its works and keeps the company of violence. A raven gathers secrets like a magpie gathers trinkets. A raven is a shadow, a shade—all those things we tell ourselves we could not ever do
and then do anyway.
“At least I’m not a crow,” Vrana said. She stretched out her limbs and then went stiff. “Oh no,” she said, sitting up, “Son of a bitch! I forgot about Blix.”
Without ceremony, she awoke the next day and proceeded to the house of the elders to deliver her decision. She would do what was asked of her; and in her opinion, the sooner the sealing was done, the better it would be for everyone. There was no doubt in her mind that word of the Red Worm had spread across the continent. It would only be a matter of time until armies assembled and politicians postured to make threats and promises they couldn’t see through. The last thing that she needed to worry about were roadblocks and encampments impeding her progress, especially if the story of the Worms was true, and the birth of one would provoke the birth of another.
Of course, Aeson would not take the news lightly, though he would try to appear indifferent. While she would never will it, Vrana often wondered what it would be like for her to take his place, to be the one to watch him walk away under the thought that he may never return.
“He’ll forgive me,” she said to herself as she walked in the alley between two houses. “R’lyeh will, too.”
At that moment, Vrana stopped where she stood, ankle-deep in a fresh puddle of mud. Mag of the Jackal stepped in front of her, a small blade in hand. She looked disheveled, defeated. Her mask, halfway to bone, was dirty, riddled with holes through which her long, dark hair ran. Svaya had warned Vrana about her, and here she was, having tracked her prey at last.
“Running off again?” Mag asked, her torn garments revealing the scar on her chest where her left breast had been.
I should have brought my ax, Vrana thought as she eyed the weapon the Jackal held. “I’m so very sorry for what happened to your children.”
“Are you?” Mag moved to prevent passage. “You didn’t seem to be that night in the Archive. You looked right past us as we suffered.”
“I didn’t know what had happened,” Vrana said, remembering the scene: the children atop the tables, wailing and gripping at their skin as it threatened to fall to the floor.
Mag’s breathing became shallow. “Did you know that she would come?”
Vrana shook her head and gave the woman a sympathetic look, even though she knew Mag could not see it.
“Why did she do it?”
“I don’t know,” Vrana said. “To prove a point, maybe,” she followed-up. “Put that knife away.”
Mag was taken aback by the command. She took a step forward, raised the blade to challenge Vrana. Vrana contemplated and then grabbed the Jackal by the wrist and twisted her hand until the knife fell into the mud. Mag wrenched free of Vrana’s grasp and hissed. The Raven watched as the knife sank into the muck, as surprised as the Jackal by what she had just done.
Mag rubbed at what was likely a sprain. “Is she still with you?” Just like that, her anger was gone.
“Yes,” Vrana said, “but hopefully not for much longer.”
“Little Shagha keeps asking me where her brothers are.” Mag pulled her clothes tight against her body. “I tell her what happened, but then she asks again the next day.”
“I just need to find a way to the Witch,” Vrana said. “Spread word of her so that others can be prepared. It’s fear that feeds her.”
“Isn’t it always?” Mag sighed and started to turn away. “I never saw her.”
Vrana cocked her head. “What do you mean?”
“I thought I did, but I didn’t.”
Doubting her, Vrana said, “You probably don’t want to remember. My mother described her to me. She was definitely the woman from my dreams.”
Mag shrugged, said something under her breath, and walked away. Vrana stayed in the alley for a moment, the point of the knife pricking her toe. She tried to understand what the Jackal had been getting at in regards to the Witch, but found she could not make sense of the woman. Not only had her mother seen the Maiden of Pain but so, too, had Aeson. Vrana stepped out of the mud and wiped her feet on the foundation of the nearest house. Is that what will become of R’lyeh and me? Hollow women haunting alleyways, looking for someone to hurt with all our hate?
Anguis was exiting the garden when Vrana arrived at the house of the elders. Three black vipers were slithering behind him, baring their hollow fangs at nothing in particular. He nodded at her as he tightened his grip on the stone cupped in his hand.
“It is lively today,” he said, drawing Vrana’s attention to Kistvaen, where rocks and boulders were falling from the cliffs into the morning fog.
“What’s happening?”
“Hmmm.” He knelt down on one knee, allowing a viper to slither up his leg and onto his arm. The stone he carried glinted in the sun; by its texture and color, Vrana could see that it was obsidian. “Have you decided?”
“Is that from the garden?” Vrana pointed at the stone, which seemed to have been chipped away from the much larger boulder at the maze’s center.
“Yes,” the Snake said, “a piece of the mountain.”
Vrana leaned forward, catching in the stone’s surface a reflection that was not of their surroundings. “What’s it for?” Her eyes followed the stone as Anguis stuffed into his pocket, the images of fire she’d seen seared into her mind.
“Have you decided?”
Vrana cleared her throat. “Yes.”
Anguis put his hands on Vrana’s shoulders. “The island is known as Lacuna.”
“How will I get there?” She shrugged off the Snake.
“From Nacthla’s highest tower, go east. Where the land meets the sea, there will be a small dock and your guide.” Anguis stopped speaking as a group of children dashed by. “You will go alone.”
“No,” Vrana said boldly, “give me Blix.”
“Of course,” he said. He whistled a sharp melody that made Vrana’s ears ring.
Her eyes widened as she caught sight of black wings beating against the blue sky. “What did you do to him?”
Like the masks of those accomplished figures in Caldera, bits of bone shone through Blix’s feathers. The crow was thinner than she remembered. Vrana noted how his beak was weathered, chipped away, not unlike the beaks of the birds she’d seen in the Elys. Did the Horror of the Field do this? Or was this the work of the elders?
“What happened to you?” Vrana asked the bird as it landed carefully on her outstretched arm. “What did they do to you?” She ran her fingers across Blix’s neck, down his back.
“Deimos gave him a message, and he delivered it to us. But somewhere in his journey, Blix was delayed.” Anguis clicked his tongue at the vipers coiling around his feet, and they slithered away with purpose.
“What do you mean?” Vrana stepped back with Blix, into the shade cast by the house of the elders. The village was beginning to take notice of the conversation. “Where did he go?”
“Most of the images were lost, but Nuctea was able to retrieve a few,” Anguis said, joining Vrana. “There were flashes of Alluvia and the Heartland and the Elys. And then there was darkness, and pillars, and curtains over glistening pits.”
“You too?” Vrana cried as Blix nipped at her finger lovingly. “The Witch took him into the Void.”
“She took Blix into the Void,” Anguis lowered his voice, “but when he came out, he came out in Nachtla.”
“That’s why you’re sending me there?” Vrana shook her head. “This isn’t a coincidence. She knew you would find the images and tell me.”
Blix screeched in agreement as he clawed his way up to her shoulder.
“It would be wrong of us to expect you to go to Nachtla after seeing to Lacuna. The choice is yours to make. No one will fault you if you do not.”
There is nothing dishonorable in knowing your limits. “Sure,” Vrana said, nodding. “Maybe Deimos and the others will be back by then.”
Anguis gave no response. He tilted his head and dismissed himself into the house of the elders.




CHAPTER XXVII

“I’m leaving tomorrow morning,” Vrana said to Aeson, pulling his arm tighter around her body.
Nuctea had come to Vrana’s home shortly after her meeting with Anguis and delivered the deadline. She was sure R’lyeh had overheard, for the Octopus locked herself in her room and refused to leave it for the rest of the day.
“It’ll be months before I see you again.” Aeson took her fingers and kissed their tips.
“I’ll be quick.” She reached over with her other hand and flicked his lip. “I promise.”
Aeson sat up, stretched out his legs, and dipped them into the hot spring. “I should come with you. I should know about Lacuna. I should come.”
Vrana bit her lip and also sat up. “You should!”
Aeson stared at Vrana’s rippling reflection in the steaming water. “If only they could be so easily swayed.”
“I’m sorry, Aeson.” She rested her head on his shoulder, her hair sticking to his skin.
“Vrana,” he said and kissed her above the ear, “let’s not have our relationship turn into one of those tortured tales lining the shelves of the Archive. You’ll be back, and I’ll be here, waiting.”
Vrana smiled, touched his chest. “Don’t you dare think of me, boy.”
Aeson laughed. “Hurry up and leave already. My other girlfriends will be here soon.”
“Girlfriends? Not bad, not bad.” She looked into his lying eyes and saw within them her own. “Give me my clothes, sir. I’ve had my fill.”
Aeson looked at her like a deviant and then tossed her belongings across the cave.
In need of her armor and his charming personality, Vrana scoured the village for Bjørn. Eventually, she found him towering over the ten-year-olds in the training yard, orchestrating mock battles with wooden swords and battered shields. He celebrated their yelps of pain and darkening bruises with a squeeze of their shoulders, and then nudged them back into the fray. For those who preferred the bow and its companion, the arrow, the Bear would sneak up on them mid-draw and howl into their ears. Vrana remembered Bjørn had attempted this once when she was younger; and as a result, she turned the bow on the Bear and fired an arrow directly into his chest. Fortunately for him, and her, she’d been a rather weak child; the arrowhead only went in a few centimeters before calling it quits.
Vrana liked to think that this was how they became friends.
“Leaving again?” Bjørn said with his back to Vrana.
“Feel free to go in my place, if you’d like.” Vrana clapped her hand on the Bear’s shoulder. “What are we learning today?”
Bjørn shook his head at a young boy who appeared as though he was going to turn on his grass-stained heels and flee from his partner. “They’re soft,” he remarked as the young boy cowered beneath his shield, hiding as a turtle would in its shell. “Knowledge of the North has made them soft.”
Vrana bit her lip. “You don’t think the fact that they are ten has anything to do with it?”
“You would’ve cut a man’s throat at their age if need be,” Bjørn said, still refusing to make eye contact with her.
“I’m not and wasn’t a normal girl,” Vrana admitted. “No child, not even a Corrupted, should be asked to do that.”
“No one is going to ask them.” He shouted at a small girl to watch her footing.
“It’s not as though my class was particularly fierce.” Vrana took her hand off the Bear, punched him in the arm. “Korr became a harvester of all things.”
Bjørn laughed and looked at the ground. “And look what you’ve become.”
“If not for the Witch,” Vrana started, considering her words, “I wouldn’t mind being the elders’ errand girl.”
“Are you sure? I can’t imagine the sight of ten thousand dead sits well with anyone.”
Vrana sighed. “I’m sure you’ve seen your fair share of atrocities. I’m not going to break. I know when I need help.”
Bjørn cleared his throat. Finally, he looked at Vrana, the hint of his face deep in his mask, and said, “Anguis is a snake for a reason.” He threw his hands up into the air as a small, brown-eyed girl tripped over her feet and landed teeth first. “See me later for your armor.”
Vrana did as Bjørn commanded. She lay with Aeson again, and both parties pretended afterward as though they were not bothered by their parting. She promised her mother that she would heed her words of safety, and apologized to R’lyeh for leaving her so soon.
“Don’t worry about it,” Adelyn said as the Octopus retreated into her room, leaving Vrana feeling like a selfish asshole.
“Please, take good care of her.”
Vrana’s mother put her finger under her daughter’s chin. “Don’t worry. If you don’t take care of yourself, it won’t matter what I do for her.”
“I mean that much to her, don’t I?”
Adelyn nodded as R’lyeh slammed her door. “More than you’ll ever know.”
She took from the elders a light blue stone the size of her hand, and they told her it would seal the Worm’s chamber. She mounted the horse they’d conjured for her from the fields and waved farewell to those who had gathered to see her off. She tightened her armor, fastened her weapons, and kicked her horse into a sprint.
And just like that, she was gone again. It was as though she had never returned.
Summer was waning, and soon autumn would fall upon the heated land and cool its temper. A day out of Caldera, Vrana decided she wanted to see Cadence, the village where she’d unknowingly placed the Holy Child of Penance. It had been music and the maddened flames of a bonfire that led Vrana there first. Now, she had the tornados of smoke twisting on the horizon to guide her way.
Cadence had collapsed under the weight of its declared blasphemy. Houses were gutted, smoldering altars to the god of ruin. The bonfire, which had once stood before a score of dancing bodies, had fallen over, revealing the burned corpses of the village trapped inside. Vrana considered for a moment that these corpses could have been wayward travelers offered up in human sacrifice, that the people of Cadence were cruel and had deserved their fate, but she knew better. Penance had come to this village upon receiving word of the Holy Child’s location and murdered it for daring to look upon him and seeing, with unworthy eyes, their lord’s vessel as he was: Corrupted.
Blix cawed and clutched the roof of one of the few houses still standing. He scanned the devastation carefully, as though taking notes. Vrana nodded at the bird, which he took as a sign to move further into Cadence, and dismounted from her horse. The conjured beast’s flesh swirled and coalesced with the substance of its making—soil and rock, root and bone—as it stood diligently beside a dry trough.
Vrana felt partially responsible for Cadence’s outcome, if only for giving the boy into their custody. Ax in hand, nose wrinkling at the smell of burnt flesh and rain, she rummaged through the rubble of misery, finding more dead among the debris. Bodies clogged her path as she went deeper into the village, their arms rigid, outstretched, forever posed in a plea for mercy. Had the welfare of the Holy Child truly been Samuel Turov’s reason for stealing him away from Penance? Or had his act of kindness been premeditated, preapproved by those who shared his station? She wished Alexander Blodworth had still been alive the moment they happened upon the pit, so that she could have taken him by the throat and bled from him his secrets.
Vrana let out a sharp whistle that brought the horse to her. She mounted it, had one last look at the last of Cadence, and then kicked the beast into a gallop. The village became a gray blur of squandered potential, and before she knew it, Vrana was in the countryside once more.
Days later, at dusk, when the conjured horse had finally returned to the earth, Vrana found herself a niche in the land, a shallow cave wreathed in weeds, and rested. The carcasses inside told her that something had recently been there, but her hunger countered the prospect that this thing may make a very nice meal itself. She consulted the map from the elders to verify what she already knew, that she was still days away from her destination, and removed the sealing stone for closer inspection. It was the color of a robin’s egg, with streaks of white, as though the image of lightning had been seared into its surface. The stone was heavy to hold, and the notion of what was inside intrigued Vrana. The elders provided no information as to where they’d procured the object or how it functioned. They told Vrana to simply find the chamber, drop the stone into the Worm’s hole, and swiftly leave the scene.
“Don’t wait around to see if it works,” her mother had whispered to her the night she left. “Come back to us. I don’t want you to be the one to suffer if they’re wrong.”
At midnight, Vrana camped at the entrance of the cave, ears pricked and eyes set on the field before her. Moon cats padded through the brittle grass, the limbs of their prey flailing through the gaps in their fangs. Black boars meandered with snouts to the ground, tusks signing the soil with their red signatures. An alligator in a distant lake clamped its jaws shut and rolled its meal into an early grave. Nearer the cave, where the trees grew out of one another, a skyswallower ambled forward on two legs, planted itself, and extended its jaw. Vrana could not help but smile as the creature’s skin became camouflaged with the colors of its surroundings.
“Awesome,” she whispered. Then: “What’s that?” She gripped the ax and leaned forward.
She strained her ears, lifted up her mask to hear more clearly. Someone, or something, was crawling in the underbrush. Her mind immediately went to the last place she wanted it to: Geharra’s pit, and the flesh fiends inside. It’s dark, and I’m alone, she thought, so why wouldn’t it be one? Now that I know they’re out there, I’ll see them everywhere.
Vrana waited with bated breath, a stilled sentinel of the forgotten cave. While she watched the strange shape crawl through the shadows, she searched her thoughts for all she knew of the flesh fiends. They were said to move through the fissures in the deep earth, their fear of, or vulnerability to, sunlight having driven them there. Some claimed that Vrana’s people had locked them away underground so as to prevent them from surfacing for new flesh. Others, however, stated that the flesh fiends had merely become lost in the catacombs of the world. Their origin was often a point of contention among self-proclaimed scholars as well. Were they newborns that had clawed their way out of the Old World’s cadaver? Or had they existed before the Trauma, under a different name, fulfilling a different role?
Vrana was tired—and tired of waiting. Carefully, she backed into the cave and found a place where she could rest. She lifted with the handle of her ax a loop of razor nettle and laid it out a few feet before her. She rummaged through her satchel for a vial she had taken from her mother’s supplies prior to leaving. Finding it, she removed the stopper and made around her a circle with the cloudy contents. Extracted from a grumbler’s gut, the liquid smelled like soured milk, burnt hair, and rotted teeth. She would not sleep well, but when she did, she could do so without worrying about waking to something gnawing on her neck.
The next morning Vrana awoke to find the circle unbroken and the razor nettle undisturbed. She was certain she’d dreamt while she slept, but the moment she tried to grasp it, the dream was gone. She gathered up her belongings and shambled towards the sun. At the mouth of the cave, she yawned loudly, stretched and squealed, and then stumbled backward as her eyes finally adjusted to the light.
All around her and throughout the field were strips of fur and muscle, chunks of skin and shards of bone, souvenirs for her viewing from the unseen hunter. Vrana stepped over a stiffened skyswallower; its mouth had been torn apart, its tongue crammed into its throat. That could be me, she thought, staring at a patch of blood-striped grass, where flies fought for property on a pair of lungs. Why didn’t it come for me?
The days that followed were uneventful and the nights equally so. Vrana slept without harassment and traveled freely the untended roadways of the eastern expanse. There was little to find beyond Cadence, and it seemed strange to Vrana that the Corrupted had neglected to colonize this side of the continent. As the days wore on, her mind began to turn on itself. She began to see in every distant forest and ragged mountain the spires and steeples of civilization. Is that a town? Is this the Heartland? It never was and never would be—she was still weeks away from the Northern kingdoms—but unfortunately for Vrana, common sense had a tendency to flee when it was most needed.
“I could always wander amongst the Corrupted, like Mara,” Vrana mumbled to herself days later as she consulted the map under the shade of an old oak. Voices lifted her eyes from the parchment to a hill crowned with orange grass. “What’s this?”
Two young Corrupted males were walking down the hillside, each bearing a bucket, one filled with water, the other fruit. They were shirtless, and the Corruptions on their right arms glowed like hot coals. They spoke loudly, went about their business carelessly. If they’d seen Vrana, then they were not intimidated by her presence, which made it all the more imperative she move from her position.
“David, David, David—it doesn’t matter what you think,” one Corrupted said. He stumbled over a rock, sloshing a bit of water on the parched earth.
David laughed at his friend and said, “Martin, Martin, Martin—you’re too gullible. You’d swim in the Black Reef if someone said you’d find gold there.”
Martin shook his head and spat. “I’ll take my cock over gold any day.”
Vrana moved carefully around the tree, pressing her back hard into the crumbling bark. From where she sat, she noticed embedded into the soil the stump of a wooden pole. Running her fingers through dirt, she found the remains of a telephone cable, once vocal chords of a now-muted nation.
“What are you going to do then, eh?” David asked as they stopped, dropped their buckets, and rested.
A shadow glided over Vrana. She looked up and saw Blix circling against the clouds. Stay there.
“I’ll see what he’s about.”
“You know what he’s about.” David picked up his bucket, snatched an apple from inside, and bit into it. “How can you put your trust in a man who ran when things stopped going his way, yeah?”
“Well, he’s not really man is he?” Martin grinned as he said this.
Vrana cocked her head, confused.
“That’s bullshit, and you know it!” David laughed. “When’s the meet? Maybe I’ll come with.”
Vrana felt a surge of adrenaline within her body as David paused and looked toward the old oak. Had he seen her? Heard her? Left with no choice, she stood up, forced to do that which she should’ve done a few minutes earlier. It hadn’t been since the crowd outside Nora that Vrana had fought a Corrupted. Maybe I’ll just take a limb from each to keep the balance and then let them hobble on their way. I don’t have time for this shit.
But before Vrana could step out from behind the tree, the Corrupted were already panicking, dropping their belongings in favor of the knives they kept in their pockets.
“Just… just leave us alone. We’ll go!” David cried.
“David, David,” Martin said. “Over there, there’s another! There’s two.” He tapped his friend and pointed to Vrana as she came out from behind the tree. “It’s a goddamn ambush.”




CHAPTER XXVIII

R’lyeh had followed her, and she’d brought all the hate and pain she was saving for Penance. The Octopus was crouched low, brandishing the talons of the Cruel Mother in each hand. She was drenched in sweat and sunburned and almost as dirty as she’d been when they found her in the pit. Dried blood covered her arms and mask, and dangling from her hair were strands of a cobweb, its eight-legged architect still attached.
“Please,” Martin begged, swinging his knife back and forth between R’lyeh and Vrana. “Please, let us go.”
R’lyeh launched herself at the Corrupted, leaving Vrana no time to think. The girl tackled Martin to the ground; a yelp escaped her mask as his knife glanced across her side. R’lyeh put her elbow into his throat, and as his eyes bulged from their sockets, she stabbed him repeatedly in the stomach. He tried to push her off, but he was dying too fast; all his strength was running out with the blood now pooling beneath him.
Vrana screamed at R’lyeh for her to stop, but the girl ignored her; she continued to twist the talons, and her fist, deeper into Martin. David tried to bring his blade down onto the Octopus, but Vrana intervened, catching him by the wrist and shoving him away. Quickly, he came to his feet, lip bloodied from where he’d bitten into it, and moved to save his friend.
“No!” Vrana cried, ducking as David slashed at her. She spun around; hit him in the back of the legs with the head of her ax. As he tried to get up, she slammed her fist into his face, cutting her knuckles on his teeth.
“R’lyeh!” Vrana kicked the girl off Martin, and as R’lyeh fell backward, her hand slipped out of his stomach wound, dragging with it a chunk of liver. “What are you doing?!”
“What I’m supposed to!” she sulked. She wiped her hands on the ground, giving the grass a new color to wear.
“Why are you here? How are you here?” Vrana said breathlessly, watching as Martin writhed—and then died.
David groaned as he sat up; winced as he yanked free a tooth dangling from his gum. “Get it over with, Night Terrors,” he said, spitting out mouthfuls of blood.
“He’s Corrupted, Vrana,” R’lyeh said, as though challenging the Raven.
“Get up,” Vrana said. She looked at Martin’s torso: Insects were already crawling inside it, biting and chewing their way to the best parts. “Get up,” she repeated, gripping her ax tightly.
“I thought you’d be happy to see me.” R’lyeh stood, the daggers dripping gore onto her feet.
They were too far from Caldera to turn back, and the Octopus was too far gone to make the trip on her own. Vrana shook her head. Would she hold it against herself if she were to slap the girl? Her mother had done all that she could for R’lyeh—she’d tended her cuts and bruises and filled her stomach to its brim—but it hadn’t been enough.
David started to laugh nervously. His hand searched the grass for his knife, and when he found it, he stood up on shaking legs. “What is this? Who are you?” He swatted at Blix as the crow flew past his head. “You’re not Night Terrors.”
He thinks we’re human, Vrana thought. This isn’t how Night Terrors are supposed to act.
“What do you want? I’ve nothing!” David snarled.
I’ve no reason to kill him, but we can’t just walk away.
Vrana approached the Corrupted and outstretched her ax, so that it rested beneath his chin. “Who were you talking about?” she asked, biding her time.
“What?” Strands of bloody saliva clung to his lips.
Vrana tensed her arm; she could hear the edge of the ax scrapping against his stubble. “The man you were speaking of with your friend.”
“He wasn’t my friend.” David’s cheeks twitched, and his eyes became glassy. “You’re with him, aren’t you? He’s disguising himself as a Night Terror now, isn’t he?”
R’lyeh joined Vrana. The man took a step back, his attention held by her daggers. He was terrified of her, the thirteen-year-old. “Answer us,” R’lyeh growled.
“Go fuck yourselves,” he snapped. “I know better.”
“Are you going to kill him?” R’lyeh cocked her head and sheathed her weapons.
As soon as the daggers were out of her reach, David pulled himself away from Vrana and threw R’lyeh to the ground. He slashed her palms and forearms as she tried to block her chest and neck. With a sigh, Vrana buried the ax into David’s skull and then left the man to die upon the girl, so that she would know the weight of her actions.
After one day and twelve hours of silence between the two, Vrana and R’lyeh had finally reached Nacthla. Vrana hadn’t really considered what she’d expected the town to look like, but she was certain that, if she had, it wouldn’t have been what now stood before them. Nachtla sat in the center of a shallow valley beset on all sides by craterous earth. To Vrana, it seemed as though there had once been a mountain formation in the area, but she figured time must’ve done away with it. Grass grew here, the yellowed and parched variety, but only in patches. Trees, too, decorated the dusty, color-streaked epidermis, but they were without leaves and seemed as though they would crumble like ash at the slightest touch. Vrana didn’t need to know much about agriculture to know this was no place to live, but then again, had it always been this way?
Moving closer, they saw that the town was much like Geharra—a combination of Old and New World aesthetics. A paved road split the town in two, and where the ignorant tenets required cement, they’d laid cobblestone instead. Many buildings were dilapidated, while others merely looked that way due to poor craftsmanship. But then there were those places that stood out among the squalor: great houses of power; a long, blood-red hotel; and a tower with stained glass. The Corrupted had clearly treated these remnants of the past with great reverence, for they’d been quarantined behind high walls and pointed fences.
R’lyeh cleared her throat and asked, “What now?”
Vrana didn’t respond immediately, and when she did, she said bluntly, “We’re going to Lacuna.”
“That’s not here?” R’lyeh stammered.
Vrana, still angry with the girl, ignored her question. She followed Blix as he led them down the valley’s slope.
“I was only doing what the elders asked me,” R’lyeh said under her breath.
Vrana gritted her teeth. “R’lyeh, please don’t lie to me.”
“I’m not,” the Octopus said, shaking her head.
Vrana stopped and turned around. “Then why are you telling me this now?”
R’lyeh shrugged and nudged a rock with her foot. “I didn’t think you’d listen before.”
“Who sent you? Anguis?”
R’lyeh nodded. “It was my idea.”
Vrana whistled to Blix, and hearing her call, he went to her. “To follow me?”
R’lyeh hummed. The sun passed through her mask, and the veins inside glowed. “Before you left, that day you tried to tell me you were going, I went to the elders. I didn’t know what to say, but they let me in anyways. They said that my mom and dad were okay; they’d sent word they were safe in Eld.” R’lyeh mumbled something, patted the side of her leg nervously as she searched for her voice. “I told the elders I had to be with you.”
“R’lyeh, no. You need to be in Caldera with my mother.” Vrana considered reaching out to embrace the girl but decided against it.
“That’s what they said. But Anguis came to me the night you left; he said that I could follow you if I did what he asked.”
Blix hopped off Vrana and landed on R’lyeh’s shoulders. He nuzzled his head against her neck. “What did he ask?”
“That I go to Keldon’s Hill and kill the Corrupted there. He said that if I was quick enough, I would find you. He didn’t tell me why they had to die, but that didn’t matter. He gave me a map—” she produced from a pocket the same map given to Vrana, “—and food, and told me he was s-sorry for everything that’d happened to me.”
“How did you reach me? I was on horseback.”
“So was I, but Anguis made mine in secret, without the other elders. It was too weak. When it died, I ran the rest of the way.”
“R’lyeh, this is not what you need, not after what you’ve been through.” Vrana clenched the fist that she’d used to hit David and imagined it colliding with Anguis’ face instead. “This is wrong.”
The girl shook her head. She started to pace. “I don’t understand. They were Corrupted. It’s what our people do.”
“You’re thirteen, R’lyeh, and you butchered that man. If they were meant to die, then so be it. But you’re thirteen.” She sounded like her mother.
“I watched… I watched as my village was tortured, raped… killed. I’m not a child, Vrana. They took that away from me. I’m not stupid enough to think I can get that back. And I know you’re not either.” She paused and then asked, “Why are we not staying in Nachtla?”
“Because…” Vrana continued down the slope where a dirt path awaited. “Because if this is where I will find the Witch, then I’m certain she will try to kill me. We need to reach Lacuna, an island off the coast, first. And then we’ll deal with the Maiden.”
At the bottom of the valley, the path split: To the left, Nachtla, and to the right, a bridge spanning a stream. If this was the place Mara had first happened upon the myth of the Maiden of Pain, then that meant the bridge before them was the very same the twinned horror had haunted. Following Anguis’ instructions, Vrana aligned herself with the tower that rose out of Nachtla and made for the bridge—and the ocean beyond.
“This is where Mara put the boys to rest,” Vrana said, nodding her head at the covered bridge. “Do we cross it?”
R’lyeh grunted what must have been a “yes” and said curiously, “What do you think made all those craters?”
Thoughtlessly, Vrana looked to the nearest one, which was wide and several feet deep and also the place from which the stream had once originated. “Bombs,” she guessed, “from the Old World.”
“Maybe,” R’lyeh said, sounding unconvinced. “There’s so many of them, though. I don’t know. They remind me of little lakes.”
“You mean ponds?” Vrana laughed and then, mid-grin, began to realize there was more to Nachtla than a house through which they’d gain access to the Void.
“What is it?” R’lyeh asked as Vrana stopped a few feet from the bridge, the Raven’s body half-turned toward the town.
Vrana waved off R’lyeh, afraid that, if she were to respond, the thought would be lost. With her eyes, she followed faint lines of purple and green that were streaked across the earth. I’ve arrived at ---, a small town in the foothills of the --- mountains.
She closed her eyes, felt her heart in her throat. There seems to be no less than one hundred lakes and ponds in the surrounding area, which I find bewildering, as it does not appear this part of the world has seen rain in quite some time.
“This is the place,” Vrana said, shoving her hands into her bags for the books on the Witch, which now sat on her bedroom floor. “This is the place where she took him!”
R’lyeh tilted her head.
“Do you remember the books that I showed you and Jakob in the Elys?”
“Yes,” R’lyeh said, “there was the one that was kind of like a warning and then the other about the man, the investigator, or whatever he was, that fell in love with the Witch. Wait.” R’lyeh absently rubbed the tentacles of her mask. “You’re saying this is the town from his journal?”
“The Ashen Man covered in flies—I saw him in my dream the first time I visited the Witch and again outside Nora when the townspeople had us surrounded. This is the place.” Vrana licked her lips with satisfaction. “This is the place where she opened a door to the Void to take him through.”
“And it never closed,” R’lyeh added excitedly.
“Or she left it open on purpose.” Vrana looked past R’lyeh, to Nachtla, the facades of which shone harshly under the beaming sun.
“Do you think you’d be here if she left Caldera alone?”
Vrana shook her head. “I doubt it, but she keeps coming to me. Maybe she wants this.” She sighed. “But the bitch is going to have to wait.”
“Why Lacuna?” R’lyeh broke into a sprint as Vrana hurried toward the covered bridge. “I’ve never even heard…”
Vrana held up her hand, and R’lyeh stopped where she stood. From the rafters of the bridge, up in the darkness and past motes of dust, something swung in and out of sight. Wood shavings fell through the air, shaken from their rest on the rickety supports. The wind howled as it funneled through the bridge, carrying with it the smell of decay. Bubbles and steam began to rise from the milling water below, hissing as it ate away at the supports.
Vrana turned to R’lyeh, put her hand on the girl’s shoulder, and said, “How about we go around?”
The Raven didn’t find herself as taken by the sight of the ocean as she’d been by the misty cliffs of the Elys. They stood upon the hood of a yawning cove, feet struggling for purchase on the algae-slickened rocks. A turbulent sea lay before them, spiraling and crashing into itself, spewing its salty breath in stinging waves at the mainland. Islands like fangs ruptured through the swirling gray—uninhabitable places under constant abuse. Driftwood, debris, and dead fish tumbled onto the beach, rejected offerings from the black deep.
“Is that the Nameless Forest?” R’lyeh shouted over the churning waters, the spray of the sea soaking her mask.
Vrana looked to the north and saw growing on a twisted peninsula the cancerous, wooded nightmare. She felt a sense of vertigo as her eyes tried to penetrate the haze that shielded it. She felt warm and then felt a desire to explore the Forest’s unknown corridors, to follow the fabled vermillion veins from bark to source. Death would be waiting there, she knew, should reason give way to curiosity; and she wondered, being Its dutiful servant, if Death would show her mercy when It came to collect her limp body from the Forest’s floor. She—
“Vrana,” R’lyeh continued, touching her, waking her, “where’s Lacuna?”
“Out there,” she said dreamily. She cleared her throat and said, “We’re looking for a dock. It must be inside the cove.”
“Why are we going to Lacuna?”
Anguis never told her. An immense sadness washed over Vrana as the girl shifted where she stood, wrapping her arms around herself in a feeble attempt to combat the breeze. As a friend, she wanted nothing more than to lie to R’lyeh, to spare her the pain that would inevitably ensue once she learned their reason for visiting the secret island. A Worm had taken everything from the girl: For what reason short of madness would R’lyeh wish to stand in the presence of another?
“I think there may be a village there, one of our own.” Vrana opened her bag and removed the sealing stone from it. “There is another Worm on the island not yet awakened. This—” she held up the stone, water drops from the ocean dotting the surface, “—will make sure the Worm stays that way.”
“Oh,” R’lyeh said. She turned from Vrana and eased her way down the side of the cove.




CHAPTER XXIX

How the dock was able to withstand the onslaught of the ocean was beyond Vrana. It was small and swayed with the tug of the current, and more often than not, it stood submerged beneath the foamy waters. The gaps between the planks of wood were large enough to see a foot caught, and ragged enough to see the same foot riddled with splinters.
“Are we supposed to take a boat?” R’lyeh pointed to a rope, a tether snaking through the water. “I’m not getting on a boat.”
“Of course not,” said a woman’s voice from behind them.
Vrana and R’lyeh spun around; weapons readied, they searched the shadows of the cove for the voice’s owner. Silt slugs and salt bats slithered and scampered up the sweating walls, while ghost crabs and rock wraiths scuttled and glided into tiny alcoves. For a place so close to Death, life seemed to prosper.
“Over here,” the woman continued, emerging from the gloom of the cove. “You needn’t worry.”
The woman was thin and her body well-defined. She was of Vrana’s people, and she wore upon her head a mask comprised of the carapaces of entwined centipedes. The woman had no means by which to defend herself, nor did she wear much in the way of armor. Vrana became alarmed when she noted the crimson pigmentation along the woman’s right arm—Is this one of the imposters David spoke of?—but quickly realized it was nothing more than paint.
“You’ve me to thank for your witch hunt,” the woman said, putting her hand on her hip. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Vrana. The last time we met, you were chewing on one of those crystals in your basement.”
“I’m sorry,” Vrana said, lowering her ax, “but I have no idea who you are.”
The woman laughed as she dug her feet into the white sand. “Mara.”
Vrana’s voice rose in pitch as she said, “It’s… it’s nice to finally meet you.”
Mara nodded at the Raven and, pointing to R’lyeh, said, “Who’s your friend?”
There was something about the woman that reminded Vrana of Nora. “R’lyeh,” she said, looking at the girl as she uttered her name, “of Alluvia.”
“I see,” Mara said solemnly, bowing her head at R’lyeh. “I won’t waste time trying to comfort you by saying I know how you must feel. I couldn’t possibly know, and I hope that I never do.”
“Thanks?” R’lyeh murmured.
“What are you doing here?” Vrana looked over her shoulder as a large wave slammed into the dock.
Mara laughed and passed between the Raven and the Octopus. Her bare feet padded against the wood of the dock as she climbed its creaking stairs. “Waiting for you, of course,” she said, beckoning them to come to her.
After a moment of hesitation, Vrana and R’lyeh joined Mara on the dock, and together, all three creatures looked upon the Widening Gyre, the Sailor’s Bane. The sea had calmed considerably since they’d arrived, and had retreated significantly as well. Causeways of rock and sand were now visible, whereas once they had been hidden, and it was on these unstable bridges to oblivion that Mara was fixed.
“No,” R’lyeh said, backing away.
“Then stay here,” Mara said coldly. “But after what you’ve both endured, this will seem like nothing at all.”
“How far is Lacuna?” Vrana asked, lifting her head to Blix, who was circling high above, waiting for orders.
“So they told you the island’s name?” Mara laughed. “That’s better than what I got.” The Centipede dropped off the end of dock and sank up to her ankles in the wet sand. “It’s far, but the journey is quicker than you might think.”
“What about the Nameless Forest?” R’lyeh asked, her voice high and girly, the demon that had possessed her to kill asleep once more.
Mara nodded at Vrana, who also stepped off the docks. “Pay it no mind. If the Nameless Forest wants you, it’ll have you. Come on. We need to get across before the water returns.”
One by one, they navigated the sandbars and rock walls. The ocean eddied beside them, lapping against the makeshift paths; intimidating them, encircling them, the ocean was a predator of infinite form and endless hunger. The wind, cold and sharp, stung their skin and burned their lungs and seemed adamant in seeing them thrown to the greedy current. Mara, of course, went fearlessly, for she had likely trod this watery trail more times than she could recall.
“Lacuna, like Caldera, has its own spellweavers who see it shrouded from prying eyes,” Mara said. “You won’t know it’s there until it is.”
Vrana looked back: In a moment, they’d cleared a mile. Impossible. “Have the Corrupted ever found the island?” she asked, steadying herself on the wobbling rocks. Blix landed on her shoulder and outstretched his wings, as though he thought it would help balance her.
“Of course,” Mara said. She reached the end of the rock wall and planted her feet on a small plot of land already an inch submerged beneath the returning tide. “We took it from them.”
“What?” R’lyeh blurted out as she followed Vrana off the wall and onto the plot.
“Many years ago, our people from Traesk followed a group of Corrupted, the Forlorn, here,” Mara said, the ocean, which was up to her knees now, pulling at her like a persistent child. “The sea wasn’t so restless then; boats could travel it if their captains were smart enough. In those days, ‘keeping the balance’ was a phrase too often taken advantage of by some of our more bloodthirsty kin. They spotted a group of Corrupted carting off captives to this island, and they followed, though it wasn’t to set anyone free.”
Mara beckoned the Raven and the Octopus over to the edge of the plot, where a series of smoothed boulders protruded from the water. Following the Centipede, Vrana pulled herself up onto one of the massive rocks, growling as her fingers ran through bird shit.
“Give me your hands,” Vrana said, lifting R’lyeh up onto the boulder. She ripped a piece of seaweed from the girl’s goose-pimpled leg. “Are you okay?” R’lyeh was wavering, and looking like something the sea had spat out in disgust.
Mara continued onwards to the next boulder, unaware or uncaring that her companions were lagging behind. “The Corrupted had formed a colony on the island,” she shouted as a wave crashed into the rock, drenching her. “It seemed as though they’d been living there ever since the end of the Trauma.”
“Did the watchers kill them?” R’lyeh asked as she, again, accepted Vrana’s help onto the second boulder.
“Yes,” Mara said as she hopped onto the third and final boulder. “The Corrupted living on Lacuna were entirely self-sufficient, but what they could not cultivate quickly enough was life. They kept coming to the mainland for offerings, sacrifices to be given up to their lord. Why is that? Why is it that humans always seem to think the best way to get on their god’s good side is to rub his nose in the corpses of all his children they’ve killed?”
R’lyeh coughed and went ahead of Vrana. “Very strange,” she said without emotion. The Octopus jumped across the misty gap and landed beside Mara.
“And so our people stayed?” Vrana put her hands on her hips and leaned over the edge of the boulder, feeling her stomach sink as portions of the sea began to spiral inwards.
“It was an outpost, for a time.” Mara put her hand against the side of R’lyeh’s mask, as though she could feel her face through it. “But the ocean turned against us, so we used its anger to our advantage. We hid in its fury.”
“Did any of the Corrupted escape?” R’lyeh asked, stepping away from the Centipede. She rejoined Vrana as she leapt onto the third boulder.
Mara nodded and went to the edge of the rock. “A few, yes. They scattered to escape the ire of their god. The Forlorn was a splinter group of the Lillians, which is now known as the Holy Order of Penance. Some returned to Penance while others rejoined their brethren, the Scavengers, another Lillian splinter group, at the black tower south of Elys.”
Vrana looked to R’lyeh. Addressing Mara, she said, “I’ve seen it. When we went to Geharra…”
“Come,” Mara interrupted as she put one foot over the edge of the boulder, “we’re running out of time.”
The tide had all but returned when their feet found the last path by which they would reach Lacuna. It was a thin strip of rock and coral that could’ve easily destroyed the hull of a ship if given the opportunity. Looking back once more, Vrana saw that the mainland was a small sliver of browns and greens much farther back than the distance they’d traveled.
“Is that the island?” R’lyeh asked.
“Yes,” Vrana said, answering for Mara as she hurried her steps, each one bringing into the world another detail of the island so few even knew existed.
Lacuna was a small island guarded by a withered atoll. The trees that covered its every mile were beyond count and seemed to have prospered under the heavy rains that undoubtedly passed through there. There was no sign of civilization beyond the beach; in fact, there didn’t appear to be any wildlife either. Vrana tried to imagine a sailor’s reaction upon reaching this place but found it difficult to determine whether it would be one of excitement or despair. At least the ocean is calmer, she remarked to herself, noticing the waves gently lapping against the shore.
“What do you think, R’lyeh?”
“Ask me when we get there,” R’lyeh said. She laughed and looked over her shoulder and then stopped where she stood, the stutter of a word trapped in her mask.
“What?” Because Vrana could not see the girl’s eyes, it took her a moment to realize that R’lyeh was not staring at her but beyond her. “What’s behind me?” she asked, noticing that Mara, too, was looking back the way they’d come.
Vrana turned around slowly as the waters continued to rise and wash over her feet. What she found standing behind her was something she was certain could not be. On the narrow ledge, out of isolation and nightmare, a flesh fiend stood. The skin that it wore was pale and wet, held in place by stones that it had stabbed through the flesh and into its body. The fiend was female, or wanted to be—two sagging breasts and a hole between its legs suggested so—and had long, stringy hair that was matted down with kelp. In its right hand, the flesh fiend held the spinal cord of some poor creature as though it were a dagger.
A sour odor rolled off the flesh fiend and entered Vrana’s mask; she took a step backward. The creature sprinted toward her, its rubbery appendages oozing a thick, black liquid, like sweat, as it went. With no room for proper footing, trying desperately to resist the call of the strengthening current, Vrana found herself teetering on the thin strip of land. The flesh fiend swung at her with the spinal cord, digging its teeth into its own lips with every pass of the bone. Vrana stumbled away, one foot after the other, waiting for an opening to strike.
“We’re out of time!” she heard Mara shout. “You have to keep moving.”
It was true: the narrow path was disappearing with every passing second. Reasoning they only had half a minute before the ocean would claim what it’d been denied, Vrana pushed the fiend back with the head of her ax, turned, and fled. She could feel the hairs stand on her neck as the hot breath of the creature fell upon her. But she didn’t look back; she kept her eyes on her feet as the waters rose past her ankles, her shins.
“Vrana!” R’lyeh cried.
The Raven lifted her gaze from the ground. Her neck snapped forward as the flesh fiend threw itself against her. In an instant, all their cautious efforts were undone. Vrana plummeted into the sea, her lungs pleading for the air that had been pushed out of them. She felt the ax leave her grasp, felt the mask leave her head. She felt the flesh fiend climbing up her body, marveling with its fingers the contours of her figure. As the fiend’s mouth found her hipbone, she grasped its hair, closed her legs around its neck, and twisted. The creature dug its nails into her back, gnawed at her stomach. She howled with pain as the water warmed with her blood.
Vrana could feel the pull of the current as their bodies brushed against the ocean floor. She shoved her thumbs into the flesh fiend’s eyes and felt them burst; they leaked like jelly from the dented skull. The creature released its grip, and Vrana saw in that moment she could easily reach the beach. But before she could start swimming, the flesh fiend was on her again, unimpeded by its lack of sight. It ripped off a piece of flesh that had been attached to its chest and draped it over Vrana’s face.
A new mask, she thought, feeling lightheaded, better suited for us all perhaps. The flesh fiend drew back the flap of skin, bending Vrana’s neck until it seemed as though it would snap. She bit at the skin, which was unusually thick, and spat out bits of it, until it tore in half in the fiend’s hands.
She pushed the flesh fiend off her. Struggling against the tide, she thrust herself forward, using the floor of the ocean for momentum. Sensing the creature behind her, she grabbed a large piece of coral and, as she turned, swung it, catching the fiend in the head and knocking it away. Vrana tried to take hold of the ground once more but found that her arms would not do as she willed and that the sunlight, bright as it was, could not stop the darkening of the world.




CHAPTER XXX

Vrana smoothed out the wrinkles in her soft, blue dress and stared at her soft, white hands as though they were not her own—and they weren’t. She turned in her seat, which creaked and tipped slightly to the left, and rested her elbows on the wooden table beside her. Her nose twitched as she caught the scent of something baking nearby; though when she looked at the stove, she saw that there was nothing inside. She noticed the long, dark shadows retreating across the kitchen floor and was glad that the helicopters had gone.
“Mom?” Vrana heard a voice call from somewhere in the house.
She stood up, putting her feet to the humming floor, and moved hastily out of the kitchen, down a dim hallway, and into an empty living room. On the furthest wall, just beyond the sun-faded couch, a television buzzed loudly, the screen covered in white noise. Picture frames along the mantle were face down, knocked over by a great tremor or an angry hand.
“Mom?” she heard a voice shout out once more.
Panicked, though she didn’t know why, Vrana rushed up the stairs, holding on tightly to the crayon covered bannister as she climbed. Again, the voice asked for its mother. Vrana came to the second floor, rounded the corner, ignored the door farther down the hall, which was hanging off its hinges, and stepped into a child’s room.
“What’s the matter?” She looked down upon the boy whose voice she’d heard.
The small child was surrounded by toys that had fallen in battle to the spikey, armor-clad figure he held in his hand. His golden hair was uncombed and glowed ever so slightly in the sunlight. There didn’t appear to be anything wrong with the boy, other than that he was not getting the amount of attention he felt he deserved.
“Is everything okay?” Vrana heard herself say, the voice coming out of her throat choked, the concern in it feigned.
The boy looked up at her and said, “I saw something outside.”
“What did you see, sweetheart?” Vrana put one knee to the ground, one hand through the child’s unkempt hair. Vrana had felt motherly before, in her encounters with the Holy Child and R’lyeh, but what she felt now as this body of hers comforted the boy was anything but motherly.
The boy made a bubble with his spit and set the action figure down. “A big monster,” he mumbled, looking over his shoulder to the octagon-shaped window beside his bed. He turned his head towards Vrana and said, “When’s my real mommy coming home?”
Vrana’s body launched forward, her hands in search of the child’s neck so as to break it. Before she could reach him, though, the house started to shake violently. She stumbled backward, into the hallway, where the bloodied body of an old man had rolled out.
“Get away from her, Alexei!” the old man croaked, a waterfall of blood pouring over his lips. “She’s dangerous! She’s a monster!”
Vrana felt a hateful panic swell in her chest. She looked back into the boy’s room and saw long, dark shadows pouring through the window. They stretched across the floor, like black limbs aching to be cracked, and slithered toward Alexei. Vrana felt herself rise off the ground, the tips of her toes barely touching the carpet beneath her. She felt the need to say something, yell something, but before she could, the boy’s room collapsed upon itself, crushing Alexei where he sat.
“No!” Vrana heard herself shout. She stumbled back in the hall as pieces of the ceiling were torn away above her. She looked up, floated up through the falling debris; pushed through the attic, through the buckled supports and cracked shingles. She pushed through the roof, into the air, where she stood there suspended, horrified, as god moved across the land, undeterred by the humans that were desperately trying to kill it.
Vrana blinked, and then she was no longer in the house. She was somewhere else, somewhere terrible and gray, where black spires twisted out of the rocky soil, rising high as though to puncture the weeping sky. This is the Void, she realized as she moved formlessly through the wasteland, so am I alive? Did they save me? With no landmark in sight, she floated aimlessly from craters to quarries, over unearthed catacombs and endless chasms, until a bright, blinking light drew her attention to an isolated valley.
“What is this?” Vrana whispered, rippling the air with her words.
She descended into the valley carefully, for it was infested with roaming swarms of countless black flies. Though she didn’t have a body to call her own, that didn’t mean they couldn’t see her; so she waited for an opening between the black waves. When one appeared, she hurried through, using the glow of the beacon she’d seen as her guide through the buzzing sea.
“What is this?” Vrana whispered as she found the floor of the valley, and the source of the light.
Anguis, Faolan, Nuctea; Deimos, Lucan, Serra; Nora, Jakob, Mag; Mara, the Holy Child, the Skeleton; Aeson, R’lyeh, Adelyn; and hundreds of others Vrana could not identify stood at the center of the beacon. With every blink of the light, another joined the ghostly congregation, stepping out of nothingness to stare blankly at those before and beside them. Vrana called out to those whom she recognized and those that bore the skulls of her tribe, but except for a shift in the flies above, there was no response.
I know they’re not real, Vrana thought, wanting to touch Aeson to be sure, but why are they here? Drawing closer, Vrana could see running from each individual a cord. Spotted and thick, it hung in the air like an umbilicus, connecting heads to hearts and hearts to hands. Every time the beacon pulsated and another was added to the gathering, the cord would slither out from under the tongue of someone nearby and force itself into the newly indoctrinated. I know they’re not real, the Raven thought again, cringing as the cord slipped into the penis of a newcomer.
As she turned away from the sickening spectacle, she realized that the valley had gone silent. The hungry swarm had vanished and left behind in its wake a clear view of the tattered sky.  “Somebody wake me up, somebody wake me up,” she repeated to herself, the sides of the valley shedding pebbles and rocks as it trembled. “Somebody wake me up if I’m not already dead. Somebody wake me up…”
Vrana paused in her ascent as she heard these words pour over the sharp precipice: “Without a tongue, one can speak freely, I imagine.”
The Ashen Man stood above her, millions of black flies rushing out of every orifice of his body. He held his arms at his sides, a guard tasked to keep watch over his terrible Maiden’s domain.
He’s here to help, she thought, like he helped that night in Nora.
“Better to die here,” the Ashen Man said, his voice rumbling like thunder throughout the Void, “so that she may not reap what you’ve sown.”
All at once, the flies massed and threw themselves at Vrana. Though she knew she had no hands, she tried to protect herself with them all the same. And then there they were, forming before her, followed by arms and shoulders and then her stomach, which was wrapped tight with bloody bandages. And with the appendages came a hot, nauseating pain she could’ve done without.
The flies set upon her like vultures to meaty bone, spitting on her new skin to melt it. Vrana swatted at the insects, took large handfuls of them and crushed them in her fists; they continued unabated, fighting for a place in the dark of her screaming mouth. The Ashen Man reached his hand through the black cloud, the hint of his form among his million minions, and with all the hate he had for her…
“Vrana!”
The Raven sat upright, and then lay back down, the burning pain in her abdomen too great to withstand. She could still taste the sea, which was comforting, as it meant she’d not been asleep for too long. Her hands felt at the bed upon which she lay and the sheets soaked with her sweat. Figures moved around her in the dimly lit room, talking in whispers. Certain she’d spotted R’lyeh, she called out to the girl but received no response. More creatures passed through Vrana’s field of vision—a Fish and a Bird; an Eagle, Eel, and an Ape—but they, too, seemed deaf to her pleas.
“Somebody answer me,” Vrana said groggily, “or I’m going to fucking kill all of you.” She turned her head as she heard someone approaching the bed. “Speak up, right now.”
“How are you feeling?” Mara said, her image wavering as Vrana’s eyes struggled to adjust to the light.
“You need a better way to get to the island,” Vrana recommended. She tried to sit up again but couldn’t.
Mara laughed. “We have our ways.” The bed sank as she took a seat. “But everyone has to cross the Gyre their first time. You did well.”
“Did I?” Vrana rubbed her face hard and wished for the comfort and privacy of her mask. “Why was there a flesh fiend in the ocean?”
“The better question is why are there so many in the ocean?” Mara’s mask of centipede carapaces shuddered with undead life. “Rest, and when you’ve rested, we’ll see to your task.”
Vrana’s hand shot out and found Mara’s. “Where’s R’lyeh?”
“Sleeping, and eating, and nervously pacing around the village, waiting for you to get better.” Mara patted the top of Vrana’s hand and said to someone, “Give her the Dreameater potion. This one’s dreamed enough.”
When Vrana awoke again, she found that the curtains in the room had been pulled back, allowing the warm sunlight and coastal sounds to fill the space. She couldn’t determine how long she’d been asleep, but saw from the healing of her stomach wound that it must have been at least a few days. Putting her feet to the floor, she stood up without need of support and made her way to the glowing outline of a door.
Vrana sighed, wiped away the dried drool at the edge of her mouth, and pushed the door open. Beyond, she found the small, arboreal village of Lacuna, its people too distracted with their daily tasks to take notice of the half-conscious Raven. Many of the homes had been built into the trees or the ground itself—a precautionary measure taken to avoid giving sailors a reason to brave the Bane. Wild animals, which were curiously absent during their initial arrival, roamed the village freely, the pigs, monkeys, and goats oblivious or uncaring of their eventual fate.
“Where are you, R’lyeh?” Vrana squinted, catching a glimpse of a field of crops beyond. She put one foot over the threshold, but before going further, she saw at the corner of her eye a familiar shape. “Ah,” she said, following the wall away from the door to a chair bearing her mask, “my old friend.”
Vrana donned her mask, which smelled and felt as though it had been thoroughly washed. After searching the room and finding the rest of her belongings missing, she emerged from the house filled with purpose. She hurried down the hill upon which the house sat, a cloud of dirt trailing behind her. She studied the masks of the people as she went, none of which appeared as though they were indigenous to the area. This is an ark, she thought to herself, passing a Hound, a Bear, and an Ice Dweller. Nobody truly lives here.
Vrana took another look at her surroundings, trying to determine where the leaders of Lacuna would reside, for that was where she would find Mara, R’lyeh, and Blix. There were several tree houses, each of which were impressive and naturally hidden from prying eyes, but they seemed too unstable to hold people of importance. She considered that the elders may have established themselves underground but saw by the traffic moving in and out of the tunnels with supplies and tools that this was unlikely as well. So she turned her attention to the homes that circled the yard where she stood, which were neither large nor remarkable.
“Hiding in plain sight,” Vrana mumbled, moving from porch to porch, window to window, “just like this village. Just like Kistvaen. Just like we ought to do.”
“What’s that?”
Vrana turned around, heart racing, and saw Mara standing behind her. “Where’s R’lyeh? And Blix?”
“Resting,” Mara said, picking dried blood out from under her fingernails. “I don’t remember your bird being so thin.”
“The Witch had her hold on him,” Vrana said, her words slow and slurred. She looked up at the blazing sun and found herself sagging beneath it. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him.”
Mara, sensing Vrana’s discomfort, took her hand and said, “We’ll see to him. There are medicines here that cannot be found on the mainland.” Mara tightened her grip on Vrana, dabbed at a spot of sweat on the Raven’s chest with a piece of her shirt. “Walk with me, because I know if I ask you to get back into bed, I’ll just be wasting my breath.”
Mara led Vrana around the village proper, which extended no further than the circle of houses she’d stood in earlier. At the outskirts of Lacuna, there were fields of crops that shouldn’t have been: The conditions were hardly agreeable to the corn, wheat, rice, tomatoes, potatoes, and berries that not only grew in the fields, but among each other as well. At first, Vrana thought this to be the work of a spellweaver, but the fact that there was a Worm asleep on the island suggested otherwise.
“The storms must be terrible,” Vrana said as they left the field for a clearing and then a cliff, where the blue ocean yawned beyond.
“Not at all.” Mara finally released Vrana’s hand, which had grown clammy and dependent on the woman. She brought the Raven to the cliff and invited her to sit on its edge. “It rains just enough and never more.”
Vrana bit her lip as she sat down and threw her legs over the rocky edge, the cool breeze enveloping her. “Where is the Worm?” she asked bluntly.
“Deep down, in the mining tunnels.” Mara nudged Vrana. “Don’t worry, the Corrupted didn’t get very far. The chamber is easy enough to find.”
“How long…” Vrana covered her mouth as a wave of nausea crashed against the shore of her stomach. “How long did you live with the Corrupted?”
“Small talk?” Mara laughed.
“Everything has been moving so fast since my second trial.” She shrugged, ripped a root from the cliff, and flung it. “I don’t know. I just want this to be over.”
“Well, I hate to break it to you, Vrana, but this isn’t going to be over anytime soon.” Mara poked at an emerald ant that had crawled onto her leg. “If it makes you feel any better, it doesn’t have to be you.”
“But it does,” Vrana insisted. “Deimos, Lucan, Serra… they are elsewhere. And the Witch… it has to be me.”
“Anybody with half a brain and an empty pack could’ve brought the sealing stone here,” Mara contested.
“What are you trying to say?” Vrana asked, her voice cracking.
“Only that your decisions should be your own.” Mara picked up the ant, slid it under her mask, and ate it.
“Nobody forced me to come to this damn island.”
“Not even the elders?”
“No.” Vrana took a breath and refrained from calling Mara a bitch. “I made the choice. I brought the Witch to Caldera. I saw the Red Worm beneath Geharra. I made the decision to be here. I could die doing this…” Thoughts of Aeson pushed tears from her eyes. “I’m not going to risk my life just because somebody asked me to.”
Mara hummed and stood up, red imprints from the ground drawn onto her legs. “You’re good, but not that good. The world will go on without you.”
Vrana looked up at the Centipede, whom she was now certain had never known affection, and nodded. These were words of encouragement and advice disfigured by years of callousness and disappointment. “You didn’t answer my question,” Vrana said, once again taking Mara’s hand as she came to her feet.
“Ten years,” Mara said. “That’s how long I lived amongst the Corrupted. I left the day after I was initiated. Thought I could do better talking to the humans rather than killing them. I wasn’t the first to do it, but no one had done it as well and as long as I had.”
“You’re a talented woman but not that talented,” Vrana murmured, following Mara back into the fields.
“Exactly.” Mara stopped at a crossroads at the center of the field and took the path that led away from Lacuna. “I met a lot of people, made a lot of friends in high places. Put to the test the belief that our kind and the Corrupted could not bear children together.”
Vrana came to a halt and cocked her head. “What?”
“Do you know what we do on this island?” Mara ignored her. She stepped off the path and into a thick copse.
“No,” the Raven shouted, following after her.
The copse was densely packed, lit only by the shafts of light that had worked their way through the canopy. A small pond sat at the northernmost point, its waters constantly circling inwards, much like its larger cousin the Gyre. Around the pond, long blades of rust-colored grass protruded from the ground like wild hairs.
“What did they tell you?” Mara crossed the copse toward a rock formation only a foot taller than herself.
“That I’d find a way to reach the Witch in Nachtla.” Vrana watched with intrigue as Mara began to manipulate the stones on the rock formation. “That I’d…” She laughed and shook her head. “That I’d ‘find out where we came from and where we’ve been’ and why the flesh fiends became a myth.”
The Centipede looked over her shoulder and nodded. “Not even I could resist that temptation.” She pushed her palm against a smoothed piece of sandstone and something clicked into place within the formation. “Do you still steal away to Aeson every chance you get?”
Vrana allowed her silence to speak for her.
“This mechanism works the same as those that guard the three tunnels to the Inner Sanctum,” Mara said as she bent down and twisted a small key between two fused rocks.
“No sudden movements.” She backpedaled to the pond and beckoned the Raven to stand beside her. “They are quite skittish.”
Ancient gears within the formation turned and groaned, and at the structure’s center, the rocks pulled away and slid into the ground. A gust of hot air trapped within blew through the copse. The sound of feet in ascent came shortly thereafter, followed by the sniffling of noses and clearing of throats. Vrana strained her ears as she heard raspy whispers and what seemed to be the din of a bell.
“Does this lead to the mines?” Vrana asked, standing on the tips of her toes to have a better look inside the formation.
“That, and much more,” the Centipede said, amused. “Save your questions. You’ll have plenty more in just a moment.”
Vrana scratched at her stomach. “I don’t like you.”
“Very few do,” Mara said indifferently. “There they are.”
Fifteen adolescents with children at their sides emerged from the structure, wide-eyed and hesitant.
Half of the children and half of the adolescents were Corrupted, bearing the crimson defect on their right arms. Those that didn’t wear the mark of humanity stood among them unassumingly, picking their noses or biting their lips.
Vrana turned to Mara. “Why are there Corrupted on the island?” Her eyes darted back and forth between the faces of the children. “How are there so many children? What are they doing in the mines? Mara?”
The Centipede turned her head slightly and lifted her mask just enough to show the Raven that she was smiling. “They are gifts from the Blue Worm.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Vrana stepped away, into a tuft of the rust-colored grass, which pricked her feet. “What the hell are you saying?”
“The elders of Eld mean well, but if we had waited for them to solve our fertility problems, we’d have all died out by now.”
“The Blue Worm?” Vrana shouted. “I brought the sealing stone to keep it asleep, and you’ve woken it up?”
Mara shook her head. “Vrana, dear, it’s always been awake.”




CHAPTER XXXI

Grim thunderheads loomed over the deepening gloom of the island.
Inky waves spilled across the bone-white shore, grabbing with thieving fists idle tributes from the sands.
Twenty blazing eyes blinked in the coves below Lacuna as small ships were loaded with unlabeled stock.
“Why not seal it sooner?” Vrana backed away from the balcony carved out of the bluff and faced Mara.
The Centipede shuffled past R’lyeh, who was sitting on a small chair beneath a guttering sconce; Blix ruffled his feathers as she passed. “That would’ve been a waste.”
Vrana’s head throbbed from a migraine born of her anger with the woman. Mara had refused to answer the Raven’s questions until the party had been reunited. “The children are a gift from the Blue Worm?” Her eyes followed a line of girls moving about the docks, which the balcony overlooked. “How? Why?”
Mara took a seat on a couch not much larger than R’lyeh’s chair and crossed her legs. “It was half awake when we took the island from the Scavengers,” she said, scratching at the stubble on her legs. “The Trauma and the Corrupted’s sacrifices had roused it from its slumber. With some coaxing, we woke it fully, and in its fitful waking, it turned the ocean violent.”
“Didn’t you know what you were doing?” R’lyeh said loudly. She shook her head. “I don’t understand. What the hell is wrong with you?”
“Make no mistake, little Octopus,” Mara said, pointing at the girl. “I’d little to do with Lacuna’s beginnings. I only took over operations six years ago.”
“Why is the Blue Worm helping our people?” Vrana interjected, stepping between R’lyeh and Mara, as though to physically block their conversation. “It has to have a reason.”
“Of course it does. No one and nothing does anything unless there is a benefit to be had.” Mara turned her head at the sound of a crate falling onto the dock.
“Half of those children are Corrupted,” R’lyeh said in disbelief. Having not been witness to those that had emerged from the copse, she added, “Are you using them?”
“As slaves?” Mara threw back her head and laughed. “Look how well that worked out for the humans. Aren’t we supposed to have learned from their mistakes?” She cleared her throat. “There is some misinformation regarding our kind and the Corrupted and what happens when we share the same bed.”
R’lyeh looked at Vrana, confused.
Vrana nodded at the girl. Tired of Mara’s smugness, she cried, “Will you just fucking say it? We didn’t come all this way for stupid fucking games.”
“Aren’t you eighteen?” the Centipede said, as though the Raven didn’t have the credentials to be outraged.
Vrana fell back against the cavern wall. “I’m sorry.”
“No you’re not,” Mara quipped, “but that’s okay.”
“Please,” R’lyeh begged, pulling her legs up and under her.
“The Corrupted earned their name for a reason,” Mara started, “though what truly colored their right arms red is still a mystery.” She paused for a moment. “The elders tell us that our kind and the Corrupted cannot bear children together, that we are of two different species, but that is not entirely true. Impregnation is difficult, seldom successful, but it is certainly possible.”
“I don’t…” R’lyeh began to tug on the tentacles of her mask. “What?”
“The elders of Eld look inward, using what little tools are left from the Old World to try and make our bodies better for breeding,” Mara continued, “and one day they may have their answer, but it will be too late. Under the right circumstances, the Corrupted and our people can reproduce, with fifty percent of the offspring bearing the Corrupted gene.”
Vrana pushed herself away from the cavern wall. “The right circumstances?” she stammered.
“When our people and the Corrupted fuck, and that’s really the best word for it—there’s too much anger and cultural confusion to make the act enjoyable—it’s not long after that the woman will learn if she is with child. The gestation period for human offspring is nine months; for our kind, it is four.”
R’lyeh leaned forward. “What about…”
“One,” Mara said, holding up her pointer finger. “It takes one month for a child begot from a member of our tribe and a Corrupted to gestate.”
“You said it takes the right circumstances,” Vrana reminded.
“It does, because in most cases, the offspring is deformed, deranged; not fit to live more than a few hours outside its mother, and if it does, it’s quickly killed because it cannot be tamed or reasoned with. The Corrupted call them demons, but I believe you know them best by their true names: flesh fiends.”
“That can’t be,” R’lyeh said, ducking as Blix cawed loudly and began to circle the room.
“I’ve no reason to lie to either of you,” Mara retorted. She looked at the docks and said, “We have been preparing to leave since we received word from Anguis of your arrival.”
Flesh fiends? Vrana scratched at the top of her hand until the skin was red and speckled with hints of blood. Is it possible? She turned away from R’lyeh and Mara and looked over the balcony, into the spiraling pools of the Widening Gyre. How far removed are we? Is the balance just a means to satisfy our inherent bloodlust?
“Vrana?” R’lyeh called.
“Why do you need the Blue Worm?” Vrana continued to stare into the ocean, mesmerized by its constant aggression.
“To ensure an egg is fertilized after every encounter.” Mara sounded cold, detached.
“And why does the Blue Worm need you?”
“To be used, and to be fed.” Mara cocked her head as Vrana turned to face her. “The Worm gives us our future, and we to it the fiends that are born.”
“But she was attacked by one,” R’lyeh said, her voice soft and doubting.
“Some escape; some, it lets live. A hundred or so have taken up residence in the reefs and the atoll; a few in the woods, even. They feed on and fuck each other, and at the end of the day, really, they are no different than the Corrupted or us. The only difference is that they know who they are.”
“If you’ve been at this for years—” Vrana crossed the room, crossed her arms; stood over Mara, tall and imposing, “—where are all the children?”
“Like I said, we have safer ways of leaving the island.” Mara stood up, forcing Vrana to back away. “Once they are old enough, and a suitable placement has been found, they leave for the mainland.”
“To our villages?” R’lyeh started to rub the side of her leg, a nervous tic developed at the slaughter of Alluvia.
“Sometimes—most go to Traesk—but there are those untouched by Corruption that are set aside for more important duties.”
Vrana received Blix onto her arm. “Like what?”
“Oh, what did they call them in the Old World?” Mara moved past the Raven, to the steps that led down to the docks. She shouted an order to a Hound carrying several baskets. “Sleeper agents, that’s the word. The humans are superstitious, but if you concoct a convincing enough backstory, they’ll take in a child without Corruption and elevate them to a higher status than they deserve.” She shouted another order. “If you’ve been to Geharra, then you surely stopped by Nora.”
Vrana gritted her teeth. “I have.”
“Well, if you’d had the pleasure of meeting their eponymously named mayor, then you would’ve met a child of Lacuna.”
Vrana’s mind returned to that night in the library when she first came upon Nora. What did she say? Vrana searched her thoughts for the exchange. I said that her arm wasn’t red, and she said neither was mine. When I tried to tell her I wasn’t human, she said that maybe she wasn’t either. Vrana’s thoughts hurried along to the night weeks after their meeting, when the Red Worm had ripped itself free of Geharra’s womb. The letter to the elders asking for help—it wasn’t an alliance. She’s part of the tribe.
“How many agents are there?” Vrana said finally.
Mara shook her head. “I couldn’t tell you. We lose contact with some.”
“How do you keep in contact, then?” R’lyeh interjected.
“Depends on the distance,” Mara said, starting down the steps that would lead to the boats. “For those that are difficult to reach, we make use of spellweavers. In fact, most of what the spellweavers know was taught to us by the Blue Worm.” Mara craned her neck toward the Raven and the Octopus, as though she enjoyed destroying their firmly held beliefs. “It is, after all, no easy feat to make a mountain disappear, to make an island vanish.”
Vrana gestured to R’lyeh to come to her feet, for it seemed the Centipede had grown tired of the balcony and would be moving elsewhere. “In Caldera, the spellweavers were kept a secret,” Vrana said, “until the Witch gutted one.”
“Of course they were,” Mara said, descending the creaking steps. “They are rare and in short supply.”
Vrana twitched as Blix’s talons clamped down onto her skin. Together, with R’lyeh, all three followed as Mara went across the boardwalk, drawing from the busy workers quick glances and short whispers. Vrana counted four small boats, each large enough to carry a crew of no more than ten. It didn’t seem enough to empty the island entirely, but what did she know? And of what she did know, how much of it was true?
“I don’t… this is too much,” R’lyeh said as they turned at an intersection and made their way toward the tunnel that led topside. “How do you determine who’s a spellweaver?”
“We don’t,” Mara said, ducking beneath a low-hanging rock that arched over the boardwalk. “As I said, they are rare and in short supply. They are artifacts from the Old World. Vrana…” Mara pulled back the two wooden doors that divided the tunnel from the docks, letting in a gust of hot air. “Your mother told me that your third trial took you to the hospital near the ravines.”
“The homunculi?” Vrana crouched beneath the rock. “The homunculi?” she repeated. “Those are spellweavers? They’re us?”
“Mm,” Mara said, waiting for the girls to pass before locking the door behind them. “Makes you wonder, then, where we came from.”
“Huh?” R’lyeh said, her mask glowing in the torchlight. “What do you mean?”
Vrana laughed and shook her head.
“She’s got it.” Mara chuckled. She pointed to the ramp they’d descended earlier, the mouth of which was housed in a hollowed tree. “Here.”
“What does she mean?” R’lyeh persisted. “What do you mean?”
“Well, if the homunculi are of our tribe, and if half of every birth between Corrupted and our people results in a flesh fiend, what does that make us?” Mara ripped a torch from the wall to keep the shadows away. “It’s not so much about where we came from but why we can’t seem to shake the notion that we are so much better than everything else.”
In a matter of hours, Lacuna had become a ghost town. The trees, and the homes they held, swayed eerily in the moonlight, stripped of personal belongings. The small houses that circled the village howled of their emptiness, the bitter wind that passed through them giving voice to their discontent. No longer did animals, masked or unmasked, roam the sandy soil, nor would they ever again. Soon, the island would be reduced to an oddity, a tale told around fires to frighten the young and enliven the old; and eventually, the lie would become more believable than the truth.
Vrana stepped back into the house that sat upon the hill overlooking Lacuna. “When are you leaving?” she asked Mara, who was placing the girls’ possessions on the bed.
“Tired of me already?” Mara joked. “I’ll leave when the deed is done.”
“And how are we going to get out of here?” R’lyeh lifted the octopus mask off of her head.
“After you’ve sealed the Worm’s chamber, you’ll come topside, and together we’ll go by boat to the mainland.” Mara stepped away from the bed.
“The Blue Worm is going to let us do this?” Vrana asked, making no attempt to hide her doubt.
“It will, because it has no reason to stop you.” Mara slid past Vrana, pushed open the door that she stood beside.
“Wait.” The Raven reached out to catch Mara with her claws, but the woman was quick and pulled away. “Deimos said that these things bring about the apocalypse.”
Mara shrugged. “Maybe,” she said, grasping the door handle and pulling it shut as she exited, “but the philosopher Victor Mors has been dead for a long time and was considered a madman when he was alive. Apocalypses come in all shapes and sizes. Sleep tight.”
It seemed Vrana’s body had no intention of taking Mara’s advice. In the dead of night, after lying still and trying desperately to get some rest, she turned over and found on the other side of the bed an equally awake R’lyeh.
“I’m glad you’re up,” the Octopus said, turning on her side as she kicked the blankets onto Vrana.
“So am I,” Vrana said, smiling.
R’lyeh blew a loose strand of hair away from her face. “I can’t believe I’m doing this again.”
“You don’t have to.” Vrana took the strand and brushed it under R’lyeh’s nose. “You can stay with Mara until it’s over.”
“I’d rather not,” R’lyeh said, cringing as the hair tickled her skin. “Besides, this seems different.”
“It does, doesn’t it?”
“Do you really believe her?”
“About what?”
“The flesh fiends,” R’lyeh said, the words rolling off her tongue slowly, as though she was afraid to remind Vrana of the encounter.
The Raven’s hands moved to her stomach, which was almost healed. “I guess so. At this point, I feel like she has no reason to mislead us.”
“But that means we’re related to them.”
“I know.” Vrana yawned. “Now, I’m wondering if that has something to do with our people and the low birth rate. If it’s this hard to procreate, maybe we weren’t mean to.”
R’lyeh bit her lip. “Does that mean Serra is a homunculus?”
“I—” Vrana shook her head. “I don’t know. The homunculus in the hospital was like a statue, a mold of something. Deimos did say they found him there, though. Honestly, R’lyeh,” she said as she laughed and rolled onto her back, “I’m not sure what the hell’s going on anymore.”
“How many people do you think know what we know?”
“Not many. I’m not sure what that means for us, though.”
R’lyeh punched her pillow into a more comfortable shape. “What did you want to do after you were initiated?”
“Explore the land, which is exactly what I’m doing now, so I shouldn’t complain, but, shit, I didn’t think it’d be like this. What do you want to be when you grow up, R’lyeh?”
R’lyeh hesitated to answer, as though she hadn’t considered Vrana would ask her the same question. “It’s stupid.”
“I doubt it.”
“A boy… a boyfriend,” R’lyeh stammered. “I mean, I wanted a boyfriend. I didn’t want to be someone’s boyfriend.” She laughed, blushed. “I want to know more. I don’t want to be a keeper, screw that, but at the same time, I want to be really good at kicking ass, like you, you know.” She grinned as Vrana grinned. “Something like a really badass librarian.”
“Badass,” Vrana repeated, remembering that it was Aeson’s favorite word, a word which he had once used to describe her. “We’re bound at the hip now, aren’t we?”
“I’d say so,” R’lyeh agreed.
“You have to take care of yourself first, though.”
“I’m trying.”
Vrana smiled, and she nudged the girl.
“Why,” R’lyeh began, her voice suddenly sounding quite serious, “why do you think it’s okay that they… feed the Worm here?”
Vrana furrowed her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”
“Geharra… Alluvia…” R’lyeh’s breathing became shallow. “I guess I’m saying it seems… I guess I’m saying it seems… okay… since they are doing something for the good of—of us.”
“They’re two entirely different circumstances, R’lyeh,” Vrana said, tracing with her finger a trail left by a tear on the girl’s cheek. I’m sure Alexander Blodworth thought he was doing good, too, Vrana thought but didn’t say aloud.
“I guess,” she said, sounding thoroughly unconvinced. “I mean, I don’t feel bad for the flesh fiends. I guess I just don’t see how we’re all that different from the Corrupted. I know we’re not.”
“I wish you’d stayed in Caldera,” Vrana said, moving closer to the Octopus.
R’lyeh wiped her eyes as she shook her head. “I can’t sit in some classroom.”
“You could’ve gone to your parents. You could’ve had them brought to you.”
R’lyeh started to chew on her nails, and then she closed her eyes. “I don’t want to risk it. Knowing they are alive is enough until everything gets better. I don’t want to risk… something happening. They’re—well, you and your mom—you’re… you four are all I have.”
“R’lyeh.” Vrana stared into the girl’s eyes. “Did Anguis really send you to kill those two Corrupted at Keldon’s Hill?”
She nodded.
Vrana paused for a moment, remembering the carnage she’d awoken to outside the cave days before R’lyeh’s butchery. If I asked her if it’d been her hand that had slaughtered those animals, would she answer truthfully? Deciding that she would not, Vrana pulled away from the girl and told her goodnight.
“Vrana?” The Octopus called out later, one final question in need of a response.
The Raven pretended not to hear.




CHAPTER XXXII

At sunrise, they rose. R’lyeh sharpened her daggers—the Cruel Mother’s talons—while Vrana turned the sealing stone over in her hands. The white streaks etched into the rock’s surface glowed warmly, and shocked her fingers when touched. She tried to understand why creatures as powerful as the Worms would allow an object such as this to exist, and then realized the futility of trying to understanding creatures as powerful as the Worms.
Maybe they have no ulterior motives, Vrana said to herself, smiling at R’lyeh as she slid the stone into her satchel and picked up her ax. Maybe they prosper because we expect them to.
Mara came to fetch them from their quarters shortly thereafter. When they were finished here, there would be little Vrana and R’lyeh could say about Lacuna, for they’d only known it by its exodus. Whatever great deeds and horrible atrocities had been committed would be carried away by those waiting to depart below. It was easy enough to imagine the process by which the great, writhing engine was fed, but the imagined said little of reality, and it said even less of the machine the engine gave life to.
“What was it like to live here?” Vrana asked as they passed through the field of crops at the back of the village, which had already begun to die.
Mara brought a long sword with her and used it to clear a path. This was the first time Vrana had seen the woman with a weapon, and it worried her. “Lovely,” she said, “but all things end.”
“How did you get to be in charge?” R’lyeh shouted, having lagged behind. She sounded distracted and kept looking back the way they’d come.
“I’ve fooled many Corrupted over the years into letting me into their beds and halls. The elders of Traesk were looking to make better use of this island, and since I knew the Corrupted better than most, I was assigned as overseer of operations.”
Vrana slowed as she waited for R’lyeh to catch up. They were at the fork in the tall grass, where waited the path that would lead them to the copse. “Are you okay, R’lyeh?”
The Octopus nodded feebly.
Vrana guided the girl to the breach in the dense foliage. “Are the Corrupted still in the chamber?”
“No, they gave themselves to the Worm.”
Vrana stumbled sideways as R’lyeh fell into her. The girl’s breathing was shallow, her body dripping with perspiration. She tried to catch her balance, but her legs gave out and she collapsed in the grass. She was panicking, and the anxiety that was gripping her head and heart was guiding her hands to the daggers at her side.
Vrana, knowing all too well what the girl was capable of, went to her knees and took her by the arms so that she could not draw her weapons. Mara, having seen all that she had seen, unclasped a bag at her side, produced a tiny vial, took out the stopper, tipped back the girl’s mask, and forced its contents into her screaming mouth. R’lyeh flailed as the Centipede held her mouth shut until it was clear she had swallowed the liquid.
“No, I can’t! I won’t!” The Octopus shouted, digging her heels into the dirt.
“She should’ve stayed in Caldera,” Vrana said, shaking her head. “She shouldn’t be here.”
The beating of Blix’s wings preceded him as he descended upon the scene and clamped down onto Vrana. The Raven needed only to glance at the crow to know that Mara had failed to heal him. The bird was still gaunt, his beak still weathered, and now his feathers appeared oily, clinging to his speckled flesh.
“There she goes,” Mara whispered as R’lyeh relaxed, eyelids half open. “She’ll be calm until we’re done here.”
Vrana released R’lyeh’s arms and stood up. She cringed as she caught the foul scent of Blix. “What do I do?”
“I tried to help him,” Mara said, nodding at Blix, “but the Witch weaved a spell too tight to be unwoven.”
Vrana looked at the crow, rubbed his head, and told herself that he would be fine. Despite often forgetting about Blix, she could not bear to lose him.
Mara propped the girl’s body up and wiped away a bit of drool seeping from her mouth. “Just follow the tunnel, and you’ll find the Worm’s Chamber. Give it the stone and get back here as quickly as you can.”
“Why? What’s going to happen?”
“I’m not sure.” Mara bent down, picked up R’lyeh, and held her like an infant against her body. “The Widening Gyre, the Sailor’s Bane—it’s going to disappear. And I know for a fact there is a group that has been watching this area very carefully, trying to find a way in.”
“Who?” Vrana stepped aside as Mara marched past towards Lacuna.
“We never made the effort to find out; we didn’t want to reveal ourselves. But whoever or whatever it is, it does not fear death, because that’s all you’ll find in the Bane—death, and the things that deal in it.” Mara looked back, already a small figure in the distance. “When it’s finished, come to the docks, and I’ll get you home.”
Vrana tore through the copse, and the copse tore through her, cutting, pricking, and stinging her skin as she went. She approached the rock formation, and without hesitation, she went through its doorway. On the other side, she found a tunnel lit by the same glowing rocks that lined the passage to the Inner Archive. The path before her, which led downward into the heart of the island, was wide and sat at a slight angle to the entrance. Vrana tried to imagine how many children had made the journey from the Worm’s chamber but found that all she could think of were the thousands of doomed prisoners that had marched willingly to their deaths beneath the streets of Geharra.
Apprehension saw that Vrana proceeded slowly, her back stiff, waiting for a bludgeoning from clichéd betrayal. The air in the tunnel was surprisingly fresh, calming even. Knowing this would be her first true encounter with a Worm of the Earth, she had to consider that all anomalies, however agreeable, were likely of the creature’s design.
Though it pained her to see R’lyeh in such a state, Vrana was glad the girl had remained topside, for she didn’t trust the Blue Worm to leave such a tarnished mind untouched. Will it leave mine untouched? she wondered, drawing a breath as she reached two wooden doors at the tunnel’s end. She looked at Blix, who was still perched upon her shoulder, and wished that he could speak to give her a word of support.
The wooden doors were not locked, so Vrana pushed them open with the head of her ax. A gasp escaped her dry lips as her eyes fell upon the great space beyond. A blue light befitting the name of the beast said to live here drenched the hollow. Small hovels and large pools filled with crystalline water sat upon and within the expanse of soft, red grass. It was difficult to determine how far the chamber stretched across the belly of the island, but it seemed to Vrana she could walk forever in any direction and never reach its end.
She was hesitant to send Blix forward, but she needed his eyes to see what she could not. Vrana removed the sealing stone, which was absolutely radiant in her hands, and held it high so as to guide her across the subterranean plains.
There appeared to be five hovels in her partition of the chamber, and she expected to find more beyond the natural wall that divided the area. Glancing through the glassless windows as she passed, she found that each hovel was roofless, with nothing more than a bed, pillow, and blanket to comfort its once-inhabitants. These homes, if they could truly be called homes, had not housed love, pleasure, or ecstasy—but the dull groans of duty and desperation.
Blix’s cawing echoed around Vrana. She followed the sound to its feathery source. Rounding the natural rock wall, she not only found the blue light to be much brighter here, but that there seemed to be more pressure in this part of the chamber. With every step she took, she felt an invisible vise closing in on her head, pushing both her skull and the Cruel Mother’s into her brain. Blood began to leak from her nose and her ears, with the pressure worsening the closer she came to the light’s origin.
“It’s there, isn’t it, Blix?” Vrana said, gritting her teeth, blood running down her throat. She expected the bird to fall to the ground at any moment, but he seemed indifferent to the pain. “What did the Witch do to you?” she rambled on, trying to distract herself from the discomfort of feeling crushed. “Maybe I should have had her weave a spell onto me. Another one, at least.”
Vrana dragged her ax through the rust-colored grass as she walked beside several pools. She felt her stomach drop as she heard something splash in the waters a foot away. With all her strength, of which there was little left to use, Vrana lifted her ax and leaned over one of the pools, using the glow of the sealing stone to probe its depths.
Another splash, but this time it was behind her. Vrana whipped around, blood flinging from her nose into the crevices of her mask. A wave of crystalline water from the disturbed pool washed over her feet. She could feel the sealing stone sparking, the electric current running along its surface adhering the rock to her hand. Would the Blue Worm be as large as the Red? The almost blinding light of the sealing stone suggested that it was near, but where?
Through the ripples and refractions, Vrana could see that something was alive at the bottom of the pool, moving wildly, hypnotically.
“Is that you?” Vrana asked the Blue Worm.
It was, but not all of it. Before Vrana could react, something blew out of the pool behind her and wrapped itself around her ankle. A yelp escaped her lips as it yanked her to the ground; her chest and head slammed into the ruddy soil. She twisted around as she was pulled backwards and saw that a long, bruised tentacle had attached itself to her leg. The ax was useless, too large and imprecise to cut the appendage from hers, and the daggers at her side were too difficult to reach.
“Blix!” she cried out, unable to hear her own voice over the pressure in her ears. “Blix!” she yelled again, her leg numbing in the beast’s grip.
The tentacle wrenched Vrana into the pool from which it had emerged. Frantically, she swung her ax at the sides of what was now obviously a tunnel, hoping to gain purchase. The walls, however, were coated in a thin membrane, and the ax passed right through.
She kicked her feet, dug her toes into the tentacle to no avail. It whipped her through the tunnel, smashed her against the membrane and rocks. Just when it seemed they could go no further, the tentacle pulled her upward, through another watery passage. If the end was in sight, Vrana could not see it, for the light of the sealing stone was blinding.
Her stomach dropped as the tentacle flung her up out of the water and into the air. She felt the pressure leave her body as she fell through a flashing, blue mist. For a brief moment, she was calm, at ease; serene as a landscape dusted with snow, untouched by wind, unbroken by noise. And then her body crashed into the ground, into a stretch of muscle covered in arteries, veins, and tiny skulls, cracked and deformed.
“Give me the stone and I will cease to be,” a voice whispered.
Vrana lifted her head and saw with unworthy eyes the gruesome glory of the Blue Worm. It sat upon a bed of children’s bones, a hundred slithering tentacles encircling its midnight form. The mist that Vrana had fallen through and that filled the chamber emanated from the creature, rolling out from under its mass in dampening waves. How large it was Vrana could not tell, but even in its constricted state, it dwarfed the Raven and could destroy her with ease.
“Having second thoughts?” A hurricane of tentacles spun around the Blue Worm, dull lights like eyes blinking in the abyssal body they guarded.
Vrana scurried rearward on all fours, hands sliding over the greasy texture of the sinewy floor. A sharp pain shot through her abdomen as she backed unknowingly into two large, wooden doors—the very same she’d passed through to reach the Worm’s lair. It was then that she realized there were no walls in the chamber, only a seamless expanse of roiling murk.
Vrana slid up the doors, using them for support as she came to her feet. She could somehow hear Blix clawing at the wood, even though she could see there was nothing on the other side. She held the sealing stone as far as she could from her body while she readied the ax, should the Blue Worm launch a tentacle her way.
“Give me the stone, and go back the way you came,” the Blue Worm uttered.
Vrana swallowed her fear and took a step towards the creature.
The Blue Worm unraveled a tentacle, slipped it into the pool that had brought Vrana to the chamber, and stirred the water. “What do you want to know?”
Vrana shook her head.
Out of the water, a hand rose and clamped down on a bundle of veins. Moments later, the pale flesh fell from the bones, and the skeletal remains sank back into the pool.
Vrana took another step forward, her feet slipping into the folds of muscle. “Why did you help them?” she asked finally.
“Help?” The Blue Worm retracted its tentacle; from its tip, secretions like semen fell into the water.
“What will happen if you take the stone?”
“Sleep will come.”
Vrana took another step. “Why do you want this?”
The Blue Worm’s tentacles splayed out across the bones, revealing for a moment the black figure that stood at the center. “Would you rather I kill you?”
Vrana watched as the dripping tentacle reared back. “They’re your children, not ours.”
The Blue Worm rumbled and tightened itself, so that it was no wider or taller than Vrana. “You hesitate, and the womb is no place for the born.”
The Worm is right, Vrana thought. What am I doing? She was terrified, yes, but intrigued. She didn’t feel as she had in the presence of the Red Worm—that is, weak and minute, a pile of limbs to be added to its macabre figure. Was it because she knew more of the Blue Worm’s actions and their contributions to her tribe? Or was it something else, something more manipulative? Given her surroundings, she knew she should flee, and yet she stayed, anchored by curiosity in the bloody cradle of Lacuna.
The Raven took another step. The Blue Worm emitted a low growl; the sealing stone was beginning to have an effect. “How many of you are left?”
“The Green, the Black, and the White, for now.”
“Where?”
The Blue Worm sent several tentacles slithering across the ground toward Vrana. “The Centipede has too many questions, and so you are here to do what she could not.”
The Raven felt her heart pound as the tentacles snaked around her feet. Is that why she didn’t come?
The elders knew she couldn’t do it.
Vrana directed the light of the sealing stone at a nearby tentacle, and it began to shrivel as it retracted. Did she give something to R’lyeh to make her panic?
“What is it you wish to know?” the Blue Worm persisted. A thick layer of mist rose over the creature as it pulled back and downward into the bones upon which it sat, disappearing. Skulls, jaws, ribs, and feet all moved like discarded treasures as the Worm shook the pile from within.
It’s not worth it, Vrana told herself. Give it the stone and leave.
“Much has been forgotten since the Trauma,” the Blue Worm said, pale lights flashing through the gaps between the bones. “Why use an ax when a firearm would serve you better?”
Ignore it and give it the stone. Vrana plodded toward the shifting pile of broken skeletons and held out the sealing stone, which was becoming unbearably hot. “Take it.”
“You’ve seen my brood? My legacy?” the Blue Worm remarked with pride, still refusing to surface.
“Take the stone and sleep,” Vrana insisted.
“Why not ask of Caldera’s mountain?” the creature whispered. The chamber tensed, the veins and arteries tightened. “That is mine, too, after all. Why not ask of the black rock? Surely, you’ve seen it.”
“Take the stone.”
The Blue Worm rose out of the bed of bones, the remnants of the dead clinging to its bruised flesh. It encircled Vrana, walling her in with one hundred dripping tentacles. The milky light of the chamber faded as the Worm covered her completely, leaving only the sealing stone to illuminate the darkness of the creature’s hold. She could hear and smell the Worm’s organs hissing and popping, but it didn’t seem to care.
“You will do much for us.” The Blue Worm leaned in close, and through the burning light of the stone, Vrana could see a human shape to which all the tentacles were bound. “Why not ask of your father? I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.”
Vrana screamed as she shoved the sealing stone into the Blue Worm’s body. Immediately, it began to wither, its appendages becoming hard and brittle, like the branches of a smoldering tree. She cut her way through the carcass as the tortured cries of dead children rang out across the chamber. The ground began to spasm, and the veins, arteries, and sacs that crossed it ruptured and burst, spewing blood and amniotic fluid into the swirling air.
“Blix!” Vrana shouted, for she could still hear the crow clawing at the door. “Don’t come in!” she warned, reaching for the handles.
A cold sweat broke out across Vrana’s body as she felt a hand close on her side.
“Yours to have,” the Blue Worm whispered in her ear.
The Raven looked to the hand at her side, which was the color of coal, and saw dangling from its thin fingers a silver necklace with a blue gem inside a tangle of worms.
“A necklace for a stone, a stone for a necklace,” the Blue Worm offered.
“Keep it,” Vrana said, mind returning to the red-gemmed necklace falling into the flesh pit of Geharra. “I don’t want it.”
“You say that now,” the Blue Worm said, laughing. It lifted the necklace to Vrana’s eyelevel. “Take it, do what you will with it; the door will not open otherwise.”
Vrana swallowed her words of protest, snuffed her want to sever the Worm’s head from its body. Without looking at the Worm in full—it was naked and unguarded—she ripped the silver necklace from its hand, pulled open the wooden doors, and threw herself into the long tunnel that would lead her out of hell.




CHAPTER XXXIII

It had been morning when the Raven descended into the island and midnight when she climbed out of it. A violent tempest awaited her as she staggered out of the rock formation. She forced Blix into a satchel to protect him from the storm, and he nipped at her hand to show he appreciated the thought.
“What happened?” Vrana shouted to herself, shivering as sheets of rain fell across the area. “Where is it?”
The trees of the island creaked and moaned as the mad wind twisted their backs and brought them to the muddy ground. Vrana stood on the tips of her toes and saw across the parted land the ruins of Lacuna, the buildings jagged shapes like debris across a war-torn field. She shoved the blue-gemmed necklace into the satchel opposite Blix’s and made for the passage that would lead her to the docks.
Halfway to the village, Vrana stopped and watched as torches moved like fireflies across the western shore. Though the light of the moon was little, it was enough to see that there were three small boats on the beach. Mara had warned Vrana that a group had taken interest in the island, and now they were here, having arrived far too quickly to suggest that their interest was nothing less than an obsession.
As she came to the outskirts of Lacuna, Vrana found the door to the dockyard torn off, lost somewhere in the glistening glade. She entered the passage through the hollowed-out tree, the sconces inside having been robbed of their flames. Blades of grass and wet leaves clung to her feet as she hurried into the depths of the island once more.
“Vrana!” R’lyeh called out from the passage’s end. “Vrana, you’re okay!”
R’lyeh? She could hear the girl’s voice, but the passage was too dark to make out what was in front of her.
“Mara, she made it!” she heard the Octopus say.
Am I hallucinating? Vrana quickened her pace, rubbing the top of Blix’s head as she went. What did the Worm do to me?
Just as she was about to doubt her own sanity, Vrana collided with R’lyeh, sending both the girl and herself to the ground.
“Are you okay?” Vrana cried, scrambling to her feet to embrace R’lyeh. “Sorry Blix,” she whispered, squishing the crow as they hugged.
“I’m so sorry.” R’lyeh began to weep. “I really wanted to be there.”
“It’s better that you weren’t,” Vrana said, her eyes beginning to adjust to the dark. She slid her hands under R’lyeh’s mask and stroked the girl’s hair to calm her. “Where’s Mara?”
R’lyeh took Vrana by the wrist and led her to the docks, which had been torn in half during the calming of the Bane. Wood shavings coated the surface of the cove’s black waters, bunching up against the supports that had yet to be toppled. At the farthest end of the inlet, a small boat without paddles or a sail waited, with Mara standing at its bow and an emerald orb of light hovering over its stern.
“She said that she can spellweave a little,” R’lyeh muttered as they navigated the remains of the dock. “She said the Worm taught her how.”
“I wonder what else she’s learned,” Vrana retorted, steadying herself on the rickety walkway as the waves pounded against it.
“I was so scared you wouldn’t come back,” R’lyeh admitted, not taking her eyes off Mara.
“How do you think I felt seeing you like that?”
R’lyeh sighed. “I don’t know what happened.” She batted a moth away. “It’s not the first time.”
“Later, then.”
One by one they descended a ladder off the side of the walkaway and boarded the boat. Mara nodded at the Raven and tapped the emerald sphere with the tip of her sword. The conjuration began to melt, dripping onto the stern and spreading at an alarming rate over the entirety of the boat and its passengers.
“What did you do?” Vrana lurched forward as the boat propelled itself into the night.
“The waters are too turbulent to sail any other way,” Mara said. “It’ll be slow going, but we’ll reach Nachtla soon enough.”
“Then how did they get across?” Vrana took a seat, her back to the dock, and laid her ax the across her lap.
“Who?”
“Vrana…” R’lyeh started, touching her damp side.
The Raven ignored the girl and said, “The Worm told me you should have been the one to seal it away.”
“Not everyone can be as dedicated as you,” Mara said, sounding defensive. “We all have our shortcomings.”
“Are you a homunculus?” Vrana ran her fingers through the fine layer of emerald light that surrounded the boat, which hummed with every pass.
Mara laughed. “You know that I’m not.”
“How is it you can spellweave?” Vrana shrugged off R’lyeh’s attempt to get her attention.
“Practice. And promises.” The centipedes on Mara’s mask started to shift, changing the shape of the headpiece to something more pointed and severe. “I swear, Vrana, that I would never betray you.”
“Mara,” R’lyeh said, abandoning her friend to appeal to the captain, “I thought you said everyone left.”
Vrana swung her legs over the seat and turned toward the docks. Twelve torches burned brightly in the hands of twelve cloaked figures standing on the structure’s edge. Their robes, tattered and torn, fluttered in the changing wind, with the hints of weapons glinting behind the dark fabrics.
“Who are they?” Vrana said, lowering her voice, even though she knew the spell had made the boat all but invisible.
Mara crouched, closed her hand around a portion of the emerald light, and ripped it free. “It’s time to find out,” she said as she molded the light into a ball, whispered a word, and threw it across the cove at the shuffling figures.
Like fireworks from the underworld, the eerie emerald orb exploded in the cove, showering the docks in nightmarish green light. The twelve figures pulled back the hoods of their robes, as though they were eager to make their identities known. There were six men and six women, and although Vrana could not see their arms, she was somehow certain they were Corrupted. They appeared ordinary enough by their faces alone, which were unmarked by madness or ritualistic scarification.
“Who are they?” Vrana repeated.
Before Mara could answer, a thirteenth figure emerged onto the docks, the group parting as it passed. The figure moved gracelessly, its legs wracked with infections or fractures. The cowl hung like a curtain over its body—neither fitting it nor forming to it—and a dented breastplate protected its chest. Like the others, the thirteenth figure looked up at the gems of light falling through the cove and then pulled back its black hood.
Vrana gasped as the thirteenth figure let the hood fall to its shoulders. Where there should have been a face, there was only bone: a skull with hardened eyes, veined and glassy, bulging from their sockets. The Skeleton, Vrana said to herself. The Skeleton from the Black Hour. Her hands went to the bags at her side for the key from the keep—which was back in Caldera.
“The Marrow Cabal,” Mara whispered. She became frantic and began to murmur incantations that seemed to make the boat increase in speed.
“I’ve seen him, the Skeleton,” Vrana confessed.
Mara shook her head. “You must be mistaken, Vrana.”
“No, I’m not.” She looked to the docks to confirm her statement. “I’ve seen him.”
“That’s who led a rebel group to Eldrus to kill King Edgar,” Mara said, still not believing the Raven. “How could you know him?”
“The Black Hour.” Vrana’s neck burned under R’lyeh’s scrutiny. “After my second trial, I was lost, and I stumbled into the Black Hour.” She could hear the Octopus draw a deep breath. “It was raining, and I took shelter in a keep. I fell asleep, and when I woke, I found him, torturing a man. There were bodies everywhere, and I could hear what sounded like a mob closing in. When I went to escape, everything vanished—the keep, the mob, the Skeleton.”
“Does that mean he knows who you are?” R’lyeh asked, a shiver coursing through her body.
Mara chanted one last hymn and said at its end, “The Black Hour is a perversion of what has been and could be. There’s not enough known about it to come to any conclusion other than it is real to those experiencing it.”
“When I met him, he seemed obsessed with finding a way to reverse death.”
“He certainly came to the right place,” Mara said. She exhaled loudly. “But the Worm is gone, and so are we. There is nothing they can learn from Lacuna.”
R’lyeh hummed. “What is he doing?”
Squinting, Vrana saw in the last of the light the Skeleton’s bony hand moving back and forth. “He’s waving us off.”
Vrana kept to herself for the better part of an hour. Her mind felt sick, dizzied, and fevered. Her hands busied themselves in the bag at her side, petting a sleeping Blix, as her thoughts oscillated between the Blue Worm and the Skeleton. Could she leave it to mere coincidence to explain these two encounters with the King’s would-be assassin? If Mara was correct, then their meeting in the Black Hour was known only to Vrana; it was nothing more than a secret dream. Yet, she didn’t believe that, not entirely. Was she bound to the Skeleton as she was to the Witch? Would they be forever entwined, the three of them, each twisting around the other, until the threads of their being frayed and snapped?
Vrana sighed, took off the raven’s skull, and told herself she was simply not that important.
R’lyeh had been the first to break the silence aboard the boat, with a snore like an old man’s.
But it was Mara who was the first to say anything of importance. “We’ve been out here for too long.”
Vrana surveyed the sea, watching the black waves carry debris long held under by the tow of the Bane. “Did we drift off course?”
“No,” Mara retorted, shaking her head. She drew her sword at nothing in particular and said, “The spell wouldn’t allow that to happen.” She ran her hand through the emerald glow coating the boat. “It’s still strong. Something is wrong.”
“Mara,” Vrana started, “what did you give the Worm to spellweave?”
The Centipede seemed to hesitate for a moment. “My womanhood,” she said finally. “It was a fair trade.”
R’lyeh yawned. As she sat up, her mask rolled over the top of her head and fell behind her. “Are we there yet?” she asked, hands fumbling for the dried octopus body.
The boat came to a grinding halt. Vrana’s initial thought was that they had reached the mainland, but this was not the case. In a matter of seconds, the ocean had frozen over. Jagged waves encased in ice loomed like the claws of a beast reaching from its prison deep within the solid sea. They had sailed into the Black Hour, Vrana realized, and this time she could not chalk it up to mere coincidence.
“Vrana,” R’lyeh said, her voice quivering. “Vrana!” she yelled, losing the nerve she had so recently recovered.
Vrana removed her mask, took R’lyeh’s hand, and pressed it to her cheek, so that the girl could feel something that was alive. “Breathe.” She dried the Octopus’s tears the best that she could. “If I give you the daggers, will that help?”
“I know I’m weak,” R’lyeh said, nodding and taking the Cruel Mother’s talons, “but they help me be brave.”
“You are brave,” Vrana insisted. She could tell Mara was trying to get her attention.
“Not like you.” R’lyeh wiped her nose.
“It takes its toll.” Vrana turned to face Mara. “I just don’t let it show.”
The ocean began to shake, sending white fractures across the dusted icescape. Lights the color of Corruption winked from the waters below their feet. The sea became a window as shadows slithered behind its glassy surface, making the tiniest of cracks dreadful gateways.
“Get out of the boat,” Mara ordered, stepping onto the ice.
Vrana nodded, put R’lyeh’s mask on the girl, and then put on her own. She asked Blix if he was doing all right, and he responded by pulling the flap of the satchel shut with his beak.
“What do we do?” R’lyeh asked between the chattering of her teeth.
Vrana opened another one of her bags, removed the faerie silk cloak, and threw it around the girl. “We wait it out. That’s all we can—”
The ocean heaved high into the air a cloud of ice and freezing water. A colossal tower bored the Bane’s breast, twisting like a screw as it worked its way toward the sky. Vrana, R’lyeh, and Mara tried to flee, but the force of its emergence put them on hands and knees, face to face with the shadowy beings on the other side of the sea.
“What’s happening?” R’lyeh shouted.
Blix, unable to endure the abuse any longer, burst out of the satchel and took flight. Vrana’s eyes followed as he soared across the starless heavens toward the tower that seemed to hold them there. It was a skyscraper, a stolen bone from the Old World’s body. Angular, starved, and stripped of color, it swayed where it stood like the wakened dead, charged to frighten one last soul before collapsing into dust.
R’lyeh pulled the faerie cloak as tight as she could around her body, fresh snow dotting the fabric. “Where did they all go? The buildings, I mean, from the Old World.” She sounded awestruck.
“Now’s not the time,” Vrana said gently, her attention taken by the fissures and the shadows collected within.
“We have to keep moving.” Mara’s sword arm tensed as a chunk of ice fell from the sky and burst at her feet. “There’s nothing to be learned from the Black Hour.”
The Centipede turned to lead them into the frigid darkness, but the lights beneath their feet began to flare and burn red again. Vibrations, and then tremors. More shadows spread across the frosted glass. The ground cracked, snapped. They moved away from the boat as it twitched and sank into the softening ice. The noises grew louder, the vibrations harder, as they rattled the sea. The ice buckled, screamed; a geyser of metal blew through the surface, sending the boat high into the night.
They picked a direction and ran as the second skyscraper wound out of the hole it made. The shadows were swarming beneath their feet towards what Vrana could only assume was an escape. She could hear more buildings tunneling through the ocean. Ice and snow rained down upon them as the hidden architects of the Black Hour built their tribute to insanity.
“Not much longer,” Mara assured. “Always an hour and never more.”
Vrana shivered at the sounds of madness that rode in on the wintry wind. Laughter; the wailing of an infant. The shadows had broken out of their cells and were now closing in around them with murderous intent, pouring through the alleyways and streets of the growing city.
“What are they?” R’lyeh said, scrambling as the layer of ice beneath her cracked in half.
Vrana grabbed the girl, caught a glimpse of the black swell of death behind them. Blix cawed overhead until he was sure he had their attention and then flew on. They followed after.
“I don’t know,” Mara responded finally. “They may be new to this world.”
New to this world?
The merfolk in the rivers outside Geharra—Deimos had said the same of them. They’re not new. We are. And they hate us for it.
Mara hopped backward, curses passing through her lips as the ground rumbled and shook. She held out her arm to bar Vrana and R’lyeh from nearing, which Vrana found both sweet and uncharacteristic of the woman. The ground fell inward, and a power line like a crucifix rose out of the crimson haze trapped within the ice, wires rising with it, ripping through the ocean’s shell.
Mara looked back as though to tell them it was safe to move forward but sighed instead. “Go, follow Blix,” she said, sounding defeated. She dropped her arm, raised her sword, and walked past Vrana and R’lyeh to meet the wailing shadows.
“What are you doing?” Vrana grabbed Mara’s arm.
The Centipede tugged away and laughed. “I’m not sacrificing myself, if that’s what you think.”
Mara uttered words that Vrana had never heard before, eldritch invocations that seemed to bloody the very throat through which they passed. Her body thinned, and flesh tightened around bone. She pulled her stomach in and released a primal cry that echoed across the temporary landscape.
Her mask began to shift as it had done in the past, but this time it didn’t remain atop her head; rather, it expanded and broke apart, each centipede crawling off in opposite directions, some down her spine, others across her arms, chest, and legs, where they dug into her skin, their carapaces now hers.
“What’s going on?” R’lyeh asked breathlessly as they ran after Blix, Mara growing smaller and smaller behind them.
Vrana ignored the girl, because she didn’t know how to answer her. More laughter; more wailing: The ocean sounded like a nursery overseen by a madman. The Raven craned her neck as she wiped away the snow that had formed in the sockets of her mask. An emerald mist swirled around Mara, its wispy fingers pushing into her mouth, eyes, and nose.
The shadows were near enough to kill the woman; and with their bared fangs, silver and dripping, it seemed they had every intention to.
If Mara was going to die, it would be when she said so. She lifted her sword, the blade dripping with black oil, and stabbed it into the ground. But what happened next could not have been what she’d intended. Or perhaps it was.
Her body lifted off the ground and exploded.
Before Vrana and R’lyeh could comprehend what had happened, the Black Hour ended, and they were plunged into the warm and restless waters of the Sailor’s Bane.




CHAPTER XXXIV

Vrana was not going to lose the girl, not after everything they’d been through. She grabbed R’lyeh by the wrist and held on tightly as the ocean’s current pulled them under. She drew the Octopus close to her body, so that she could wrap her arms and legs around Vrana, and once she had, the Raven made for the surface.
Somewhere, something seemed to have thought they’d suffered enough, for when Vrana’s head broke through the waves, she saw that they were in the shallows of the sea. She dug her feet into the sand and plodded forward, too afraid to release R’lyeh should a cheated Death rise out of the waters to take her.
Images of Mara flashed through her head as she trudged toward the cove, the woman’s body tearing apart, giving to the shadows her blood and bones.
Had Vrana ever witnessed someone die before, Corrupted notwithstanding? It had always been the aftermath, the grisly remains of a crime. She felt strange, empty; half expecting to find the woman still standing beside her, cold and calloused but alive.
Vrana dropped her ax on the beach and lowered R’lyeh to her feet. The girl took off her mask, slicked her hair back, and spat up the salt water sitting in her throat. Blix flew past them, leaving a trail of feathers to flutter in the moonlight, and landed on a fresh deadfall. Vrana tore limbs from the trees gathered on the shore, coveting the driest branches like gold. It would not be a frigid night, but they were drenched, and the Black Hour had taken all the warmth from their bodies.
“You were right.” R’lyeh sat on a dune, brought her knees to her chest, and held herself. “I should have stayed in Caldera.”
“Me too.” Vrana marched past R’lyeh, arms filled with the makings of a fire, to the inside of the cove. “Grab my ax.”
The girl did as she was told, tucking her weapons behind her belt and picking up Vrana’s. “Why did she do that?”
“I don’t know.” Vrana dropped the firewood at the center of the cove, scaring off several rock wraiths. “I don’t think it was intentional.”
“Me neither.” R’lyeh offered the ax to Vrana, but the Raven told her to set it down instead. “I don’t—” she swallowed her words, but they came back up, “—I don’t want to watch anyone else die.”
Would I be as composed as her if I’d seen all that she had? Vrana stole some stones from nearby and made a circle around the wood and kindling. “I’m sorry, R’lyeh.”
“It’s too much.” She was holding her mask by a tentacle, like a child would a stuffed animal by its arm. “Is it because you’re older?”
“What do you mean?” Vrana started to assemble the framework of a fire.
“It doesn’t seem to bother you.”
“It does.” Vrana shuddered as she still heard the sound of Mara being ripped apart. “But not much. I guess that’s good. I don’t know.” She sighed and fell back on her palms. “My mother said my father dying made me resilient.”
R’lyeh’s voice became a dry whisper as she said, “I didn’t know your dad…”
Vrana stood up quickly and looked upon her creation with disdain. “Disappeared into the Black Hour. That’s what some say.”
“And now you’ve been in it twice,” R’lyeh said, hand over her mouth. She cast her eyes to the ground, dug her feet into the sand. “I’m afraid that, if we go home, everything will get worse.”
Vrana gave no response as she wandered to the back of the cove, feeling her way along the rocks.
“Your mom was so nice to me, but lying there all day was unbearable. I only felt better when Anguis let me leave.” R’lyeh cleared her throat. “What are you doing, Vrana?”
“Listening. And looking,” she said, hands probing the darkness for the place Mara had emerged from when she and R’lyeh first happened upon the area. “She’d said there were other ways off the island and…”
Vrana slipped into a nook and found within earthenware and the beginnings of a tunnel now sealed. She hauled the pots and vases out one at a time, so that she could have a better look at their contents in the ghostly light of the moon. “This must run beneath the ocean, to Lacuna. I guess this is how some got off the island.”
“Do you think they made it?” R’lyeh treaded toward the Raven, Blix following close behind. “Do you think the Black Hour got them, too?”
Vrana patted the slab of stone that sat in front of the tunnel for secret switches, of which there were apparently none. She exited the nook and said, “Lacuna was kept hidden by the same spell that shrouds Caldera’s mountain. I bet you each boat had a spellweaver. I’m sure they made it out.”
“I hope so,” R’lyeh said, plopping down beside the pilfered goods. She removed the seals that held the contents inside the pots and vases and said with a grin, “Food.”
The Octopus warned Vrana that, although the meat was clearly cured and coated in additional preservatives, it may have been tainted. The Raven, thinking with her stomach rather than her mind, told R’lyeh that they should then take very small bites. After having their fill, they moved onto the other containers and found within three vials of fluid that would burst into flames when mixed. Wasting no time and holding the concoctions as far away from her body as possible, Vrana doused the wood she’d gathered and watched with immense satisfaction as they burned.
“This is nice,” R’lyeh said without emotion, chewing on the meat like a cow would grass. “Do you think Mara left this for us?”
Vrana shook her head and scooted closer to the fire.
“Did you hate her?” R’lyeh grunted as Blix flew past and plucked the meat from her mouth.
“I didn’t hate her, but I didn’t care for her either,” Vrana said. She smiled as Blix landed beside her to savor his catch: It was the first time she’d see him act like himself in a while. “I do wish she was here with us.”
R’lyeh sniffled. She tried to cover her eyes, but her tears fell too quickly to be hidden. “I’m sorry.”
“What is it?” Vrana leaned close to the girl.
“I need to tell you something, but I can’t.”
Vrana nodded. She knew by the girl’s statement that she was hoping Vrana would coerce the information out of her, but instead she said, “When you’re ready.”
R’lyeh shook her head, dropped her hands, and let the fire dry her tears.
“I was going to keep this to myself, but I need your help.” Vrana noted R’lyeh’s change in posture as she dug into her bags. “From the Worm,” she said, taking the silver necklace out and holding it by its chain, the blue gem glowing in the firelight.
“Why… why did it give that to you?” R’lyeh stammered. “I thought you sealed it.”
“A necklace for a stone, a stone for a necklace.” Vrana dropped the piece of jewelry back into the bag and pulled it closed, for she feared having it out in the open for too long. “The necklace brought the Red Worm to life, and the stone sent the Blue Worm away. It wouldn’t let me leave unless I took it.”
“Does that mean the Red Worm’s stone is still somewhere in Geharra?”
“It must be,” Vrana said, not having considered this. “I wonder if that’s why Deimos sent Serra back: not only to kill the Crossbreed but to get the rock.”
“What are you going to do?” The girl’s eyes lingered on the bag where the necklace was stored.
Vrana shrugged as her crow cuddled up against her leg. “What should I do?”
Taken aback, R’lyeh murmured, “Oh, uh, I don’t know. You could toss it into the sea.”
“Considered it. But these things have a way of finding themselves in the wrong hands.”
R’lyeh agreed. “Could you give it to the elders?”
“I’d rather not.” Vrana took off her mask and put it in front of her. “That’s better.”
“If it’s with you, you’ll know it’s safe.” R’lyeh’s mouth hung open as she considered her next sentence. “At least, that’s what has worked for me,” she said, flashing an awkward smile.
Vrana closed her eyes, the dizzying warmth of the fire relaxing her body, causing her to nod off where she sat. She shook herself awake, wanting to return R’lyeh’s kind words, and found that the night had fled, chased away by the burning light of day. She sat up, having lain down at some point in the hours before, and wiped away the sand that had dried on her skin. She felt groggy, and then she felt numb as she heard the cries of a young girl ride in on the wind. She looked to where R’lyeh had been sitting and saw across the beach footprints leading out the cove, with hundreds of tiny black dots following them.
Dead flies.
Vrana put on her mask, grabbed her ax, and followed R’lyeh’s trail. She rounded the outside of the cove and headed up the slope that would give her a clear view of Nachtla. Screaming. She heard screaming now. Vrana’s heart pounded as her mind turned on her, flooding her with images of the girl’s lifeless corpse. It’s not her,
she told herself, reaching the hilltop. It can’t be her.
But it was.
Across the dusty landscape, the Octopus sat, her legs crossed, and her hands in her lap, one bruised eye swollen shut, the other red and wide with fear. She was breathing hard, and when she saw Vrana, she started to shake her head weakly. Thin streaks of blood fell down her face from the hairless patch of tender flesh on her scalp.
“R’lyeh!” she yelled.
The girl’s head tipped back as her throat stretched and swelled. A cry of pain escaped her lips, and hundreds of black flies followed. R’lyeh fell over as the last of the insects cleared her lungs, the cloud surrounding her too dense to determine whether she was still breathing.
“I didn’t want it to come to this,” said a man’s cold voice.
The Raven gripped her ax so tightly that the tendons in her forearm threatened to snap. Hatred would have her murder anything and everything that stood before her. She turned around slowly, only because she feared that, if she took her eyes off the cloud, R’lyeh would be stolen away to the Void.
The Ashen Man waited behind her, tensed and shivering, as though he was struggling to keep his place in this world. His hands were curled into fists, and they were bloodied up to the wrist. Close enough to touch him, Vrana saw that his body was rough, textured; he was covered in endless scars from countless years of mutilation. He had no smell about him, nor did it seem that his eyes, which were the color of smoke, granted him sight. The man didn’t appear to breathe at all, having likely lost the need for the function long ago.
Vrana readied her ax. “I’m going to kill you.”
The Ashen Man nodded. “Either way, something good will come of this.”
Words would not avenge R’lyeh, so Vrana swallowed her confusion and swung with all her might at the Ashen Man. He threw his arms in front of himself, absorbed the blow with flesh and bone, and pushed the Raven away. He groaned, held out his hands; dripping sores opened on his palms and sides and wept into the air hundreds of buzzing, black flies. Vrana went to throw her mask from her head, for she knew the insects would try to drown her in their bodies, but before she could, the Ashen Man took her by the right arm and broke it.
Vrana screamed as the terrible aching pain brought her to her knees, ax falling beside her. She bit down into her lip as the need to vomit became almost too great to bear. Images flashed through her mind, but they were not images she’d ever seen: images of the Ashen Man suspended above a boiling mire, before his skin had lost its earthly warmth to the cold gray of the Void.
“Why help us at Nora?” Vrana said through her teeth.
“Because she willed it.” The Ashen Man took a step towards her.
“Why kill us now?” Vrana leaned on her left side, hand inching towards the ax.
The Ashen Man went to one knee, flexing his bloodstained fingers. “Because I will it.”
Vrana fell to her side, grabbed the ax, and buried it deeply into the Ashen Man’s neck. The blade worked itself free as he stood up, thick tongues of brown blood spewing from the gash. Vrana pulled back, swung once more; the ax cut through the man’s ankle, sent his foot across the chapped earth. His ragged stump slammed into the ground, and he went to his knee again.
“Is she dead?” Vrana yelled, raising the ax into the air. The black cloud covering R’lyeh had yet to relent.
He didn’t answer.
Vrana brought the ax down upon the man. His arms shot out in front of him, and he caught the weapon by its handle and ripped it free from her grasp. The Ashen Man threw the ax away, sending it over the hill towards the beach. He tackled Vrana, crushing her broken arm under his weight. She punched him in the face, clawed at his milky eyes, but it was her weak arm. He put his hand over her mask and engulfed it in flies. Vrana closed her eyes, her mouth, and moaned as the insects’ wings and appendages worked at her lids and lips.
“You cannot kill her.” The Ashen Man moved his hands to Vrana’s neck and squeezed hard. “This way is better.”
Vrana’s throat constricted. She flailed wildly, kicking at the man’s stomach and digging her fingers into his wounds, pulling away chunks of flesh and muscle to no avail. She could feel her mind being ripped open, images that didn’t belong there cutting themselves into memory. She saw the Witch atop the Ashen Man in an Old World room, his hands bound to the posts of a bed, a smirk upon his face. She watched as the Witch pulled back the fabric of the Void, as the Ashen Man reached through and dragged back twin boys on a bridge too paralyzed by fear to flee.
“Fuck you,” Vrana spat with the last of her breath. She would not beg.
The Ashen Man put his knee into her stomach and then reeled backwards. Vrana gasped as the flies left her mask to tend to their master. She struggled to breathe, her throat almost too tight to let air through. She propped herself up on one arm and saw with thankful eyes her salvation.
R’lyeh stood behind the Ashen Man, the Cruel Mother’s talons dug deep into his shoulders. She pulled them downward, splitting his back open. He didn’t cry, nor did he flinch as she kicked him forward onto his face. She straddled him as he tried to turn over and hacked away at the back of his head.
“R’lyeh,” Vrana rasped.
The Ashen Man threw the Octopus off him, the white of his skull showing through the back of his head. “I’m sorry,” he said, brown blood dripping from his mouth. His blind eyes searched the sky, and as the sound of beating wings fell upon him, the Horror of the Void said once more, “I’m sorry.”




CHAPTER XXXV

A black shape streaked across the mottled firmament and descended on the Ashen Man. Blix—it was Blix, and although he looked like a skeleton, it seemed his need to defend the girls had given him strength. The man screamed and howled as the crow’s claws and beak tore at his flesh, causing him to experience pain for the first time since the battle began. He continued to apologize to Blix as the bird pecked out his eyes and dug out his ocular cavities; his words slurred and eventually stopped as the crow pulled away parts of his brain.
“Blix.” Vrana whispered, still lying down; Nachtla in the distance sitting like a black crown atop her head.
The crow pushed away from the Ashen Man’s ruined body. He wavered for a moment, the matter of his brain dangling from his sockets, and then collapsed onto the ground.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” R’lyeh said, panting. She was covered in the man’s strange blood, and her swollen eye seemed to have worsened. She hobbled over to Vrana, wincing from the wound on her head. “I’m so glad to see you.”
“I thought you were dead.” Vrana took R’lyeh’s outstretched hand and came to her feet. Her broken arm hung limply at her side, throbbing excruciatingly. “What happened?”
“I’m an idiot,” she said, cringing. Without consideration, she embraced Vrana and put her head to the leather chest piece. “I woke up before you, heard something. I should have—but you were so tired. I don’t think he could reach us in the cove. We were too far from Nachtla.” She exhaled. “Are you okay?”
Vrana shook her head. She lifted her mask—the inside of which was covered in dead flies—and dropped it carelessly to the ground. “What did he say?” She touched her throat; she could still feel his hands wrapped around her neck.
“Not much,” R’lyeh backed away, bent down, and held her head. “Oh god.” She picked out the tiny corpses of flies from the sides of her mouth. “I’m sorry.” She shoved her fingers down her throat and threw up the rest of the bugs left inside her. “Ugh, god.”
“What did he say?” Vrana persisted. She could a feel a migraine scratching at her skull.
R’lyeh wretched. She wiped her lips and said, “That he was sorry, and that you had to die.”
“What about the Witch?” Vrana turned her head to Blix who was beak-deep in the Ashen Man’s neck. “Blix! Get the hell away from him.” She grabbed a loose rock and chucked it at the bird.
“I don’t think… I don’t think she sent…” R’lyeh pointed to the crow. “Blix? Is he all right?”
Blix let out a harsh caw, fiercely flapping his wings as he lifted into the air. Oh no, Vrana thought, watching the Ashen Man’s blood dribble out of his mouth. Was it poisoned? Blix flew in circles around the scene, feathers falling in handfuls from his speckled skin. Vrana and R’lyeh tried to catch the bird, but it slipped through their hands, leaving behind an oily residue on their fingers.
“Stop!” Vrana shouted as the crow rose into the air, fell, and rose once more. “R’lyeh…” she held out her arms, stunned. “I don’t know what to do.” She looked at the girl, not as an adult but as a child watching the last of her youth dissolve away. “R’lyeh, I don’t know what…”
Blix slammed into the ground with a sickening thud. Vrana and R’lyeh started for him and then stopped as he shook, purple fumes pouring from his pores. The crow’s back split open, spine jutting into the air. Two white hands moved through the folds of Blix’s flesh, larger than the tiny body they were rising out of, and clamped down on opposite sides of the bird’s torso.
“Vrana…” R’lyeh took a step back.
The white hands curled, seized the soil, and pushed the rest of their owner through. Pale arms followed by white hair: The Witch, the Maiden of Pain, rose through the entrails nude and grinning, the world about her twisting, spinning. She stood suspended in the air, the tips of her toes hovering above Blix’s ravaged carcass. Her bones creaked and cracked as she contorted her body and looked upon its gaunt exterior with amusement. She ran a finger across her breast, shivering at the forgotten sensation.
“You fucking bitch,” Vrana spat out, so blinded by rage she could hardly see.
The Witch’s lip quivered. Her wild eyes rolled over to R’lyeh, who was sliding her mask over her head like a soldier would a helmet in preparation for combat.
Vrana made an effort to reach the hill where she knew the ax waited on the other side. The Witch moved her dried lips, and Vrana’s legs went numb. She laughed silently as the Raven fought against the paralysis.
“Little girl,” the Witch said at last, her voice breathy and soft, “tell Vrana goodbye.”
The Octopus went for the daggers, but before her hands could find their hilts, she was picked up by an invisible force and thrown to the ground, the impact knocking her unconscious.
“Get it over with,” Vrana barked.
“That’s not like you at all.” The Witch cocked her head at the Ashen Man. “I never sent him to kill you.”
“Then what was he doing here?” Vrana inched her leg forward, the numbness already waning.
“‘No, it is from awareness that the Maiden recoils, spitting and biting from the Void as the collective conscious becomes increasingly aware and anticipates her violent arrival,’” the Witch quoted, sounding pleased.
I know that, but from where?
“From the book you read before your initiation feast,” the Witch said as though replying to her thought. “It’s not true, you know.”
I’m going to die. Vrana looked at her mask, bent down, and slid it over the top of her head. It seemed so bulky now, so unwieldy, but it was an escape, if only a little one. “What do you mean?” she managed to say.
The Witch floated toward the Raven, her semi-translucent skin catching the sun and showing her icy veins. “It’s the opposite, actually. The less who know of me, the farther my Void is from your world. I whispered lies to the author, and she took them for truths. Simple and obvious, and yet it worked.”
“Aren’t you proud of yourself,” Vrana hissed, limping away as she regained full movement of her legs.
“It’s been so long since I’ve had someone new to talk to, Vrana,” the Witch said, her gaze stabbing at Vrana’s back. “Don’t bother with the ax. I won’t let you have it.”
Vrana straightened up, looked over her shoulder. “He came to kill me to stop you,” she said, spotting the ax at the bottom of the hill, slightly covered in sand.
The Witch stared back, smug, one emaciated hand rubbing at a red spot on her thigh. “You’ve done so much for me. When the world changed, I was almost forgotten.”
“And then Mara stumbled across your creation.”
“There was no more fear to be had in Nachtla. Most had left, and I’d put all that I had into those little boys. But then she came, this Mara of yours, and killed them. I watched from my Void as curiosity consumed her. Seth made sure she found the books.” The Witch glided over to the Ashen Man and landed onto his back. “And she did the rest.”
“Then why me?” Vrana caught a glimpse of R’lyeh stirring out of the corner of her eye.
“You?” The Witch stepped off the man she called Seth and padded toward Vrana. “There’s nothing special about you,” she said with a sneer. “That creature in the lake was meant for Mara, but you happened upon it first. It all worked out, though. I’ve seen so much and been to so many places thanks to you.”
The Void, Vrana recalled, the people gathered in the Void.
She had seen the elders there, her mother, and Aeson, too. R’lyeh and Deimos, Serra and Lucan—they, among tribesmen and Corrupted, had been present as well. She’s spreading like a disease; attacked the village just to make sure I wouldn’t let her go.
“I kept a close eye on you thanks to Blix. Instead of chasing Worms, perhaps you should’ve kept a closer eye on me, too.”
“I should have let your lover kill me.” Vrana noticed another welt form on the Witch’s skin. Keep her talking. She can’t stay here for long. This world is rejecting her.
“Lover?” The Witch laughed and stopped a few inches before Vrana. “He meant well, but this way is better.” She turned to address the Ashen Man. “So thank you, Seth, for your betrayal.”
With the Witch’s attention off her, Vrana’s unbroken arm reached out and grabbed the Maiden by her gray hair. She pulled the woman’s head down and drove the beak of her mask deep into the Witch’s ear.
“R’lyeh!” Vrana screamed as she released the Witch and ran for the girl. “R’lyeh, wake up!” She scooped up one of the Cruel Mother’s talons. “R’lyeh, get up!”
Vrana dropped the dagger as she felt the bones of the raven’s head dig into her own. Agonizing, unbearable pain unlike any she had never known overwhelmed her as her skull seemed to shrink and fracture. Her eyes widened and watered as they bulged into the sockets of the mask. Vrana’s tongue stretched forward, the blood vessels that lined it popping and bleeding out. The ends of the mask’s feathers pricked her skin as they worked their way into her neck and collar, and hung on tightly as she tried to rip them free.
“Your people think humans to be animals, and yet you run around dressed as animals,” the Witch said. “Your people think humans to be Corrupted by violence, and yet violence is all that you know.”
Vrana shrieked as her jaw jutted forward into the beak of her mask. Her teeth pulled free of her gums and fell out of her mouth, down the inside of the beak, and out onto her feet.
“You have always been the raven and it you,” the Witch whispered, lifting Vrana’s head by her chin. “Accept who you are, so that you may live a fuller life.”
Vrana dropped to her knees, buried her hands in the feathers that covered her neck. Frantically, she searched for the edges of her mask and found, where they should have been, only rough flesh and hard bone.
“My pet,” the Witch said, stroking the Raven as she wept, “I'm going to tell you something now.” The Maiden of Pain unlatched the Raven’s satchel and removed the Blue Worm’s necklace. “I’m going to take this, and you, and when she wakes—” the Witch held out one crooked finger at the unconscious R’lyeh, “—she’s going to follow. And after she’s given everything to find you, and trust me, she will, there won’t be a soul on this earth that does not know my name.”




CHAPTER XXXVI

R’lyeh missed her mom and dad. They told her they would be back soon, and she had no reason to doubt them, because she knew they hated leaving her just as much as she hated seeing them go. She didn’t have many friends in Alluvia, and the elders certainly weren’t going to let her wander into the Elys, so she decided to do what she did best: annoy others until they sent her away.
She didn’t need to ask a spellweaver to know this was one of the hottest days of the year. She only had to put her hand to her forehead to see that if she went an hour without water she’d look just as withered as Granny Rags. It seemed, then, being an annoying pest would have to be put on hold until she’d sampled the cool waters of the village’s well.
“Hot day, isn’t it?”
R’lyeh looked up from her feet, which were surprisingly dirty given that she’d been outside for no more than ten minutes. Derleth the Eel was leaning against the well, the sight of his muscles just as pleasing as they had always been to R’lyeh. He was a watcher and seldom came home.
“It is,” R’lyeh said.
She lifted the octopus mask off her head to give the impression it was too hot to wear. In actuality, she wanted to show him that she had cut her hair the day prior and see his reaction to its length. Derleth was ten years her senior, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t looking for a boyfriend; she just wanted someone to notice.
“Are you trying to show off your haircut?” he asked, seeing through her ruse.
“No,” R’lyeh said, looking every-which-way but his. “But now that you’ve brought it up…”
“Will you do me a favor?” Derleth stepped away from the well and stood over R’lyeh.
“I’m kind of busy,” she said, knowing all too well she’d ride on the back of a moon cat if he asked her to.
“Well, perhaps someone else then.”
“Hold on,” R’lyeh said as he moved to abandon her. “I think I can accommodate you.”
“I thought you’d come around,” Derleth said. He took another step towards her. He shoved his hand into his pocket, looked around as though to make sure they were alone, and removed a strange root. “Do you know what this is?”
All of a sudden, R’lyeh felt slightly faint. She took the root, pressed it to her nose, which seemed to come as some surprise to Derleth. It smelled odd and made her quite relaxed, but other than that, it seemed harmless. “No,” she said, handing the root back, “I’ve never seen it before.”
Derleth quickly placed the root back into his pocket and exhaled, as though he’d been holding his breath the entire time. “How do you feel?”
“Like taking a nap,” R’lyeh said, rubbing her temples.
“What if I told you to eat dirt?” Derleth asked, his eyes following her from within the eel head.
“I’d tell you to go to hell,” R’lyeh remarked. She laughed and then wondered if she’d been too blunt.
Derleth hummed with interest, though at what R’lyeh could not be sure. “The elders asked me to drop these in the well, to purify the water. The problem is I might be allergic; a lot of people are, I think. I’ve the rest at home. Come by later and help me? I’d appreciate the company.”
R’lyeh found Derleth’s behavior to be uncharacteristic of him, but she was feeling more agreeable than usual. “Sure,” she said, and because the operation sounded rather covert, she added, “I’ll see you at the Black Hour.”
“Perfect.”
The soldiers of Penance arrived a few days later and took them by surprise in the middle of the night. R’lyeh had fallen asleep early in the evening, so when they grabbed her, she was still wearing her mask. This, she thought, must have been why they didn’t put her to the sword as they dragged her across the center of Alluvia, for they had killed the rest of those her age and younger. She kicked at the ground and cried into her hands as she was manacled with the rest of her village and forced to watch as those who didn’t go quietly were split in two and piled high.
“We’ve been betrayed,” she heard someone whisper as they were marched into the night.
“They mean the best,” another voice said drowsily.
“It is a nice night for a walk,” the woman beside R’lyeh stated, as though the chains about her ankles were not rubbing them bloody and raw.
Geharra rose out of the land with the morning sun, and when they passed through its massive gates, they found more soldiers waiting just beyond. R’lyeh was starving and dehydrated, and she had never been more afraid in her entire life. Her people, however, didn’t seem to share the same sentiment, for they did as they were told, and took the beatings given to them as though they were precious lessons not to be squandered.
“Please,” R’lyeh whispered at the Corrupted as they moved through the cobblestone streets of Geharra, “please, help us.”
The Corrupted only stared back, with glassy eyes and warm smiles.
R’lyeh hated her people for doing nothing to stop the soldiers as they forced them through a church to a tunnel in its floor. R’lyeh hated the portrait of the Holy Child on the wall, his hollow eyes staring down on her as the breasts she’d been so eager to develop were fondled in passing. R’lyeh hated herself for not dying sooner as they ripped off her mask and threw her into a cage, surrounded by those she once annoyed and now pitied.
R’lyeh woke up to a headache so severe she considered suicide. Vrana was gone, and she was alone. She couldn’t see out of one of her eyes, the swelling having worsened over the course of the night. She remembered everything that had happened and found that the memories were without emotions to accompany them. She was alive, yes, but all things considered, she was as dead as dead could be.
R’lyeh secured the Cruel Mother’s talons, slid down the slope away from Nachtla, and took Vrana’s ax. She went to the sea with blood on her hands and lips, and offered what little remained of her body to it for cleansing. The salt and the sand in the water cleaned her wounds and cleared her mind. She scanned the horizon for the ships from Lacuna, and left when she didn’t find them.
R’lyeh didn’t return to Nachtla, because although it seemed the logical thing to do, she was, in fact, not suicidal. Instead, she traveled northward toward the Divide and the Heartland. She was not certain what she would find there, but she found enough food along the way to see that she reached her journey’s end. The Witch had taken her best friend, her only friend, and when she was finished, there would not be a soul across the continent who would be ignorant of the woman’s existence.
Outside Gallows, R’lyeh found a small shack belonging to a fur trader. The woman seemed to have been expecting the girl, and it took her a moment to realize the woman was in hiding. The fur trader begged for her life and apologized about a Fox; though, for what she apologized R’lyeh didn’t know, as the woman was gurgling blood too loudly to be understood.
After moving the body to the woods outside the shack, R’lyeh stripped naked, hid her mask, and fitted the woman’s clothes to her body. She’d never understood why her people had insisted on wearing masks to differentiate themselves from the Corrupted; it seemed so much easier to dress as them instead and eat away at their society from the inside. She had gathered some of the fur trader’s blood into a cup after killing her, so as to paint her right arm red to avoid suspicion from townsfolk.
When she decided that she was ready to infiltrate Gallows, she swung open the shack’s door, daggers hidden in her pants, and proceeded through the trees with Vrana’s ax in hand. She would tell the Corrupted that she was a woodsman’s daughter, and they would believe her, because she believed it herself. Lying came easily to R’lyeh now; after all, she’d lied to everyone about her mother and father ever since Geharra. Her mother, her father, they never went to Eld; they had returned to the village that night Penance came.
The only nice thing about watching your parents die, R’lyeh reflected to herself once, is that you get to see their faces every night.
The woodsman story, however, turned out to be of no use to R’lyeh. When she crossed into Gallows, she found the people stricken with fear by the mountain of flesh in the distance.
The Red Worm was on the move.
And so was she.
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PART ONE

THE BLOOD IN US ALL




CHAPTER I

Carrion birds wheeled overhead, cawing and clawing and laying claim to the bodies on the forest floor below.
Edgar lifted his head from the ground to look up at the winged death that darkened the skies. Quickly, he turned over, shedding the feathers that had fallen onto him, and pulled a sword from the dead man nearby.
The birds hissed, barbed tongues flicking inside their black beaks. United by hunger, they swarmed and dove into the sea of leaves.
Edgar scurried backward, up and over the second corpse—a fly-ridden horse. From there, using the beast’s bruised flesh as his bulwark, he watched the creatures descend.
Their massive claws clamped down on the nearest branches and rocks. Out of their scaled breasts, mouths unraveled, extended, and started chomping at the air. From their riotous hunger, the branches and rocks began to snap and crack. The twenty-pound scavengers lifted off, back into the air, and rushed forward.
Edgar gripped the sword, closed his eyes, and hoped that when they opened again, the birds would be lying dead before him, just like the man had been.
A talon dug into his flesh and tore a chunk of it away. His eyes snapped open to the whirlwind of claws and dripping jaws that surged before him.
Crying out, he gave the sword a desperate swing. The blade cut through the feathery maelstrom, splitting stomachs and nicking necks. Edgar stumbled backward as he hacked at the birds, while those he’d grounded crawled after him, their torso mouths fully protracted, looking like intestines. With teeth.
The carrion birds circled him, their hunger second to their sadism. They came in twos and threes, tearing off pieces of Edgar’s skin in passing as he stabbed at them and cursed their cruelty. Blood streamed down his face, beaded down his armor. He screamed, drove his sword through a bird mid-flight, and impaled it into the earth.
A few minutes into the bloody ordeal, and Edgar was already exhausted. His movements were pained, sluggish and worn by the journey he couldn’t remember, and handicapped by the training he had never received. He cut another bird from the sky, and crushed its skull underfoot. His arm had grown heavy, the Corruption that colored it enflamed by the violence.
He turned to flee, outnumbered and overrun, but the beaks, by fours and fives now, kept him in his place.
Tears streaming down his face, Edgar dropped to his knees, curled into a ball, and accepted what was to come.
The carrion birds descended, their black wings like curtains closing around him. So close, he could smell and feel the unholy creatures. They smelled of the grave, the ravenous escapees from Death’s great cage, and burned hotter than the sun under which they slaughtered.
Again, Edgar closed his eyes. Splotches of pain, like paint, were splattered across his lids. This time, he was certain they wouldn’t open again.
A bell chimed in the distance, somewhere beyond this fog of suffering.
One eye open, Edgar watched the carrion birds crash into the ground. There, each of them writhed in shared agony. The mouths in their breasts twisted and stretched to their ripping limits.
When the bell hit its loudest tones, the mouths snapped back and clamped down over the birds’ own heads. Blood and skin leaked from the pale appendages as the birds feasted on themselves.
The carrion birds were neck-deep before they stopped moving.
Edgar struggled to his feet, fighting to stay conscious. Before him, the forest swayed peacefully, indifferent to the massacre that wetted its soil.
As he bent down to grab the sword, he caught sight of something in the distance: a ragged shadow, small and jittery, ducking into the foliage.
A second bell rang throughout the killing grounds. The shadow vanished, and when it did, it took with it the piercing din.
Edgar didn’t have to be a physician to know he didn’t have long before he bled out. He went to the ground and rooted through the plants around the cannibalized birds. Hiss, Twist, and Dark—he passed over the flowers. Numb, Dawn, and Dream—he clutched, crushed, and chewed. His body warmed, deadened, and drifted, but it wouldn’t be enough to see him through the night.
He grunted like a ghoul, and crawled like one, too, towards the grass that shimmered silver and sang of salvation.
The hurt inside him had coalesced into a suffocating knot around his chest. Edgar blinked the tears from his eyes, and reached for and ripped out the Anansi growths he’d spotted. The small nests of webbing pricked his fingertips as he pulled them apart and shoved them into his wounds. His neck, arms, legs, and sides stung as the webs coated the cuts and gouges and pulled them together; any bacteria or disease the birds had been carrying would be left to prosper, but at least he wouldn’t be dead before the hour’s end.
He stepped over the birds, minding those that still twitched with intent. He went to the corpse of the man and the horse. Although he didn’t recognize them, he knew they had been the ones to bring him here. He grabbed a pouch full of water, then searched them for food. When he found it, he shoveled the bread and meat into his mouth, in much the same way the birds would have done to him, had the shadow not intervened.
As Edgar chewed the meat and sucked water, he studied the man’s stomach. There was a slit from where a sword—Edgar’s sword, most likely—had split him. Edgar wondered why he had killed the man and if the man had deserved it. He glanced at the horse and worried its demise may have been his doing, too.
His family would be proud; of all the qualities to inherit from his mother and father, murderousness was not one he, nor anybody else, had expected.
He couldn’t stay here, of that much he was certain, for the stench of death would call forth from all corners and crevices the skittering and starving.
Edgar gathered provisions—food and drink, dagger and blankets, flowers and Anansi growths—and stowed them in the bag he had lifted from the horse. He considered the forest, which gave no hint as to his whereabouts. He noticed a depression between the trees, where the horse’s hooves had stomped out a path, and followed it, for he believed it would surely lead him out of this terrible place.
It did not.
The further he went, the deeper he plunged into the forest, traveling in maddening circles over familiar sites. He crossed the same stream twice, passed the same felled tree thrice. A gathering of stones like an altar mocked him on his fifth visit. A cave yawned in boredom as he studied it for the tenth time.
He wiped the sweat from his brow. When he thought he could sweat no more, he felt its familiar sting at the edges of his eyes.
Living in Eldrus hadn’t prepared him for such a harsh climate. In fact, living in Eldrus hadn’t prepared him for much of anything at all; he was weak, ignorant. He swung his sword in such a way because that’s how he had seen his brother do it. He knew of the qualities of curatives because he spied his sister mixing them. All that he brought with him to this wooded seclusion was kindness and blood; the former of no use, the latter almost run dry.
The Gray Arbor, Elsa’s Rest, and Keldon’s Retreat. The Darkwood, Sun Spot, and Sorrow’s Garden. Edgar thought of the many forests of the North, and knew by where he stood this wasn’t any of them; the landscape was senseless, endless. Distant hills disappeared when approached, and waters flowed opposite one another on the same plot. In the blink of an eye, massive clouds would form and shower the land in rain that never reached the ground. In some places, the temperature would plummet, and in these pockets plants stood frigid in a forever winter. Even the wildlife was mysteriously absent, and yet he could feel their presence all around him, like they were stalking him. This forest was nowhere, and everywhere; a combination of all things expected, respected, and feared.
The twelfth time Edgar came upon the cave he called it quits. He searched it, front to back, and, to his relief, found nothing awaiting him.
The sword dropped first, and then his body. He hit the stone hard, more fatigued than he had ever been. He was at a loss, at an impasse, at the very moment that would decide the moments to come.
He went through the bag he had been carrying. A chain slithered out of it, to the side. He grabbed it, and held it up. It was an identification tag, the same given to traders as proof of their profession. The metal was worn, bloodstained, and read: Jack Abney, Cathedra. Had this been the corpse’s name? Edgar’s finger found the loop of a second tag. He lifted it and saw engraved across its plate: Alex Greene, Islaos.
More identification tags followed, of both men and women, from the Heartland towns, the Southern Cradle outposts, and the city of Geharra itself. The corpse had lived a hundred lives before Edgar had robbed him of his last.
Edgar wondered what the man had called himself to slip past the gates; what promises he had made to those Edgar trusted the most to see Edgar drugged and delivered here.
“I bet you thought I could make you rich,” Edgar said. He dropped the tags. “I bet—” he scanned his surroundings, “—you set your ransom and asked them to meet you here.”
Radiating warmth and madness, he mumbled, “But where is here?”
The answer came quicker than he expected, and in the form of universal dread. Ahead, where the trees were intertwined, sunlight glinted and gleamed.
Edgar squinted, stood up, and followed the winking refraction coming through that crowded place.
In the cropping, behind the bark, vermillion veins fed in and out of the trees. The growths bulged as a thick, brooding liquid coursed through their crystalline tubing.
“Oh no.” Edgar put his hand to his mouth. “Oh no, no, no.”
He retreated to the cave, took up his sword, and sat there until nightfall, where he chewed on his lip and jumped at every sound, and wondered if god would truly damn him if he were to kill himself; for from the Nameless Forest, there was no other escape.




CHAPTER II

Fifty Days Ago
The city of Eldrus stood in Edgar’s peripheral, taunting him to turn around and have a look at all its disappointments. He ignored the city, just as so many had told him to do, and kept his attention on Ghostgrave. Despite its name, the keep did not want for life; at any time of the day or night, one could look through any window, walk down any corridor, or climb up any tower and find one of the many distinguished persons that stayed here, or the servants that served them.
“Little brother, what are you doing out here all alone?” a voice called out from behind Edgar.
He glanced over his shoulder. The pavilion upon which he stood was congested with people today. It was a popular place for dignitaries to come and spread rumors, while at the same time enjoying the dismal sight of the city, which the pavilion overlooked. It wasn’t a haunt he expected his brother Vincent to frequent, and yet there he was, cutting through the crowd, practically chewing on the gossip he seemed so eager to share.
“Not much,” Edgar said. He strolled over to the white, ivy-laced balcony that stood a good forty feet above the ground and took a seat at one of the benches beside it. “Going somewhere?”
Vincent grinned as the incessant wind tugged at his black robes. He joined Edgar at the balcony and settled in on the bench beside him. Nodding at Eldrus, he said, “If that heart of yours bleeds any more, we’ll have to find you a new one.”
Edgar rolled his eyes. “What good are we to them if we don’t even listen to what they have to say?”
“What good are we to them if we give them everything they want?” Vincent smiled victoriously.
“There’s a difference between wants and needs.”
“Do they know that?” Vincent touched the family seal that had been burnt into his bracelet. “Enough is never enough.”
Edgar stared at Eldrus. The city sat in the palm of the five spires that surrounded it, and behind the great ashen walls that guarded it. Tens of thousands moved through the obsidian sprawl on a daily basis, between home and work, crime and casualty. Eldrus was massive, a world all its own; a city capable of providing anything, and yet it gave so many nothing.
Edgar wanted to debate social responsibility with his brother, but he knew he would sound foolish, so instead he said, “Why are you happy?”
Vincent smiled, patted his knees with excitement, and stood up. “We got one,” he said, laughing. His eyes widened as he shouted, “A Night Terror. We got one.”
Edgar was reluctant to follow his brother through the headstone-gray corridors of Ghostgrave; Vincent wasn’t a cruel man, but his curiosity often begot cruelties.
Who am I to judge? Edgar nodded at all the irrelevant dignitaries that passed him by. I’ve been dying to talk to a Night Terror ever since Horace told me their tale.
Vincent twirled around like a girl after her first dance and said, “What should we ask it?”
“Why not start with why they’re so determined to murder us all?” Edgar could think of a thousand other questions to ask the creature, but only if he were alone with it, where no one could listen to him, or judge him.
“My lords,” a calming voice called out.
Edgar and Vincent turned around, going red like the boys they had been and were supposed to have outgrown.
Archivist Amon stood a few feet away, half-hidden behind one of the many pillars that lined the hallway. He shook his head, having clearly heard everything the two had said to one another.
“Why not invite the whole keep?” the Archivist teased. He walked toward them. The buckle on the book he held clapped against the cover. The book was titled The Disciples of the Deep, and it was a novel he had been writing for as long as Edgar could remember. “I’m coming with you.”
If there ever were a ghost in Ghostgrave, Archivist Amon could have surely been it; he was thin and pale. When he moved, he did so in silence, without any effort, as though no feet carried him beneath his heavy robes. His age and lineage were often the matter of speculation.
He had no known birthright that would justify his place on the royal council, and yet no justification could be made to remove him from it. His knowledge of the Old World was invaluable. Edgar’s father trusted him above most others, and if the old man was good enough for the king, then he was good for everyone else as well.
Amon leaned into Vincent. “How did you come about this poor creature?”
“Patrol found him wounded against the wall. He broke his leg coming over.” Victor steered them around the corner, through a doorway, and down the staircase that would lead them to the bowels of Ghostgrave. “I think we can all figure out what it had in mind.”
Two guards stood by the dungeon door, their faces not much different than the cracked cobblestone wall which divided the entryway from the rest of the cells. On the workbench beside the door, a card game was in session. The winnings, which consisted of teeth and nails from the keep’s prisoners, were piled sloppily on a three-legged chair.
The guards nodded at the Archivist, and bowed to the brothers. With an overflowing key ring, the smaller of the two men undid the lock to the door and stepped aside.
Edgar, Vincent, and Amon went through. Prison cells and the despondent criminals inside awaited them. Spit, blood, and a bubbly pink mixture of the two were hurled back and forth across the dungeon, as the inmates tried to soil these esteemed men.
Edgar covered his nose, the smell of sweat and feces turning his stomach. Naked bodies with welted flesh pressed against the bars. These people begged, in between threats of violence, for a pardon. Repulsion quickly replaced Edgar’s feelings of pity; he hated himself for it.
The dungeon ended in a rotund space that contained several cells to hold prisoners of importance.
“My lords,” the guards here whispered, rising from their tables and chairs to bow. “Archivist,” they added, as Amon stared at them.
“It’s just over here,” a portly guard by the name of Brennan said. “We patched it up.” To Amon, he said, “It’s not in pain anymore.”
Edgar and Vincent exchanged glances; what was the relationship between the guard and Amon?
Brennan led them to the northernmost cell. He lifted an ancient key from his soiled pocket. With two hands and half the cuss words available to him, he unlocked the door and kicked it open.
On the other side, a Night Terror sat on the floor, manacled at the wrists and ankles. The short chains that held his body to the wall rattled as he shifted to see his visitors.
“I can’t believe it,” Edgar said.
He and Vincent stepped back, shocked by the creature’s face as it leaned into the light.
The Night Terror wore the skull of a large eel as a mask. All the scales and flesh had been stripped away. Two hateful eyes shone behind the bones, as the brothers knelt and looked on with intrigue.
“I can’t believe it,” Edgar repeated.
“Is that a mask? Is it somehow attached?” Vincent started forward, hands outstretched as though to touch the Terror. “Can we take it off?”
Amon propped himself up against the cell’s cobblestone wall. “Do you know what will happen?”
Vincent shook his head and, with Edgar, rose to his feet.
“Then maybe you should stick to words for now.”
“Will you tell Father?” Edgar asked. He tried to tame the thoughts running through his head. “Do you think it understands us?”
“I’m sure your father already knows,” Amon said. “And I expect it understands us better than we understand ourselves.”
The Night Terror grunted. Its right arm, free of Corruption, tugged on the shackles.
“What do you think?” Vincent chewed on his thumbnail. “What do you think, Edgar?”
“I want to know why they hunt us, where they came from, what we did to deserve…” The words spilled over Edgar’s trembling lips. So many considered the Night Terrors savages for their actions against humanity, and yet he couldn’t help but feel in his most honest moments they were somehow justified.
“Where they’re from? The Nameless Forest, Edgar,” Vincent scoffed. “Let’s not waste time on that.” He paused. “I have to see what’s under the mask. Brennan, my tools please.”
The Archivist stopped the guard. In the booming voice that had often frightened them as children, he said, “Another time, my lords. If you spend too much time in the presence of demons, you will become a demon yourself.”
Vincent groaned. “Did you get that from your book?”
Amon flipped over the book, the worn-down cover of The Disciples of the Deep facing him. “No, but I rather like the line. Come—” He waved them out of the cell, his attention never wavering from the Night Terror. “—It’s been through enough. Let’s be better than the beasts that hunt us.”




CHAPTER III

In the nightmare haze that followed the Trauma, the world reformed itself. Those that remained crawled out of the chaos and cruor and, once again, gave themselves to subjugation. The weak went to their knees, the strong to their feet, and kingdoms were cast in the forms of Old. All that changed became as it had been, and all lessons learned were lost on those left alive.
Time passed, and on the hottest night of the year, the capital city of – courted tragedy. A maiden, the king’s own daughter, who was known for her beauty and wit, was taken. No note had been left, nor ransom made known. No one knew anything, and it seemed nothing could be done to bring the young woman home.
Then the stories started.
Stretching from the eastern shore to the midland marshes, the Nameless Forest sat shrouded in rumor and myth. Around it, several villages had been established with the intention of collecting the rare, vein-like roots found on the trees. It was here, in the outskirts populated by the destitute and desperate, that the maiden was seen, bound by rope
and to the man of violence at her side. But by the time the stories had reached the young woman’s father, it was too late to respond. The Nameless Forest had called to the maiden and her captor, and when they answered, it swallowed them whole.
They never emerged. There were only the tales of woe none could know, and yet were told as truth. Five sons, the maiden gave to the man five sons. Born of rape and fed on hate, the boys grew quickly. When they came of age, they divided the Forest into five wards, ruling as kings over the outcasts that had congregated there.
Edgar didn’t sleep, because he feared what he would find when he woke. As the first light of day broke across the cerulean sky, he wondered where the night had gone.
His stomach voiced its hunger in all the ways it knew. After a while, he gave it the rest of the food from the dead man, mostly so no creature could find him by its growling. He stared at the Nameless Forest, so vast and unyielding, and considered the niceties of death.
“I won’t do it,” Edgar said, as though anyone or anything here actually cared. He rose, sword in hand. He glanced at the blade and gasped.
“Holy Child!” He dropped the weapon, jumping as it clanged against the cave floor. He leaned over, all sweat and consternation, and watched as Old World images were reflected on the metal.
“How is this possible?” He watched a helicopter disappear over a cityscape horizon, into the murky swathe of dusk that colored his blade orange.
He ground his teeth as the cityscape crumbled into dust. “I have to get out of here.”
He slowly reached for the sword and grasped it. The images fled at his touch, into the silvery depths of the steel.
Edgar gathered his belongings and left the cave with newfound purpose. He had heard many terrible stories about the Nameless Forest, and this gave him hope; if the place were truly larger on the inside than on the outside, then that meant the explorer who had discovered this had escaped.
Similarly, if the philosophers who insisted the place to be a living lobotomy of time and reality were right, then that meant they had noted the disturbance and returned to tell of their findings. Better yet, if the tales told of children becoming fanged beasts and blood raining from the sky weren’t true, then he had even less to worry about.
All in all, it was a pathetic hope, and Edgar knew this. It was the kind of hope tailored by naivety, but for now, for now it would do.
With no stars or landmarks to guide him, Edgar decided on one direction and followed it religiously. The sun had worked itself into his skin; no amount of shade would see it freed. His mouth burned as though a fire had been built inside it. The best he could do was guzzle the water from his pouch, but all that managed was to soothe the ache in the desert his lips had become. He sighed, turned inward, and marched onward.
How did I get here? The question echoed through Edgar’s mind while he searched for missing memories. As he pushed past trees and bushes, he moved from childhood to adolescence.
It’s all here, he thought, arriving at the memory of the Night Terror in the dungeon. Except for how I got here. It seemed too generic, too cliché, his conveniently inconvenient amnesia. No, this place wants me to forget for a reason, he decided, slipping into a copse. But it doesn’t matter. If I’m wrong, I’m wrong, and I’ll be dead by dawn, no matter how hard I try.
Edgar emerged from the copse, onto a road paved with white satin. He stumbled backward, careful not to let his feet touch the fabric, afraid that he might spring a trap. The road twisted through the trees, like a snow-covered snake slithering toward a kill.
He gripped the hilt of his sword and followed beside the road. Blood drops dotted the winding ribbon, and they turned his stomach.
He trailed the pale path to a hill. At its crest, he found a woman in white sitting atop a rock. She wore a bloodied dress. It was from the ends of her garb that the road had been formed, so that all who followed it would find her.
Edgar approached slowly, afraid to startle the woman. She had a blank look on her face as she stared off into the windswept distance.
“My lady?” he said softly. He noticed a bit of worn beauty beyond the long, dark hair that whipped about her head. “Are you okay?”
The woman in white’s gaze slid to the side. Edgar saw, in those large, black pupils, himself, and hate.
She made a subtle gesture with her fingers. From her bodice to her skirt, all the blood that stained her dress came to life.
Edgar tripped over his feet going backward. The crimson streams poured off the dress and onto the white road.
He ran alongside it, and they followed. As the stinking fluid pooled, he drew his sword. The blood puddle began to rise out of the satin, became solid. Hands rose out of the puddle, followed by arms, a shoulder, and a head.
A shape in blood pushed itself free of the wicked weave and stood on two dripping legs before Edgar.
The wayward royalty swung his sword at the blood-borne body. The blade passed through, slinging a wave of red onto the greenery.
The creature grabbed Edgar before he could make another pass.
He punched the blood beast as hard as he could, in its featureless face and churning gut. But the shape could not, would not be stopped.
It wrapped itself around him and, together, in a bloody embrace, the two sank into satin and white nothingness.




CHAPTER IV

Forty-Two Days Ago
Edgar sank into his chair, while Vincent and Lena argued over him. He looked across the dinner table to the twins, Auster and Audra, for moral support, but they were ensnared in a political debate with the oldest sibling, Horace.
He sighed, and stuffed some food into his mouth. Even his father, King Sovn, and his mother, Queen Magdalena, were too busy talking to each other to see that he, the youngest here of them all, had no one.
The royal family of Eldrus seldom ate dinner together, even when they were eating dinner together.
“What are you going on about?” The force behind Vincent’s words projected a few berries from his mouth onto the table.
Lena scowled; it was an expression she had mastered, and the only one which she seemed to possess. “You shouldn’t have to ask.”
Vincent laughed, stabbing his fork into the mutton on his plate. “Oh, I see,” he said, cutting off a piece of the meat. He prodded it with his fork and pointed the hunk at his sister, almost hitting Edgar’s nose as he did so. “Well, then I apologize for all transgressions I’ve made, haven’t made, and will make in the unforgettable past and unknowable future.”
Edgar batted the fork away. “Will you two shut up?”
“Such violence,” Lena goaded, her scowl curving into a smile. “Vincent—” she returned to her victim, “—when will you stop wasting your time on experiments and do something useful for once?”
“Do something useful? Does that include the servant girls?” Edgar added, with a stupid grin on his face; he was, after all, a part of their conflict now.
“Mother Abbess, Holy Child,” Vincent said, shaking his head. “I’ve been relegated to outcast. When you’ve discovered a new fault of mine, sweet Lena, let me know.” At this point, he became very animated. “I’m already aware of the burden that is my great intelligence, and even greater libido.”
“Edgar, if you would, cut out his tongue,” Lena pleaded. “No one will mind, and no one will miss it. Not even the servant girls.”
Edgar smiled at his sister. “Especially not the servant girls.” He liked being in her good graces, even if it wouldn’t last for long.
“Servant boys it is, then,” Vincent said, not missing a beat. “I can adapt, unlike you two.”
Lena lifted a cup to her mouth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Vincent’s eyes glinted. “You shouldn’t have to ask.”
A creak disturbed the room as the dining room doors opened, and more courses were carried in by the servants.
Edgar twisted his mouth at the various shades and shapes of excess that were offered to each of his family members. He waved away the sauces, meats, and fruits, and avoided desserts entirely. He sensed the unsaid offense taken by the servants from his dismissal, but he didn’t care. He did it for them, and for those who would better benefit from leftovers than their vomit.
“How goes your work at the suffer centers?” Horace asked Edgar.
“The ‘food banks’ could be better,” he said, correcting his brother.
Auster’s spoon clinked against his bowl as he stirred the spiced slush inside it.
In a voice deader than the dead’s, he said, “I heard there are more beatings than bread being given out in those places.”
“We need more men to keep the peace, and more food to keep everyone calm.” Edgar’s face went red. “A good deal goes a long way. It all adds up.”
Lena looked past Edgar. “It all adds up, but to what?” She wasn’t speaking to him, but their father, King Sovn. “Let the people run the suffer centers. The last time we tried, they accused us of poisoning the food to thin out the poor. Which, granted, is not the worst idea in the—”
“It would take a considerable amount of effort to disguise the taste,” Audra said, her words wispy syllables.
Edgar looked at the twenty-one-year-old, and smiled a pathetic smile that told the girl now was not the time to prove to the others her talents as a botanist.
The twenty-one-year-old girl looked back, the heat of pride draining from her face, and asked with wide and welling eyes, “When?”
King Sovn muttered behind his clasped hands, “My children would have this city reduced to skeletons.”
Edgar turned to his father. It comforted him to see that the king smirked when he spoke.
King Sovn, sovereign of Eldrus and the Heartland, Blood Drinker and Heart Eater, and all those other titles and profanities that often followed his name was, despite these things, an average man. He was neither large, nor small, nor was he grossly scarred or excessively scrubbed. He did not strike his wife, nor his children, and because he was neither violent nor villainous, the privileged felt judged in his presence.
He was a good man, Edgar knew, but his reluctance, his indifference, made him a terrible ruler.
“It all adds up,” King Sovn said, repeating Edgar’s earlier words, “but not everything can or should be measured in coin.” He squinted at his wife, the Queen Magdalena. “What do you think, my dear?”
Edgar’s mother’s head turned as the dining room doors opened again. Servants entered with refills and refreshments. “I think Edgar is trying to make the rest of us look bad.” She tilted her head at Edgar. “I think I would like to be proven wrong.”
“For once,” his father chirped.
“That goes without saying.” She took her husband’s hand. “Think on what you need, and we’ll see what can be done.” She trained her gaze on one of the servants nearest the twins. “Does that sound fair?” She sounded distant, too absorbed in her own thoughts.
“It does. Thank you.” Edgar would have felt triumphant, but his mother’s sudden concern soured the moment.
Lena let out a laugh. “Aren’t you the savior of the people?”
Vincent nudged his shoulder. “Pay her no mind. Mother and Father both know that if they gave her what she wanted, we’d all be begging at one of your suffer centers.”
Edgar nodded at his brother, though he had hardly been listening to him.
The servant which had attracted his mother’s interest now had his father’s, as well. The man was young, tanned; his hair redder than the soup he carried.
Edgar couldn’t place the man. By the confusion that spread like a sickness across Audra’s, Auster’s, and Horace’s faces, he saw that they, too, didn’t recognize him.
“My Queen,” the servant said, making his way toward her.
By the glint in his mother’s eyes, it was clear to Edgar she had seen something they had not. The servant rushed forward, knife in hand. She leaned back in her chair as the man stabbed downward, where her head had been. She stood up, dark tendrils of hair falling from their weaves, and kicked the man’s legs out from under him.
With a shout, he fell forward. His chin slammed against the table. Blood blew out of his mouth as he bit through his tongue.
Choking on the fleshy hunk, he hocked the severed muscle across the table, onto a plate.
Magdalena lifted the man up by his collar—her thin arms had never looked stronger—bent him over the table, took the large knife that had been used to cut the mutton, and drove it through his neck.
She released him, but he didn’t move. He stayed pinned there, to the wood, like a bug to be dissected.
“As you can see, no matter what you do,” the queen said over the assassin’s blood-choked cries, “you cannot make everyone happy.”
She sighed. Her tongue found a spot of blood on her lips, and she licked it off. “Go to your rooms. Dinner is done.”




CHAPTER V

Long were the nights and dark the days, that had followed the Trauma and its malaise.
Under swollen skies, the weary-eyed searched for gods and guidance amidst the lies.
They found a place that scabbed the land with trees like veins torn from man.
In its breast, demons waited, with dark hungers to be sated.
They whispered promises they could not keep.
They desired sacrifices none would reap.
“Royal blood,” thus they spake, sick of the poor upon which they’d slaked.
“As you wish,” a brave queen said, giving herself to slow the dead.
The demons brought her into that nameless place,
and wept when they gazed upon her face.
Too beautiful to eat, this they knew,
when children she could give to them, strong and true.
Quickly, they learned the folly of their plan;
the queen’s blood had been cursed by her own hand.
From seeds on satin, sons did rise,
five in all, with jet black eyes.
They set on fathers when they could,
and with mother took the wood.
Edgar woke in a bed that was not his own, naked and alone. The sheets were sticky with drying blood.
As he sat up, they peeled from him, like butcher’s paper. His skin was cold, damp, as though someone had recently tried to wash the gore and smell of metal out of it.
Feet shaking, he stood and started searching the room for a weapon, his weapon, or armor, or anything with which he could protect himself. But there was nothing here. Only darkness, and the chilling light that cut through the doorframe across the way.
“Hold on a minute,” a woman said. Her voice was muffled, but he could tell she was close. “You’ll break something bumbling around like that.”
The door swung back on its whining hinges. An ocean of sunlight flooded the room, which, now that he could see, looked more like a shed than anything else. It was a rickety, rundown hunk of hollowed wood that, for some reason, reminded Edgar of an oversized coffin.
Edgar cupped his hands around his crotch. At the threshold, a woman stood. He could tell by the way she carried herself she wasn’t impressed.
“No need, already seen it,” she said, coming forward, the long braid of auburn hair the first thing of hers he noticed. “Seen one, seen them all.” The words rolled slowly off her lips. “Welcome to Threadbare.” She held out her arms, which were taut with muscles. “I think you’ll enjoy your stay.” She winked, her large, green eyes like those of a reptile’s. “I’ll make sure of it.”
Voice quivering, Edgar asked, “What have you done with my belongings?”
“They… belong to me now.” The woman laughed, and shook her head. “I’ll give them back once you give me your name and how you got here.”
Edgar didn’t know what to make of the woman, but he could already tell he would like her. He cupped himself harder to hide this fact. “Edgar is my name. I don’t know how I ended up in the Nameless Forest.”
“You all still calling it that?” The woman cocked her head, as though she wanted him to drop his hands and grow-up some. “Where do you come from, Edgar? Even us here in nowhere come from somewhere.”
Eldrus, he thought, but didn’t say. What would she do if she knew?
“I’m Lotus, by the way.” She closed the gap between them. Near enough now that he could see the faint freckles on her cheeks and neck. “An unbecoming name for an unbecoming woman.”
“I think it’s lovely,” Edgar said, already intoxicated by her mere presence.
“I think if I pissed right here and now, you’d drop to your knees and call it gold.”
She was right; he wasn’t thinking clearly. “I’m Edgar. Edgar of the royal family of Eldrus.”
Lotus didn’t seem too surprised. “You don’t say?” She bit her lip, one front tooth cracked. She glanced over her shoulder at something outside. “On vacation, then?”
“I was taken.”
“Hell of a place to bring a date.” Lotus grabbed his hands and pulled him with her out of the room. “Let me give you the tour.”
She stopped, looked between his legs, and smiled. “Pants first, actually. Mornings are cold here. They put even the proudest men to shame.”
Threadbare was a small, thrown together village that had been built in a clearing surrounded by black barks and red oaks.
What Edgar saw as he came out of the house was all there was to see. According to Lotus, it was all they ever needed. Houses, a lumber yard, farms and barns, and wild animals. There were crops at the back of the village, too. They held crops he couldn’t identify and, despite Lotus’ insistence, refused to taste.
Given everything he had seen and those that roamed the streets, he assumed the population couldn’t be much greater than one hundred. But for a place such as the Nameless Forest, where death bred death, one hundred lives was something of an achievement.
“There was a woman in a white dress. She was covered in blood.” Edgar said. He and Lotus stopped in front of a store, every eye of everyone around fixed upon them.
“I know. A bit of her brought you here.” Lotus scratched off a chip of blood from his neck. “She could’ve killed you.”
Regardless of what he had seen, it still surprised him when a group of children ran out of the fields and into their homes, where their parents waited with open arms, not butcher knives. We know nothing about this place.
“Why didn’t she kill me? Who is she?”
Lotus raised her eyebrow, as though she had expected him to have already figured this out. “She has a job for you. Who is she? A mother, a queen, a god.” Lotus nodded at someone in the distance. “Stay long, and you’ll figure out what to call her.”
Edgar’s breathing became shallow as the gravity of his situation weighed upon him. “I don’t know… what’s going on anymore.” He rubbed his face. “This is still the Forest, right? Holy Child, what has happened to me?”
Lotus took his hand. “A drink it is, then.” She pressed her lips to his ear as he started to sway. “Follow my words, and I’ll see you through.”
Edgar did what he was told, because he didn’t know what else to do.
Lotus brought him to her residence. It was the largest home in Threadbare, and from the greetings and signs of respect she received on their way there, he pegged her as their leader.
She couldn’t have been any older than thirty, and yet the way in which she carried herself seemed to suggest otherwise. She had the presence of a commander, and yet emanated an aura by which all who stepped into it were relaxed.
She wasn’t beautiful, and yet Edgar found himself more attracted to her than he had ever been to any woman he had known before her. She was a contradiction, and yet he knew he would love her unconditionally by the night’s end, whether he wanted to or not.
“In the Old World, when they wanted to remember something, they would take a picture,” Lotus said.
Edgar had been staring at her, at this table, saying nothing for a few minutes.
“We’ve no cameras, but I’ve several portraits in the back for starry-eyed gentleman such as yourself. If you’d like, I could bring one up, give it a signature. Send you packing with a memento of me.”
Caught, Edgar said, “I’m sorry. My mind was elsewhere.”
“Oh, that’s a shame,” Lotus teased. She filled his cup with an unmarked bottle of alcohol. “Who were you in Eldrus?”
“Who was I? No, I’m going back.”
Lotus raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t count on it.”
The dark liquid swirled in Edgar’s cup. A purple foam gathered on the surface. “If you wanted to kill me, you would have done it already.”
“That would’ve been the logical thing to do, but this place isn’t exactly known for that sort of thing, is it?” She snatched the cup and drank half of it. “Matters not to me. Drink’s getting drunk, whether you like it or not.”
Edgar seized the cup to assert his manliness. “Tell me about the Nameless Forest, about Threadbare. About the woman in the white dress, about how the… how the… I… how I…”
“There, there,” Lotus whispered, helping his hands bring the cup to his mouth. “Stop your babbling.”
The liquid was thick and burned his throat. All pores and passageways in his body opened wide as the fiery sensation spread throughout his body. The anxiety that had crawled into his speech receded. The alcohol had beaten it back, back into its hidden cove, where it spent most of its time breeding with worry and low self-esteem.
“Thank you.”
“Doesn’t taste half bad for poison, does it?”
Edgar coughed out a laugh. She was joking, or at least, that’s what he told himself.
“It’s best not to settle on a definition of the Forest. It changes so much. But some things are constant.”
“Like Threadbare?”
Lotus took a drink, her gaze never leaving Edgar’s. “Quick as a whip. Yes, like Threadbare. And Anathema, Blackwood, Chapel, and Atlach. All those places, like here, are constant, too.”
“What about everything else?”
“If it’s been thought or said. Or hell, even if it hasn’t, then it’s happened here.”
Edgar took another drink, his mouth thoroughly numbed by the mixture. “How?”
“Doesn’t matter.” Lotus scratched the top of her hands. “Figure it out, and the Forest will probably change that part of itself. You’re asking the wrong question, Edgar of Eldrus.”
I am? He closed his eyes, where he saw Lotus’ afterimage on his lids. A portrait, he thought drunkenly. One I’d look at forever. His eyes snapped open to a sobering realization. I shouldn’t trust her. I shouldn’t trust any of this.
“What question should I be asking, Lotus?”
She grabbed his cup, scowling like Lena would. “Someone’s a grumpy drinker. You want to go home, right?”
He nodded, his newfound suspicions robbing him of words.
“Crestfallen. That’s what I call her, in case you were wondering. She doesn’t let everyone get away. And if she does, she has plans for them, a purpose.”
Cringing, he said, “What’s that?”
“What makes you think I know?”
“You do. I can tell.”
“Ah. Is that why you’ve been staring me down?” She considered the bottle. “Kill the four, leave the fifth, and she’ll send you home, to your black keep and gray skies.”
“How do you…?”
She curled the tips of her hair around her fingers. “Not much gets past me. Also, not going to lie to you, Edgar, you’re quite a catch.”
“The four? The four what?” Edgar backed away from the table. Unsteady, he struggled to his feet. He caught a glimpse of a glint of steel, his sword, behind a curtain across the room.
“Anathema, Blackwood, Chapel, and Atlach. Four men. One in each village. Crestfallen wants them dead. You want to go home? I saw the blood on your blade. I know the sword’s not for looks, at least, not all the time.”
“I don’t believe you.” Edgar swallowed hard. His anxiety had returned. It was climbing his ribs as though they were the rungs of a ladder. “You’re lying to me.”
Lotus coughed out a laugh. “Am I an idiot? Oh sure, I just sat around all these years waiting for some piss-poor warrior to stumble into these woods and do my dirty work. Edgar, I don’t give a damn what you do. I’m just telling you what she told me.”
“Why do you get to live?”
She shrugged. “There’s questions you ask, and questions you don’t. Besides, if she asked you to kill me, it would’ve been your head I took off first. Not your pants.”
Edgar knew he shouldn’t jump to conclusions, not in a place like this, where things operated on another level entirely.
So, he sighed and said, “Is she a liar?”
“I’m not sure something like her needs to lie.” Lotus stood and put her hands on her hips. “I know this isn’t the best time, but you’ll be leaving soon, and we’ve our appetites.”
Edgar took a step back. “What?”
“Don’t make me be vulgar. I know you’re not that thick.”
“We… barely know each other.” He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. This is too much. I’m so far out of my comfort—”
“Do you get to know your food before you eat it? Your drink before you drink it?” Lotus walked toward him, and put her forehead against his. “I’m not looking for love. Tried it. Didn’t like it. Never developed the taste for it.”
He chipped away at the red on his fingernails. “What about the… thing that attacked me?” He liked where this was going with her, and didn’t; yet another contradiction. “It came out of her dress.”
“That’s one of her minions. The blood by which we’re bound. Hey—” she put her arms on top of his shoulders, “—don’t change the subject. It won’t be long before we never see each other again. And neither you nor I want to be kept up tomorrow night, wondering what we’d missed.”




CHAPTER VI

Forty Days Ago
Audra’s fingers moved over the candle, tugging on shadow and light, as though she meant to make of them something more than what the flame had in mind.
Animals and people crawled out of the smoky darkness and onto the wall. Like a puppeteer, she gave them life and purpose. Absorbed in her art, lost in their stories she was now telling, unease quickly fell from her face like a veil.
In this moment, Edgar could tell that she was happy, and beautiful, and all those other things he knew she had convinced herself it was not possible for her to be.
“How did you get so good?” Edgar whispered. He tried to nudge out a similar compliment from her twin, Auster.
“If ever there were a spellweaver in the family, it would be Audra.” Auster was as monotone as ever, but sincere.
Audra, sounding angry but looking the opposite, said, “Oh stop! It just takes practice.”
She’ll be young forever. Edgar watched his sister’s hands manifest a tree into the scene on her room’s wall. In every way, and
people will make her suffer for it.
He sighed. “Accept the compliment. You know Auster is rationing them for his future wife. It’s a rare treat.”
“Fine.” Audra waved him off, causing a shadowy wind to ripple across the wall, shaking the figures on it.
Edgar and Auster looked at one another, their faces mirroring one another’s surprise.
Audra turned away from her dark world. “What’s going to happen?”
The heavy footfalls of the guards outside the door were the answer. She covered her face with shaking hands, and let the terrible thoughts she had been holding at bay finally overcome her.
“We’ll get through this,” Edgar said. He scooted closer and put his arms around her.
Auster, remaining where he sat, said, “I’m sure this happens a lot.”
“That… that is not helpful, Auster,” she whimpered, her hot tears soaking Edgar’s shirt.
“He’s right, though.” Edgar shook his head at his sister’s twin. “We are who we are, but we’re no different than anyone else. Bad things happen, whether you’re rich or poor, or—”
“I don’t want bad things to happen to anyone.” She pushed her head harder into his shoulder. “I know that, Edgar. I’m not a child. But it was an assassination attempt. He was close to us, Edgar. He walked right past me. I could have stopped him if I were only paying more attention for that kind of thing.”
“I think Mother did well enough stopping him,” Auster droned.
Audra pulled away from Edgar. There was a badge of snot and saliva dripping down the front of him. “I’m sorry.” She wiped it off. “I’m tired of being so weak, so… freaking trusting.” Biting her nail, she added, “Where do you think he came from?”
Edgar shrugged. “Here, in Eldrus, or I don’t know. There’s no good reason to try to murder someone, though. I can’t believe that.”
“I don’t know. I think murder is like a potion. Just takes the right amount of ingredients to make it. Two or three things to justify something you would never consider,” Audra said. She returned to the candle and, with her hands, raised two shapes from the smoky nether. “Father didn’t do anything to help.”
“He seldom does.” Edgar cocked his head at Auster. “He lacks enthusiasm.”
Auster arched his eyebrow. And that was it.
“I feel like…” she searched for her words as she formed a tunnel on the wall for the figures to enter. “I feel like we could be doing more. You’ve got your programs, your shelters. Lena sits on the council. Horace is practically king from everything he’s taken on lately.”
“Don’t forget Vincent,” Auster said. “But no one would fault you if you did.”
“Vincent’s not so bad.” The last of her tears sizzled as it fell into the candle’s flame. “He knows a lot about medicine, and myths and things from the Old World. If he wasn’t so selfish, he could help a lot of people.”
“What about you two?”
Audra’s hands took shape into something else, and yet the two figures she had formed stayed on the wall.
Edgar’s jaw dropped, but he pressed on. “You, Audra, are the smartest person I know. The most gifted botanist. And how you do what you do with the shadows…” He laughed, pointing at the two, freestanding figures. “I can’t even begin to understand.”
Auster cleared his throat. “I’m good at a great many things, but I’m not great at anything.”
“What’s wrong with that?” Edgar said. “I can swing a sword because of you. I can quote stories and poetry because of you. I can name most, if not all, the stuffy dignitaries because of you. You’re a teacher, and a great one. No one taught me about the Scavengers or the Sailor’s Bane, or the political nonsense over the Divide. No one, except for you.”
“I guess,” Auster said, smiling. “We should make Eldrus a better place to live, if we’re all so damn talented.”
“Here, here,” Edgar bellowed.
“Shut up,” Audra said, giggling. She looked around the room and said, “I want to show you something.” She blew out the candle. But for the light of the moon, the room went dark. “You have to keep it a secret. You can’t tell anyone.”
“That will be easy enough.” Edgar nodded toward the door. “We’ve a whole squadron of guards posted outside the door, though.”
“Not a problem.” She winked at Auster, who, by his reaction, had already seen what she was about to reveal.
“Should I prepare myself, Auster?”
Audra hopped to her feet and went to the bookshelf.
“One should always be prepared,” Auster said, like an asshole.
“We have to be quick.” She took out a book and removed an old, rusted key from its hollowed-out pages. “And we have to be very quiet.”
Edgar nodded. Audra crossed the room to her writing desk. She went down on her hands and knees and crawled underneath it.
Coughing out the cobwebs that got caught in her mouth, she yanked out the rug there and began to pull and pile up the discolored stones beneath it. She worked quickly. The way in which she stacked the stones suggested she knew their every groove and eccentricity.
Edgar moved towards his sister. Squinting through the darkness, he saw that, as the last stone was removed, there was a metal plate in the floor—a door with a small handle and rusted keyhole.
Audra unlocked the door and pulled it back. A gust of wind blew past her face and filled the room with an old smell, an extinct smell; one that was both instantly recognizable and absolutely foreign.
Softly, Edgar asked, “Where does it go?”
“My hideout,” she said with a toothy grin. “There’s a ladder. It’s slippery, sometimes, so watch your step.”
Auster rubbed the back of his head, at the ghost of a past spill. “Yeah, watch your step.”
“Audra,” Edgar called out, as his sister slipped into the hole and began her descent. “Now doesn’t seem the best time. Assassins, remember? We should be staying with the guards.”
Auster crawled past Edgar, under the desk. “All sense and reason leave her when she’s like this.” He lowered himself into the hole and added, “Let her have her fun.”
The ladder was slick, as she had warned. Edgar’s vision blurred as he stepped down into the darkness, the small chute awakening dormant claustrophobia. The stone the chute was comprised of told them its story in its colors, like the rings of a tree.
For Edgar, it was as though they were traveling back in time, to the days of Ghostgrave’s founding.
When his arms started to ache and his siblings started to pant, their feet found solid footing at the ladder’s end. Behind them, bioluminescent plants lit up the room they stood in, washing the earthen ruin in vibrant, lime green light.
It took Edgar’s vision a moment to adjust, but when it did, he couldn’t believe what he saw in the room. Old World remnants—boxes, booths, telephones, and turnstiles; boots, books, and coats. All of it was left out in the open, undisturbed. This place wasn’t a room at all, but a station; a subway station.
“Audra…” Edgar’s words trailed off as he leaned over a phonebook and tried to read its faded text. “What is this?”
She took his hand and guided him to a large fissure in the wall. It was from here that the roots of the bioluminescent plants flowed.
“My happy place,” she said, waving Auster over to join them. “See it?”
Edgar nodded. He’d seen the station and, through the fissure, the small makeshift study beyond. It was filled with plants and flowers, and there were tomes and tools atop a workstation which was covered in stolen supplies from their home above.
Edgar nodded again. He saw beyond the study, through a blown-out window, where train tracks laced a chasm, and a subway car sat on its side, like a wounded beast which had long since been left to die, forgotten and alone.
“Holy shit,” he said.
“Don’t let the Holy Child hear you call him that,” Auster joked.
“Audra, when did you find this?” Edgar took a step back, resting against the linoleum wall.
“Two years ago, in a fit of boredom.” She moved about the glowing garden as she spoke, tending to the needs of her children. “No one looks for me, so no one notices when I’m gone.”
Edgar wanted to interrupt her, to tell her she was wrong. But she wasn’t; she was right. This was the most he had spoken with his sister in weeks, and it wasn’t even until now that he realized it.
Auster leaned into a plant covered in hairs and pods. “You could start a sizeable clinic with all these. Is that your plan?” The pods split open and tendrils shot out, biting at the air, trying to get at his face. He jumped back, and said, “Never mind.”
“That’s part of the plan, yes.” She waved her brothers back to her. “Edgar can secure the places, and we can fill them with food and medicine. Auster, you could educate others, and then they could do the same. We start off small, but if we do it right, others will follow our example.”
“I can’t believe this is here. How is this here?” Edgar had been listening to her, but only barely.
Auster, keeping a close eye on the plant that had marked him for death, said, “What’s the other part of your plan?”
Audra ignored him. “There’s so little we know about the Trauma, Edgar. I think there’s a lot of places like this, twisted and displaced. It’s like the world was smashed together and pulled apart.”
“The other part of your plan?” Auster nagged.
Audra’s jaw looked unhinged, like an annoyed snake’s. “There, that subway car. Look closer, you’ll see it.”
Edgar stepped through the fissure, into the study. He went to the blown-out window. Looking closely, he then saw it; a stalk, thick and tough, coming out of the subway car, to taste the new scents that soiled the air.
Audra joined him. With a handful of debris, she reared her arm back and flung the junk across the tracks. Where it landed, hundreds of tiny mushrooms lit up their yellow fear. The light they made crept across the chasm, illuminating the car.
A stalk appeared, and then another, and then several more, followed by roots, engorged and lumbering. They slithered across the subway car, out its windows and doors. Each stalk, each root, seemed to be running from the same place, and when Edgar leaned over the sill, he found it. The appendages were connected to a bulbous base that had grown over half of the seats inside the subway car.
“Audra,” Edgar said. Instincts kicking in, he backed away. “What the hell is that?”
“A myth I’ve been working on. I read about it in a book Amon gave me. I didn’t think I’d get this far, but…” Her gaze darted back and forth between her brothers. “It’s known as a Crossbreed. After trying forever, this was the perfect place for it to bloom.”
For once, Auster’s voice shook when he spoke. “What does it do?”
“There’s two types,” she said, holding up two fingers. “One that kills, a Bloodless, and this one, which soothes. If the people already think we poison their food, then why not introduce something that may calm them down for once? Make them more willing to let us actually help them? We could do a lot if they would just… obey.”




CHAPTER VII

The Trauma shattered the world, and from its shards nations rose. In the smoldering folds of the midland, Vold stood unchallenged. It had been the first city to restore order, and so it was to this city people looked for resources and guidance. The accomplishment was not without its shortcomings, however, for it made of Vold’s leaders narcissists and egotists with delusions of utopia.
Six sat on the city’s council; six sons in each’s shadow. Starved for splendor, the six sons turned eastward and saw, in the Nameless Forest, prospects. With forked tongues, they bought favor and labor, and forged their fates in the glories of hell.
The Forest received them on an orange summer day, the cool breeze its cool breath, calling them its way. In the trees they saw towers, and in the vermillion veins gold fortunes. Rivers gave way to crops, and caves to foundations. On the crests and in the crevices, the sons imagined cities, beacons for greatness built on unspoiled plots.
They sent word of their findings to their fathers afar, and went to work on the earth, digging deep, digging hard. The men complained of headaches, hallucinations, and horrors, but the sons paid them no mind.
The excavation took many as they carved out the sweltering depths, and those that persisted did so only by the fortitude found in the vermillion veins above. The six sons did not know why they were digging, for they had all they needed on the surface, but they dug all the same.
In the buzzing night of the third month, the Nameless Forest spoke.
“Drink our blood, and we shall drink yours.” The words echoed through the chasm they had created, eroding the will of the workers so that they fled. The six sons shouted commands, threatened violence, but in the end, they ran, too.
The company did not make it very far: The tunnel out had collapsed. The six sons turned on one another, attributing blame and misfortune to everyone but themselves.
“Bring us blood,” the Nameless Forest bellowed, as they scuffled and wept in the humid dark, “and we’ll bring you home.”
The six sons ceased their fighting and did as they were told. The Nameless Forest promised itself to them, and they to it. The six sons fed the remainder of their men to the chasm, to the vermillion veins that waved like reeds in the bloody swamp that their camp had become. They returned to Vold, and to their fathers, with a proposition.
“Let us purify the city, as you’ve always wanted,” they said eagerly. “The undesirables, the unmentionables, those that do not contribute enough, and those that question too much—give us them all. They will toil in the sun and perish in the night, and the treasures they will find will be yours, and Vold will flourish.”
The leaders conceded to their sons’ demands after one taste of the vermillion veins. Soon, the damned were packed on the midlands paths, and together marched to persecution songs. The six sons quartered the Nameless Forest in accordance to crime, and over these six wards, they ruled as kings. Those that died were dispersed to the depths and fed to the voice that gave safe passage.
The six sons, with mouths bloodied from vermillion addiction, quickly changed the terms of the agreement. The veins made them feel as gods, and as gods they owed nothing to mortals. The supply lines were broken, and barriers erected, and the six sons took six thousand from the continent and kept them for themselves, so as to appease their subterranean benefactors.
Vold vanished overnight, for reasons lost to history, and the six gods ruled over their tiny kingdom, each indulging in the crime of their governing. And when all that could die had died, they themselves were consumed, and then forgotten.
Many had told Edgar he would be disappointed with his first sexual encounter. But as he lay watching Lotus’ breasts rise and fall with her breathing, he was glad they had been wrong.
He could recall every detail of the night, and he would remember every detail for all the nights to come. It didn’t matter if she loved him, because she had brought him calmness in a place of chaos, and the confidence to keep moving forward.
“I know they’re pretty, but there are better things you can do to them than stare,” Lotus said, never opening her eyes.
Half-tempted to take her up on the proposition, Edgar resisted and sat up. “Thank you for that.”
“No—thank you,” she said, still pretending to be asleep. “It’s slim pickings around here, let me tell you.”
As Edgar freed his feet from the blankets, his thoughts returned to the task at hand. Anathema, Blackwood, Chapel, and Atlach; these were villages of which he knew nothing and yet had been asked to destroy.
With the possible exception of his abductor, he had never killed anyone before. To murder four strangers at the command of some creature clearly capable of doing the job itself seemed ridiculous. No, Edgar wouldn’t let the Forest have him so easily. He would appear as though he would do as he was told, but only until the moment presented itself when he could do otherwise.
“What is it?” Lotus asked, finally opening her eyes to find his face wracked with concern.
“I’m so confused.”
“Is this not what you expected?” Lotus rose, stretched. “It will be, once you leave Threadbare.”
“And if I were to say no?” Edgar had no intention of forsaking his home and family, but Lotus’ nakedness made him entertain the notion all the same.
“Then you’d be another drop of blood on Crestfallen’s dress.”
“How is it you’ve escaped such a fate? And everyone else here?”
“I’m sure she has her reasons.” Lotus got out of bed, her body silencing any arguments. “I don’t care to know them.”
“What if I stayed?”
Edgar watched with some sadness as the mayor of Threadbare slipped back into her pants. Lotus’ room, where they now rested, complimented her well, despite the fact that it was at odds with her tough, assertive personality. The room, much like the entire house, had a softness to it, as though everything were covered in a veil of sleepy haze. The walls were muted shades of gray and blue, and many of the shelves were covered in small, childish trinkets; mementos perhaps, from Lotus’ early years.
“And why would you do that?” She looked over her shoulder, green eyes glowing in the candlelight.
“To better understand this place.” It was a lie, and yet there was some truth to it. “How you survived, how you’ve functioned.”
Lotus shook her head. Pants still unbuttoned, she walked over to Edgar, pushed him down, and straddled his waist on the bed.
“We survive like everyone else, I imagine. There’s no secret to it. You stick with what’s constant and make the best of it. When you come back, if you’re still dying to know, I’ll tell you what I know.”
“Come back?” Edgar’s hand traveled cautiously to her hips. “Is there a way out through here?”
Lotus shrugged. “Misspoke. Wishful thinking.” She shifted her weight down onto his crotch.
“Are you like this with everyone who comes to Threadbare?”
She leaned forward, her lips taunting his as she closed in. “I would be, if more people came to Threadbare.”
Edgar tensed, cocked his head. “Crestfallen spared me.”
“Guess that makes you special.” Lotus pressed her lips hard against his. When she finally pulled away, all the clothes she had put back on were on the floor again.
Lotus was the worst kind of distraction. The kind that would make a man fail to notice the thief in his pocket, or the dagger at his throat—and then not care for either when he did.
The brisk morning air reminded Edgar of this, the cold clearing his thoughts. He followed Lotus through Threadbare. The village glistened in the early light, not one inch of it untouched by dew. They were headed to the gates that surrounded the village, and yet Lotus seemed to be taking the long way, as though she wanted to show off the village. But there wasn’t much to see. A few buildings here, empty stretches of grass there. It was a place suspended in time, half-built, wholly forgotten; a place that didn’t belong, not here, not anywhere.
Edgar tore his eyes away from the village and looked upward. He shuddered as he stared at the sky, where red clouds lumbered along the flickering firmament. Were they ill omens, he wondered, or an everyday occurrence? Edgar rested his hand on the hilt of his sword, and waited for the dream of Threadbare to come to an end.
“Keep to it,” Lotus said. She pointed to the narrow path that wound through the gate and trees ahead. “And you’ll get there soon enough.”
“Where?” Edgar turned around to have one final look at the village. But he wasn’t the only one. The men, women, and children, with their tools, spools, toys, and dolls were standing in the fields and at the stores, watching him as he watched them.
“That’s up to you.” She spun Edgar around to face her. “You’re a pawn. You know that, right?”
He nodded, though he hadn’t really considered this obvious fact until now. “Crestfallen could kill me after I’m done.”
“Yep.” Lotus slapped him gently on the cheek. “But if she doesn’t, then something else will. But that something else isn’t offering you a way out.”
“I’m getting the impression I’m not the first to come through here.” Edgar searched Lotus’ face for the formation of a lie.
“You’re not.” She stuck out her tongue to catch the fat drops that had begun to fall around them.
Lotus had given him a cloak. He lifted its hood over his head. “How many quests has she given out?”
“Quests?” She laughed, stepped away, and pushed open the gates. “Are you a hero, now?”
“Feels like it.” Edgar cringed as the gate whined open.
“Then get to it, hero. Your princess—” she made a curtsey, “—awaits your return.”
Edgar furrowed his brow at the woman, the mayor of Threadbare. In that brief moment, he hated everything about her he had loved, and would love again.
Grumbling, he said, “Just follow the path?”
Lotus smiled and said, “Don’t stray. Stay sane.”
When Edgar could no longer see Threadbare through the trees, he stopped where he stood and looked over his belongings. Lotus had provided him with the cloak which he wore, a knife, and several curatives; two bags with a week’s worth of food and drink, and starters for a fire. The clothes that he wore beneath his armor, which had been thoroughly cleaned, were new as well.
Lotus had groomed him, soothed him, and for what? His being here was too coincidental. He should have died days ago, when the carrion birds came to tear him apart, long before the bell had rung and called them off. Had Crestfallen seen something in him when he sank into the field of satin? Or was the absurdity of her request nothing more than the result of an insane mind too long exposed to an insane world?
“Don’t think about it,” Edgar told himself, continuing down the path. “Don’t stray. Stay sane.”
The mantra was easy enough to say, but following it was another matter entirely. Like set pieces from a play, the Nameless Forest shuffled in oddities and impossibilities across the woodland stage for Edgar to behold.
Red suns tempted him to stray from his course, to see better the cracks that marred the orbs. Branches twisted upon themselves, breaking their bark to reveal white bone beneath. Yellow fog poured out of porous rocks, and where it went, plants and weeds burst into flames. Thousands of animal calls, man-made growls, and child-like screams followed Edgar for the better part of an hour.
At times, he even felt the brush of fur, scale, and tooth against his skin, as though these suffering specters walked beside him.
These things he could ignore because, in the end, they were no threat to him. However, what he couldn’t ignore was the field of barbed wire that now lay before him, stretching out in all directions, for what seemed like miles.
Crouching, he saw that, where the path went, the metal had formed a series of arches through which one could crawl. To stick to the path, he had to go through here.
So, with a sigh of defeat, he fell forward, face to the dirt, and wondered why his abductor couldn’t have taken Lena instead.
“Edgar?” a girl cried out, desperate and pained.
At the mouth of the barbed wire field, Edgar looked up and spotted a rustling coil not too far off. A hand, bloodied and barb-bitten, pushed through the wire.
Again, the girl pleaded, “Edgar?”
This time he recognized, in the slight lisp and soft syllables, a voice he had heard countless times before.
Audra.
It had been Audra’s voice.
He plodded forward, because to go backwards would be a betrayal. The field received him without complaint. When he was fully inside, the wire twisted over the portal and sealed it shut, trapping him inside. The metal thorns ran beside him, under and above him.
With every move he made, they tugged and tore at his skin. His palms were pricked, his elbows cut. The field found where his armor wasn’t, and left gashes on his side for the oversight.
“Audra!” Edgar winced as the barbed wire contracted. Squinting in pain, he spied a quivering body in the metal bindings and shouted, “Hold on.”
His stomach lurched as he saw Audra there, leaking blood to feed the shivering steel. “Don’t move anymore. I’ll cut you free.”
He grabbed the dagger at his side. His sister’s eyes widened behind the melting mask of red she wore.
“Don’t move.”
“I should have died,” she said, dropping her head. “It would’ve been better for everyone.”
Edgar started to speak, but before he could, the entire field rushed inward in a silver blur. He cursed and screamed as the barbs sped past him, slicing his skin as they twisted around the place where Audra was held.
With every pass of the barbed wire, a part of her disappeared. She was trying to speak, too, but the shrill cacophony kept serrating her words.
It only took a moment, but when it was over, the field was gone, and Audra was gone, and all that remained was a puddle of blood and a small ball of steel, and the din of a bell ringing out from the church up ahead.




CHAPTER VIII

Thirty-Eight Days Ago
Edgar didn’t need to remove the Night Terror’s mask to know it wanted to kill him.
The Eel breathed heated, hateful breaths as it knelt before them. Blood dripped from its manacles as it rattled the chains that ran from its wrist to the ceiling. When it came too close, the guard, Brennan, beat it back.
Like all broken creatures, the Night Terror took the beating without complaint, and laughed when it was over.
“Lost its mind,” Vincent said. He stared at the Eel’s genitals. “Have it all, don’t they?”
“Everything but Corruption,” Edgar said, rubbing his right arm.
“They’ve dedicated themselves to murdering humans.” Vincent crouched and reached for the Night Terror’s mask. “And somehow, we’re the villains.”
Edgar’s stomach tightened into a nauseating knot. “They don’t seem much different to us.”
“No, they don’t.” Vincent looked at the guard, and came to his feet. He grinned as Brennan came over and ripped the mask off the creature.
“Huh,” he said, surprised. “Well, isn’t that disappointing?”
The Night Terror’s head didn’t come off with the skull, nor did what lay beneath the mask inspire repulsion or awe. It had the face of a man, the flesh of a man, and it bled and sweated like a man. The creature was no less human than those that stood over it, and because of its likeness to humanity, it disarmed Edgar.
He had been expecting it to be what he had been led to believe it was all his life: a half-man, half-animal abomination; a black-eyed, black-souled charlatan. A demon-fanged, specter-held husk; a nightmare torn from Old World slumbers, or a flesh fiend risen from dark world squalors.
Any of those things would have sufficed, and they would have been far less terrifying than what sat fettered before them.
“What do you think?” Vincent asked, apparently sensing his brother’s unease.
“There has to be something else,” Edgar said. “A deeper difference we can’t see.”
Vincent nodded. He took the Terror by its hair and inspected its facial features. “We’ll find it. The likeness is incredible, isn’t it?”
The Night Terror’s throat tightened. Its eyes became as an eel’s—inky and without conscience.
“I’ll cut it open, and we’ll see what comes out.”
Edgar covered his mouth. He looked to the guard for protest or reassurance even, but received neither. “We’re not treading new ground, Vincent.”
“Feels like we are.”
“No, we’re not. It’s been too long since the Trauma for this to have been the first time a Night Terror’s been captured and studied.”
Vincent released the Eel’s greasy hair and stepped away. “Sure, but where’s the research? Where’s the findings? Seem like good questions for the Archivist to answer, don’t they? After all, he’s the one that got nervous when we first came down here.”
Edgar nodded. They were good questions, and Vincent was right; Archivist Amon had acted strangely that day.
“Why don’t you go ask him?” Vincent signaled the guard, Brennan, to escort his brother out of the dungeon. “Go on, Ed. You know as well as I do that you don’t want to see what I’m going to do next.”
Ghostgrave hummed with sounds of suspicion in the midnight haze. Guards and soldiers patrolled the halls with vacant expressions, leaving no shadow or lock untouched. They stopped serving staff and lesser royalty, and searched them for malice and intent.
The queen’s decree to increase security had lost her some favor with visiting dignitaries, but for a woman who serves murder at her dinner table, favor, like tradition, meant next to nothing.
Edgar moved about his room, relighting several candles that had been snuffed out by the northern wind. He focused his thoughts on Audra’s Crossbreed to avoid the discomfort that came with thinking about Vincent and the Night Terror. He told himself the idea of using the plant was unethical, and the execution of any kind of plan impossible.
While good-willed, tampering with public resources to deliver an inoculation against man’s own misguided devices skirted too close to delusions of godhood. Yet, he found himself considering his sister’s proposition, working out the details and parties involved, and the lies they would need to tell themselves to see the whole thing through.
Someone knocked on his door.
Edgar straightened up and called out, “Yes? Who is it?”
“My lord,” the guard stationed outside his room stated, “Prince Horace is here to see you.”
“Please, come in.” Edgar wrinkled his brow. What did Horace want with him at this hour?
When Horace entered the room, several candles lost their light. “Just making sure everyone is well tonight,” he said.
“That’s thoughtful of you, Horace,” Edgar said, making no attempt to hide his surprise.
Horace nodded at the guards behind him and slowly closed the door. “I have to act the part I’ve no choice but to play. Mother practically rules Eldrus herself because of Father’s indifference.”
“Is everything all right?” Edgar searched his eldest brother for signs of distress. “Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the visit.”
“The assassination attempt on our family made me reconsider some things.” Horace eyed an empty seat nearby. Had he felt more comfortable with Edgar, he may have even sat in it. “The people are not happy with their rulers.”
“Are they ever?” Edgar cringed. He sounded like Vincent. “Who sent the assassin? Are there more?”
Horace shook his head, reached behind him for the doorknob. “I’m sure. We’ll find them.”
“Horace,” Edgar started, stopping his brother to make him roast a little longer in the flames of cordiality. “Would you mind practicing with me in the yard?”
“You’re fine with a sword, Edgar.”
“I know,” he said, rolling his eyes, “but I can be better. Mother won’t always be there to protect us.”
Horace nodded. “Sure. Tomorrow, then.”
For the remainder of the night, Edgar’s mind was firmly anchored in a mire of worry. He had only slept for an hour total, so when he finally woke to the early morning light, he did so with the sour taste of sickness on his tongue.
Whispers, that’s what had woken him. Bedside whispers, near where his nightstand stood. Edgar got out of bed and lit a few candles. He searched the room for signs of entry or Horace’s return, but all he found were a few piles of dust, on the floor and on the nightstand, where before there had been none.
“My lord,” his guard called through the door. “My lord, Archivist Amon requests your presence in his chambers.”
The Archivist’s tower was tall, narrow, and a pain in the ass to climb. If you were visiting Archivist Amon, there would be no surprising him. As soon as one entered the front door, stepped on the first board, the whole place would fill up with decrepit sounds, like a makeshift alarm system. It wasn’t so much a place to live in as it was a place to demolish. The only thing that kept the buckled barrel of stone together seemed to be Amon himself. If he left, Edgar often thought, then the tower would go, too.
As for the Archivist’s quarters, they were enslaved to cliché, and as far as it seemed Amon was concerned, he would not have it any other way. Books, ancient artifacts, and other oddities of all kinds filled that tower he called home. There was a reverence, too, in the way he handled these items, as though they held for him distant memories or an unresolved longing for their Old World surroundings. Edgar could never make sense of it, and had never tried to.
So when Edgar plodded up that spiraling staircase, the morning sun coming through the cracks in the tower and making his sickness feel sick, the old man already knew he was there.
“It has been too long since you’ve last visited,” Amon cried.
Edgar smiled, caught his breath. He stepped off the staircase and pushed into the Archivist’s chambers. Looking back, the tower seemed steeper than he remembered—narrower, too. Looking forward, the quarters seemed larger than he remembered—scarier, too. For a moment, he had a sense of vertigo as he stared into the room, as though he were staring into some great, dark deep into which he was about to fall.
Archivist Amon waved at him. Edgar snapped out of the dizzy spell. The Archivist was sitting behind a desk; the sunlight coming through the window behind him framed him in a heavenly glow. When Edgar had been a child, he had thought heaven might look something like the old man’s chambers; cluttered but clean, with a million things to look at, most of which Edgar would never understand. He felt the same way now, except this time, he felt as though they weren’t alone. It was hard to tell, because even with the sunlight, the room had its fair share of shadows and hiding places. But there did seem to be something else in there with them.
“I didn’t sleep well last night,” Edgar finally said, shaking off the feeling and forcing himself to go to Amon. He took a seat on the opposite side of the desk and slouched in the chair. “There’s a good chance I’ll fall asleep right here if you let me.”
Amon shrugged. He had a quill in his hand. Before him, his novel, The Disciples of the Deep, lay open. There weren’t many blank pages left in it.
“Almost finished?” Edgar looked around the room as he said this. The Archivist’s plants had taken over the place. The red rooted things were everywhere, growing into everything.
“Close,” Amon said. He set the quill down, shut the book. “Just when I think I’m done, I think of something new to add.”
“How long have you been working on that novel?” Edgar tapped his fingers on the desk. He wanted to look through it, but he knew Amon would never allow that. “Ten years?”
“Oh, no, no. Longer than that, Edgar.” He smiled, and ran his fingers down the cover. “It’s therapeutic, in a way. Truth be told, if I do not give it up, I may never finish it.”
“Can you give me a hint of what it’s about? I won’t tell anyone. I swear it.”
Amon laughed and leaned back in his chair. His eyes glinted as he licked his lips. “Ah, I don’t know. It’s a personal tale. If I tell you what it’s about, and you think it’s foolish, I’ll be crushed.”
“So sensitive,” Edgar joked. He missed spending time with the Archivist. Ever since his adolescent years, their time together had been waning. In some ways, Amon had been there for him more than his father.
“I’m old,” Amon shouted, going red in the cheeks. “I’m senile. I can’t help it!” He snorted. “The Disciples of the Deep. What’s it about? Well, let’s see.” He leaned forward, elbows to the desk. “You promise you will keep it a secret?”
Edgar sealed his lips.
“Honestly, there’s not much to it. It’s just a story about a man in a terrible world trying to do the right thing.”
Taken aback, Edgar said, “That’s all you’re going to tell me?”
“Edgar, it’s almost finished.” Amon took the book and placed it in a drawer. “I’m not going to ruin the surprise.”
Edgar groaned. “You’re killing me. It needs a better cover, at least.”
“It doesn’t have a cover,” Amon said, dully.
“Exactly.”
“Hmm. I think I may need a few more years to figure that detail out.”
“If you take too long, you’re not going to be able to enjoy all the money it makes from being a bestseller.”
Amon nodded and then shook his head. “That’s okay. I’m looking to leave a legacy behind. Something that can’t be melted down and auctioned off when I’m dead.”
Edgar heard something move inside the room. “That’s… admirable. Hey, Amon, is someone here?”
“Yes, actually.” He gestured behind Edgar. “I would like you to meet someone.”
Edgar turned around. Behind him, still as a statue, a man stood, with a smile so wide it couldn’t have been anything but insincere. His eyes were penetrating, and his teeth pointed and sharp. He was handsome, though, and well dressed. To Edgar, there was no doubt in his mind this man was a villain. And just where the hell had he come from?
“My lord,” Amon said, “this is Alexander Blodworth, understudy of Samuel Turov, the Exemplar of Restraint and a high priest of Penance.”
Alexander bowed, and said, “It’s an honor to meet you, Lord Edgar.”
Is it?
Why would it be? “It’s an honor to have you in our city. What brings you to Ghostgrave?”
Alexander came around Edgar and stood beside the desk. “Relations. Ours are not great with Eldrus. That is a shame.”
“Worse than your relations with Geharra?” Edgar goaded.
Alexander laughed a boisterous laugh. “I don’t have the strength to heal those old wounds.”
Archivist Amon cleared his throat. “There’s more to this world than Eldrus. Your father, and he would agree, has done a poor job keeping you and your brothers and sisters informed.”
Edgar, trying to remain as respectful as possible, asked, “Why didn’t you call Horace here? I’m last in line. I can’t do anything.”
Amon folded his hands and rested his chin atop them. “It’s always good to be prepared, my lord.”
“Penance needs an ear. We’ve much to offer but none to listen. We’re—and I speak for the Mother Abbess—willing to pay more if the Divide would be opened up to us. Between the current tariffs and the Night Terror attacks, shipping on the Divide doesn’t show much of a profit. It’s not worth the effort.”
“Strengthening the bond between cities would give Eldrus more opportunity.” Amon reached for one of the red plants growing up his desk, snapped it in half, and ate it.
Edgar didn’t trust this Alexander Blodworth, and he was starting to distrust Amon, as well. “This is beyond me, and what I can do. This could be considered treason.” His words came out more confidently than he intended. “Penance wouldn’t send an exemplar’s understudy to discuss these things.”
“You’re right,” Alexander said. He smoothed back his hair. “I’ve come to spread the word of the Holy Order and trade secrets with your sister, the botanist.”
“What? Audra?”
Amon laughed and said, “Certainly not Lena. And Vincent’s not a woman. Not yet, at least.”
“My lord.” Alexander leaned forward, one hand on the desk, the mask of confidence he wore now giving way to cockiness. “We know where the assassin came from.”
Edgar made the connection quicker than he could form a sentence, so he blurted, “You? Penance?”
Alexander, impressed, leaned away. Looking at Amon, he said, “Quick, isn’t he?”




CHAPTER IX

The Nameless Forest has always been, and will always be for those who need it. When the Earth turned on itself and all heavenly bodies went to the grave, the Forest stayed. First to leave, and first to return, the women of the Old World rediscovered the Garden and claimed it as their own.
The Trauma had eaten all the children and all their bones, and so the women found themselves elevated, held high by the very hands that had once beat them so low. They repopulated deliberately, mindful of the men they chose and the traits they carried. They studied the past, and by its successes and failures, formed the foundations of the forthcoming future.
Progress, however, was slow, limited by the constraints of the human body and mind. Feeling the burden of their imposed divinity, the women delved deeper into the Nameless Forest for ancient answers. At its center, where reality peeled like paint from a portrait, they found a grandfather clock. It sat atop an island wreathed in red grass, with the clock’s hands permanently fixed on the midnight hour.
After some debate, the women decided to swim for the island, but as soon as their feet left the shore, they found the water was not water at all, but worms, hundreds of thick, long, bruise-colored worms. The women turned to flee, but the worms clung tightly to their ankles and wrists, and held them down, so that they could witness the blue light that rose out of the wriggling mass, and hear the words it had to say.
The women returned and shared what they had learned with the women who had stayed behind. By this knowledge, minds were opened and wombs quickened, and soon the Forest was filled with the sounds of children who had only taken a month to gestate. The offspring of the women were considered blessed, and the hundreds that they bore were given as blessings to the villages and towns that had stayed loyal to the women.
The borders of the Nameless Forest were opened shortly thereafter, and the goddesses descended from ascendance to live amongst mortals. They shared their findings with those who could put them into practice, and prayed to the greatness of the Blue Worm in the morning and at night.
The fruits of the women’s labors, however, were quick to spoil. The children, who were once so promising, began to turn, on themselves at first, and then others. They tore and ate their own skin, and wore the skin and skulls of those who tried to stop them. Mortified, their revered mothers rallied together to put an end to the slaughter, but the children―the flesh fiends, those terrors—fled into the wilds, leaving behind half-empty towns and half-eaten villages.
Enlightenment soon gave way to idiocy, and the women of the Nameless Forest were rounded up, for the people felt fooled by their promises. The women’s methods were questioned and the answers they gave ignored. Upon learning of their encounter at the red island, the women were fixed to a pyre at the Forest’s border and burned alive, until nothing remained but their ashes and the worms that had swum in their bellies. Those that attempted to catch the worms failed, and by their failings, their arms were colored crimson, for crimson had been the worms’ color before they disappeared into the earth.
Audra was still alive, of that Edgar was certain. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to his feet. Hot, sickening pains from the crooked cuts and gouges left by the barbed wire flared throughout his body. He tried to grab the ball of steel that closed around that imposter Audra. Before his fingers could close around it, the orb sank into his supposed sister’s blood and disappeared. Edgar ignored the urge to dig after it, for the urge was what the Forest surely wanted, and went ahead.
The church sat atop the land, a crumbling mass of spires and glass. The walls that held it together shook and shivered as the bells bellowed a death-knell drone. Had this been the same sound he had heard that killed the carrion birds? He winced, the deep rumblings vibrating his chest and head. Covering his eyes to block out the sun, he saw that above the great, battered doors, the word ‘Anathema’ had been written in brown and black.
He gripped his sword. “This is a village?” Then he started up the church’s front steps.
Like all places haunted and horrible, the doors of Anathema opened on their own. Edgar proceeded cautiously into the church.
As soon as he crossed the threshold, the bells stopped. Sunlight poured through the stained glass windows above, creating pockets of color by which he could navigate this dim place. Pews like mouths full of splinters grinned as he pressed further in. Fallen candles like melted hands reached out of the floor, as though to grab him. A cold wind rolled off the balconies overhead, the stink of rot adhered to it.
He pulled his cloak close, covered his nose, and though every part of him begged him to turn around, he went forward.
When he reached the back of the church, where the wall had sagged and become host to a mess of Stinging Chrism, his nose picked up another scent. He circled the altar here, where it sat swaddled in dusty, dirty sheets, and noticed several cracks at its base. Through them, a warm breeze blew, and rather than rot, it carried the smell of wine and fresh food. He leaned in closer, mouth salivating, stomach growling—too starved to think much of the fact that the sheet that covered the altar had stood up on its own.
But then the spell broke, and he stumbled back, shouting, “Holy Child!” as the dirty sheet fell and revealed a robed man with yellow eyes beneath it.
“Stop, stop,” he shouted, as the figure stepped off the altar, his robes streaming like water around him.
“I’ll call the others up and tell them you’ve come,” the robed man said. He hurried off, slipped into an alcove, and climbed the ladder there.
Edgar stood by the hollowed-out altar, dumbstruck. The man padded away, deeper into the church.
“Fuck this,” he said, stepping away from the altar. “I’m not staying here like an—”
The church trembled as the bells began to rock again high above. It was a signal, he realized; a signal to others unseen that a trespasser had arrived.
Edgar had failed his task, and so, like most failures, he turned on his heels and fled. As he ran down the center aisle, red robed beasts rose out of the pews. He drew his sword, swinging back and forth to keep them at bay. Pale fingers grabbed at his hands and face. He kicked the nearest red hooded horror, and it went whirling into the shadows.
A raspy chant swelled behind Edgar as he hurried toward the front doors. He sheathed his sword and covered his ears to deafen the words, but the words found him all the same. Like hooks, they clung to him, and like hooks they reeled him in.
He was yanked backward, his skull smacking against the floor. His arms shot out and his legs went limp. Like spoiled children, the congregation dragged him across the church, opening old wounds and creating new ones as he bashed and scraped against the deathtrap pews. With one forceful tug, the robed figures chanted him into the air, throwing him against the altar, where he crumpled, powerless to stop them.
“Shouldn’t have run,” he heard the robed man with the yellow eyes say, somewhere nearby. “Let’s have a look at you.”
Invisible strings from the strung-together words lifted Edgar and left him to dangle in midair. He held on tightly to his sword. He cursed and screamed, but that was about all he could do. Surrounded, outnumbered, the forlorn lord of Eldrus drifted above a sea of black and red robes and pointed hoods, the waves of their infernal chant keeping him afloat. Fifteen, twenty—Edgar counted the congregation and, out of character, considered how difficult it would be to kill them all.
“Who are you?” a member of the church asked. “What do you want?”
Edgar’s mouth started to water again at the smell of the freshly baked bread and picked fruits. He closed his eyes, told himself the sensations were nothing more than conjured temptations.
“Was that you out there?” someone else asked. “Was that you in the fields? I think… I think Crestfallen has spared this man.”
A murmur meandered through the cloth. Edgar struggled against his ghostly bindings, and salivated at the hints of cooked meat Beneath his feet, there were small slivers of orange light now coming through the cracks in the church’s floor. A force tugged on his wrist, and he dropped his sword to the ground.
“Well, that’s different. That’s something to consider,” a third man said. “A messenger, perhaps? What do you think he has to say?”
The cracks in the floor were starting to spread throughout the church, widening into sizeable fissures. It was as though hell itself were pushing through the holy ground. He heard a ruckus, a clanging of pots and pans. Fork and spoon, too, scraping against a plate, thudding against a bowl.
“Ask him, ask him,” a fourth, high-pitched voice shrieked, piercing the ongoing chant. “Just get on with it and ask him!”
Edgar bit his tongue to avoid its loosening, and then he bit into it, drawing blood, as the orange cracks split the floor and pushed pulpits of stone into the air. The congregation stood unyielding as their place of worship was pulled apart like a puzzle; the orange light, now much darker and deeper, spilled over from below, and drowned the church in that hellfire glow.
“Bring him under,” a voice commanded from that terrible place. “Bring him to me.”
It took everything Edgar had not to beg. He didn’t want the congregation to know how cowardly he was.
One by one, the robed figures turned their backs. When they did, the chant ended and Edgar fell. He flailed wildly, hands grasping for purchase on the slick, separated flooring. In seconds, the orange light had enveloped him. Before he could make sense of what was happening, he crashed into the ground, blowing all the air out of his lungs.
“Fuck,” Edgar wheezed. He scrambled to his feet, and grabbed his sword off the ground. Batting away the orange smoke of this underground place, he chattered, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
He was in a kitchen. Blazing ovens lined the room, the smoke they exhaled causing the orange oddity that filled the place. Every type of food that could be cooked was cooking over the roaring flames.
Seeing that, an immense hunger unlike any Edgar had ever known overcame him and, like so many stupid children from so many fairytales, he gravitated towards them, and certain obliteration.
“Leave it,” the commanding voice from before boomed. A jagged shadow stood in the swirling smoke at the furthest end of the kitchen.
“That’s not for you, not yet.”
Edgar cleared the spit, vomit, and fear from his throat, and said, “I seek the ruler of… Anathema.”
“Here I stand,” the jagged shadow said. “The Woman in White sent you to us. We heard you were coming.”
Edgar nodded.
“Is the food not good enough? Is the drink not as she wants it? Who is not satisfied with our offerings? Chapel did not receive the last shipment, this I know and need not be told. The Whore of Threadbare, that’s it, isn’t it? What did she say?”
In disbelief over the man’s trust in him, Edgar just smiled and shook his head. “Blackwood, Atlach.” He only mentioned those villages, because the man had not.
The jagged shape came out of the smoke, to show itself to Edgar. He, too, like his brethren, was clad in black and wore a red, pointed hood. But now that he had the light, and a little less fear in his system, Edgar could see that the man, and likely those above, were not beasts at all; this one was an old man with one eye and a cleft lip.
“They have never wanted food before. Is this what she asks of us? It’s not, is it? I can tell it isn’t. Praise God. You’re a wicked man. Tell me, tell me what’s brought you here.”
Edgar, having suddenly shifted from being a victim to being victorious, was at a loss for words. Finally, he managed to say: “To discuss supply and demand, and dispersion.”
The ruler of Anathema nodded with every syllable.
“To discuss this place and your needs.”
The last part must have won him over, because he introduced himself. “Father Silas. Welcome to Anathema, Blood of the Cloth.”
What that title meant, Edgar couldn’t be sure, but it was clear to him that something was wrong with Father Silas. He trusted Edgar as though he had known him for years, and his desperation to be in Crestfallen’s good graces blinded him to the fact that she had sent Edgar here to kill him.
The ruler of Anathema led him through the length of the kitchen, and then the larders, garden, winery, and well—all of which was subterranean. The church was not a village, Edgar realized during his tour, but a factory for all things needed to live comfortably in the Nameless Forest. Why would Crestfallen want Father Silas murdered, then? Would it not destroy what little harmony existed between the settlements?
Silas had started bringing Edgar topside, and now they were following a staircase up to the roof.
“Supplies are sent out monthly.” He stepped off the final staircase and pushed open the door there.
The sudden blast of light temporarily blinded Edgar.
Going through the door, onto the roof and their loose tiles, Silas said, “Five paths, do you see them?”
Rubbing the sun out of his eyes, Edgar said he did. Five paths, like five splayed fingers. They ran from the palm that was Anathema.
“They are safe roads. Narrow, not well maintained. Easy to stray from, even if you’ve traveled them all your life.” Silas stopped, and when he did, the bells finally stopped booming, too.
Pointing from left to right, Silas said, “To Chapel, to Threadbare.” His eyes became as dark as his tone. “That goes to Blackwood, the other, Atlach.”
Edgar fingered the hilt of his sword. They were alone on the parapets. If he wanted to kill Silas, he could. “What about the last path?”
“I don’t know.” Father Silas turned around and headed back toward the stairs. “It’s not a safe path. No one goes down there anymore. Wait, over—” he pointed to the church’s annex, where several members of the congregation were towing boxes onto a wagon, “—over there. That’s the next shipment.” He sighed. “It’s really been hundreds of years since someone last visited.”
Father Silas smiled. He lunged forward and ripped Edgar’s sword out of its scabbard. Turning it around, he ran it through his own stomach and pushed the blade into his guts and out his back.
“What are you doing?” Edgar cried. He reached for the sword, but Father Silas twisted away. “Holy Child, let me help you!”
The priest screamed. The flesh on his face started to melt, the glimmer of his appearance running down his robes. Beneath his skin, another face, beaked and scaled, like a lizard’s, like a bird’s, was there. Great, mottled wings tore outward and stretched through slits in the back of his robe. A second mouth, a chomping umbilical cord of hungry muscle, bit through the front of the garment and snapped at the air.
Carrion bird. Except this one was much larger than the others. Edgar wrestled the sword out of Father Silas’s bleeding hole and put several steps between him and the creature.
“You’re Blood of the Cloth,” Father Silas hissed. Talons burst through his fingernails. “What are you doing?”
“I don’t know what that is!” The torso mouth snapped forward, trying to bite Edgar, as though it had a mind of its own. “What is going…? Do they know you’re like this?”
Father Silas, despite having lost all his human features, seemed stunned by this. “We’re all carrion birds here. It’s our curse, our way to redemption.” He clicked his talons on the roof tiles. “Is this a test? Don’t you know? Maybe you shouldn’t be here.”
Edgar leaned over the edge of the roof. Those below were oblivious as to what was happening above, continuing to fill the wagon with the supplies they were hauling out of the church. He returned to Father Silas. If he hesitated, the priest could take flight and flee, or summon his congregation to tear Edgar apart.
Father Silas was already halfway to Death, but if he finished him off, and if he hadn’t truly deserved it, then he would have the man’s blood on his hands for the rest of his days.
“Why did you stab yourself?”
Father Silas snapped his beak. “You, was it you they saw days ago?” Father Silas cocked his head. He retracted the torso mouth back into his blood-drenched stomach. “You, and the dead man. You, you, you!” His wings started to flap in agitation. “You are disgusted by me? I know why you are here.”
Edgar pointed the sword at the massive bird. “No, your people attacked us.”
“We are scavengers, bottom-feeders. By our scraps, this forest breathes.” Blood poured down the priest’s feathered legs and pooled around his feet. “God gives us the living, and we feed the living the dead. That’s how it has always been. We do not waste God’s gifts. Why do you test me? Have you not come to replace me? Will it be Mother Michelle, instead? I’ve led Anathema since it was Benediction. I have done my part.” He fingered the sword wound. “Do yours!”
Biding his time because he didn’t know what the hell was going on, Edgar said, “Would you do anything for your god Crestfallen?”
Father Silas spat. “The Woman in White is not our god. She is nothing more than a vindictive landlord. I have… I have made a mistake.” His words started to slur. “I have been too… hasty.”
I don’t know what to do. I can’t do what I’m supposed to do. The Nameless Forest swayed around them, the canopy catching fire in places.
But he hasn’t attacked me, yet. Something holds him back.
On the opposite side of the church, great spores were coughed into the air from massive grubs that weighed down the trees.
He would do anything for her. To get away from her. Did she warn him? A raven fell from the sky and exploded when it hit the ground. From its feathery ruin, a person was born.
He brought me up here alone. He wants to die. He stabbed himself. Just do it. Put him out of his misery. You have to, anyways. Shit. Shit!
“Finish it,” Edgar said. He threw the sword at the bird-priest, and Silas caught it. “She wants you to kill yourself. You already know that.” Edgar tried to stop his voice from shaking, but he couldn’t help it. “Who told you?”
Father Silas reared up, the sword pointing at his neck. “She promised. I always knew.” His avian eyes were wet and wide. “I’ve sinned enough?”
“You have.”
“I’ve converted enough?”
“More than enough.” Edgar told himself not to look away.
“Kill myself?”
“As quickly as you… as quickly as…” He nodded. “Yes.”
Father Silas nodded and said, “Through hell we find heaven.” The intestine-like mouth shot out of his torso. “By our evils we are made good.” It snaked around his body and then burrowed into the wound in his chest. At that moment, he pulled the sword back, said to Edgar, “You should run now, Blood of the Cloth,” and drove its blade through his neck.
He wandered around for a moment, geysers of blood spewing from his throat. Then, when the torso mouth had grown fat on his innards, he died.




CHAPTER X

Thirty-Four Days Ago
Horace showed no mercy, and Edgar wouldn’t have it any other way. Clouds of dirt swirled around them as they blocked, parried, and riposted one another throughout the courtyard.
Edgar’s arm ached, threatening to revolt every time his brother’s sword crashed against his shield. His legs wobbled as he sidestepped and ducked stabs and swings. He breathed like a dying dog in a deadening heat, three paces from death’s door. He was embarrassing himself and losing badly; and Edgar wouldn’t have it any other way.
“Tired?” Horace asked.
Edgar nodded. He shook the sweat out of his helmet. “Exhausted.”
“You’re better than you think.” Horace took his brother’s sword and shield to put away. “Too cautious, and yet, too imprecise.” He stowed both their armaments in the rack at the courtyard’s edge.
Edgar doubled over and caught his breath. “I don’t want to hurt you.” If he didn’t get out of the sun soon, there wouldn’t be anything left of him but a puddle of sweat and dented armor.
“You won’t.” Horace nodded at the trainees passing through, and the small crowd that formed in the stands. “Could you kill?”
Edgar shook his head. “I don’t want to kill anyone.”
Horace approached his brother, straightened him out. “Then what are you doing out here?”
“I don’t want anyone killing me.” Edgar laughed, coughed, and laughed some more. “What about you? Could you kill someone when the time comes?”
“Yes,” Horace said, without hesitation. “I often think of those things which I do not want to do, so that when I must, I am ready for them.”
Edgar sighed and stared at his brother. “While you’re training to be king, make sure you spend some time learning how to have a bit of fun, too. Because that sounds awful.”
Horace nodded with a smile. “Sure, Edgar.”
King Sovn and Queen Magdalena were well aware of the assassin’s origins, for Alexander Blodworth had told them himself. Afterward, he was apprehended and locked away in a heavily guarded room until it could be decided if he had direct involvement in the orchestration of the royal family’s planned demise.
What Edgar couldn’t understand was why the understudy from Penance had felt the need to tell him in the first place, and why Archivist Amon had facilitated the meeting to begin with. He had every intention of informing his family of the conspirator’s admission, and yet Alexander had beat him to it, by marching straight to the throne room from the Archivist’s tower, before Edgar even had the chance to part from Amon’s quarters.
“It makes no sense,” Edgar said, walking beside Horace as they left the courtyard, far bloodier and bruised than when they had entered. “To begin with, it’s not my place to know such things. Why did Blodworth think I could help him?”
“Manipulation, perhaps.” Horace stopped where the walkway intersected with another. “I’ll speak with Archivist Amon.”
“Am I that much of a pushover?” Edgar said, as Horace started down another path. “Never mind. Don’t answer that.”
Horace didn’t.
The Crossbreed had grown larger. It had sprawled itself across the subway station and claimed dominion over the rusty and rotted remains there.
Audra left Auster behind and led Edgar down to the tracks to show him a recent development in the plant’s lifecycle. Where the rails had been pulled back off the ground, like beckoning fingers, a cluster of orbs sat glowing in a ditch.
Audra crouched, and said, “This is what we need. These fruits fell from it.”
Edgar swallowed his hesitation—the massive plant wasn’t far off—and crouched beside her. “What is this?” He leaned in closer. The orbs were covered in a carpet of insects—ants, flies, roaches, beetles, and centipedes—but they weren’t moving.
“Not dead, see.” Audra gave a few a poke, and they twitched with life.
“Not moving much, either.”
“We’ll have to find the right amount.”
Edgar closed his eyes. He knew he should have put an end to the conversation right then and there, but instead, he simply said, “We have to start small.”
“If… if we’re going to do this to our people, we ought to do it to ourselves first.”
Edgar nodded enthusiastically. “Yes.” It was a good idea, one which coaxed his conscience into a clam. “Audra, who else knows about this place?”
His sister stood. She didn’t look at him when she said, “No one. Why?”
“Alexander Blodworth. He told me he came to speak with you about botany, among other things.”
This time, Audra did face him, and though it was dark in the tunnels, he could see that she was blushing. “Really?”
“We can’t tell anyone, Audra.” Edgar stood. “If this is what you say it is, and it can do what you say it can do… Don’t tell anyone. No one, but especially not Alexander. I know you want to please people.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Yes, you do. You don’t have to please anyone, though. You don’t have to prove anything. If we’re going to do this, it has to be in secret, between me and you and Auster, and for the right reasons.”
“Yeah.” She waved to Auster, who watched them from the room that overlooked the subway. “You seem… Edgar, I won’t be upset if you decide we shouldn’t do this. I was expecting you to say no when I told you, anyways.”
“So was I.”
Audra loosened her hair and let it fall over her shoulders. As she combed it with her fingers, she said, “Why did you say yes? I mean, of all things, Ed, you agree to this?” She laughed, and as she laughed, she smelled the floral fragrances that still lingered in her hair. “I thought you were going to be angry. Or, at least, tell me to destroy it.”
“It’s just so…” Edgar shrugged, tipped his head back, and groaned. “It’s absurd, but there’s something about this whole situation. I don’t know. It makes sense. It seems right. Maybe it’s the assassin, or assassins. I just, I just don’t want people to hate us anymore, and they hate us so much. They won’t even listen when we’re trying to help, and I know that’s… you know, you can’t make people listen. But, with this, now we can, and if all we need is a month to make things better, and if this works like you say it will, then I guess it’s worth it.”
Audra nudged him. “I want them to be happier, too, Edgar, but I think your expectations may be too high.”
“Theirs are too low, and they shouldn’t be. They should expect more, and we should deliver on those expectations.”
“It’s a myth, not a miracle.” Audra went to her knees, and took out a knife. “If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. No sense in talking at length about it until we’re sure it does.”
Audra was incredibly shy, but also incredibly bold when the situation asked her to be. She started slicing off layers of the orbs, the glowing fruits of the Crossbreed, and somewhere along the way, decided to just take one of the orbs altogether.
Side by side, they marched off the tracks, out of the tunnel, and up to the office, where Auster waited, shaking his head, well aware of what his siblings were about to ask him.
He did what he was told, because he always did what his twin told him to do, and ate a piece of the fruit, which bled a milky white liquid when Audra split it.
“You next,” Auster said, cringing as he swallowed the piece.
“No, we have to be thorough about this. One at a time. Don’t interrupt, Auster. I’m timing your interaction.”
Edgar didn’t need to be a scientist to know their experiment was flawed. There were too many variables left unconsidered, and the sample size was too small to do anything but validate their own biases.
He almost expected more from Audra, for it was from her he had learned such terms and considerations, but as he watched her watching Auster hungrily, he knew that, like the rest of the family, she wouldn’t be stopped until she got exactly what she wanted.
That’s when Edgar realized neither would he.
Ten minutes passed. Auster finally admitted, “I don’t feel any different. I wouldn’t beat yourself up, Sister. Growing myths is not the easiest of accomplishments.”
Audra slipped into her thoughts. Then, she said, “Stand on the top of your chair.”
“It’s uneven. I will fall and break my neck, and then where will we be?” Auster shook his head, but as he did so, he stood up and stepped onto the chair. “Oh.” He looked surprised. “Well, there you go.”
As Edgar stared at his brother while he delicately maintained his balance on the unbalanced chair, he said, “What’s something Auster would never do, even if you asked him?”
Audra cleared her throat. “Take that knife out of your pocket and cut your hand.”
“Hold on. No, wait a minute.” Edgar waved his hands, telling Auster to stop, but Auster had already taken out the knife from his pocket.
“What’s wrong with you?” he said. He hissed as he sliced his skin with the knife. Stray drops of bright red blood dribbled onto the rickety chair. “I’m done. No more,” he insisted, and yet he remained standing, gripping his bloody hand.
“Sit down, Auster,” Audra said, giddy. “I’ll go next.”
Audra ingested half as much of the fruit as her brother had. As expected, she was less open to suggestion; by the time Edgar had her singing a bawdy song about a romance between a well-endowed Night Terror and a buxom human, Auster had recovered.
“I remember everything,” he said, out of it. “I hate you. Both of you.” He held up his hand. “This is going to get infected.” He pointed to the office. “Look at this nasty place. People will not fall for this… this shit!”
“They won’t know we’re telling them what to do,” Audra said, her words slurred, her eyelids fluttering. “Edgar, your turn.”
“We have to be able to destroy the Crossbreed as soon as anyone finds out about it.” Edgar was beginning to fully comprehend the implications of the plant’s qualities; it terrified him. “It works, that’s clear to us now, but we don’t move forward until we’ve accounted for everything. Is it addictive? Is it traceable? You said there is a Crossbreed that kills. The Bloodless. How do you know both creations are not one in the same?”
“Edgar.” Audra took a deep breath and exhaled, as though she were physically ridding herself of the plant’s influence. “Are you willing to wait the years it will take to find all of that out?”
Edgar shook his head. He wasn’t willing to wait years, let alone months, to put their plan into action; Eldrus couldn’t afford such a delay. No, he had never truly walked its streets, nor lived a life such as those who called its gutters and sewers home, but he didn’t need to; one doesn’t need to murder their siblings to know that they shouldn’t. He had heard and seen enough from Ghostgrave to silence any doubts that the city should be left to follow its own catastrophic course; a daughter raped by her father, a father raped by his son, children exchanged for coin, coin exchanged for children. Labor that leads to nowhere, and nowhere that leads to labor.
Edgar had heard of roaming gangs leaving blood where they’d roamed, and broken banks leaving behind broken homes. His family could deride him all they liked about his cause. He wouldn’t be stopped, and once they saw his good work, neither they, nor anyone else, would ask him to.
“Edgar,” Auster said, interrupting his brother’s thoughts. “Audra and I have to ask you something.”
“What’s Vincent doing with the Night Terror in the dungeon?” Audra scooped up the glowing fruit, as though to tell Edgar she would have the truth, whether he wanted to share it or not.
Edgar looked back and forth between the two of them. “How? I wouldn’t lie to you, but did Vincent say anything?”
Auster pointed down the tracks, where it was darkest. “These tunnels run deep. They run right beside the dungeons.”
“We saw you.” Audra wiped the sweat from her brow. “You’re right, Auster, you really can feel it leaving your system.”
“Wait, can you take me to the dungeon? Can I get in?”
They nodded.
“Show me, please. I need to ask it things, things I can’t ask when Vincent or the guards are around. He’s not interested in what it has to say, not like I am. Audra, Auster. They look… just like us.”
“What about the Crossbreed?” Audra asked, her voice full of pride and the anticipation of it being hurt.
“We start tomorrow.” Edgar smiled at his siblings. “We start making everything better tomorrow.”
Audra disappeared into the shadows. When she came out, she carried fire. She held the makeshift torch of cloth and wood outward, and led the men that followed behind her down to the subway tracks.
Edgar struggled as they went. He didn’t have the foresight to step over every deep puddle and protruding pipe. Under his feet, loose tiles cracked into clouds of dust, while jagged signs and broken bottles threatened to put an end to his walking days altogether.
“Just up here,” Audra whispered, pointing to a station outside which a subway car sat. “Have to be quiet. Mean things live down here.”
“We aren’t prepared for ‘mean things,’” Edgar said. “They built Ghostgrave around these ruins on purpose, didn’t they?”
Auster made a popping sound with his mouth. “Absolutely. They go on forever, these tracks. It’s like the Old World was turned inside out.”
Audra lifted herself onto the walkway beside the tracks, went over to the small station, and fixed the torch to a hole in its doorway. She called Edgar over.
As he entered the station, whose ceiling was covered in a thick spider web, she pointed to a place in the back wall where light shone through.
Edgar put his eye to the peephole. On the other side, the Night Terror was still in shackles. Except, this wasn’t its cell. It was something else. Something like a torture chamber.
It took Edgar a moment to make sense of everything, but just out of the Eel’s reach, Vincent, naked and sweating, was crawling toward an equally naked woman on the floor. She was pregnant, tightly bound, and wore the head of a moon cat.
“How are you so far along?” Vincent asked the female Night Terror. He climbed atop of her before she could answer, and said, “Your belly is so big.”
“Edgar,” Audra whispered. She grabbed his shoulder.
He swatted her away, unable to pull himself from the revolting scene. His hands became fists, his temples started to throb. He stepped back, turned around to ask his sister how to get into the dungeon from here, to stop Vincent. But he didn’t ask. He didn’t say anything at all.
Because now there was a knife at Auster’s throat, and at his back, a man, bald and grinning, wearing the holy vestments of Penance; the second assassin.




CHAPTER XI

I remember a time when the world was formed and full, and all that could be was, and all that should be wasn’t. Songs were sung of such squandered potentials, but when the songs were over, so too were the sentiments. I brought the world to its knees and gave it what it wanted, and it bled all over my feet its willful stupidity.
The Trauma did nothing to humanity that humanity hadn’t already done to itself. Some would say the Nameless Forest is rooted in the suffering that followed that conspicuously tenuous event, but they would be wrong. It has always been here, and not in the metaphysical sense. From east to west it has spread, crossing oceans as though they were fields, and now it has arrived here, where I’ve always wanted it to be, in the graveyard of life and the cradle of death.
When the world writhes, religion reigns. With God gone, the Lillians constructed distractions while waiting for his return. They commanded their congregation to gather the remaining firearms and explosives. With no place to put their deadly haul, they melted it down and built it up, into a great, achromatic tower that signaled to their lord that they were ready.
It wasn’t long until the tower became an idol, and like all religions, the Lillians were divided over its meaning. Those that rejected the tower went eastward, filling their ranks with the faiths they had absorbed along the way. Those that held the tower holy stayed behind, christening themselves the Scavengers to make permanent the separation.
Three city-states had been spared the Abyss, and it was to the northernmost territory of Elin, now Eldrus, the Lillians went. Entitlement saw the congregation thinned by blades and imprisonment; the City of Reason had no interest in bending to the commands of the same people thought to have encouraged the Trauma. The Lillians, full of hate and self-inflicted persecution, evacuated the city, their numbers halved to the comforts Elin provided, and continued eastward, where they were certain their lord slumbered.
The Lillians tore across the continent, taking what they willed. It was not until they reached the Nameless Forest, a place towards which they felt a kinship given its infamy, did they rest.
Those too fattened from thieving and fucking ventured into the forest and made it their home. They claimed they saw heaven in its woods, and built the massive church, Benediction, to honor their lord.
Those not taken by the Forest or the strange drink found in the veins that grew there, set their sights on the sea. They claimed they heard God calling them from the foggy isle not far from the shore, and set across the ocean’s shallows to answer.
Those beholden to tradition and dogma left the heretical Forlorn behind, and went to where the land was made white and pure. They claimed they felt God in the frozen isolation of the northeastern reaches, and took the forgotten city-state, Six Pillars, now Penance, as their own.
Six Pillars prospered beyond anyone’s expectations, for the fanatical have a knack for procreation. Blessed by their God unseen and unheard, the Lillians made of the icy wasteland an escape from mainland chaos. Forgetful pilgrims braved the wild Divide and mountain passes to live with those they had once feared and loathed. The oldest city-state, Geharra, warned of the cruelties that awaited those starry-eyed travelers. They had suffered the Lillians longer than anywhere else, for the city had been the religion’s birthplace. Their warnings, however, fell on deaf ears, even as they pointed to the depravities committed by the Scavengers who worshiped the great, gunmetal tower at their territory’s edge.
But what could not be ignored were the bodies piling high on the roads to heaven, and the creatures from the Nameless Forest that put them there.
While the sects of Lillian continued to search for God in all the places a god might hide, those that had stayed in the Nameless Forest were convinced they had found him. Believing the vermillion veins brought them closer to God, they drank from them constantly, claiming each inebriation showed them glimpses of God’s chambers beneath their feet. The priests of Benediction, determined to find these chambers, then cracked the earth, but they did not find God there; only things that hid in the deep dark that should not have been let loose into the light.
From the Nameless Forest, Nightmares came: Old World terrors that predated the Trauma. Hunters of humanity, dressed in rags and bone, woken and returned to cleanse the world of its Corruption. The Lillians were thought to be responsible for their first Old World appearance, and it only followed that blame would be placed on them for the Night Terrors’ return.
Without an army or a god, the Lillians, for the first time in countless years, were quieted. They closed themselves off to the continent and kept to their frozen solitude, hoping that when they finally emerged once more, the Night Terrors would be gone, and their own transgressions forgotten.
Edgar’s legs went out from under him as he bolted across Anathema’s roof. His palms hit the tiles hard. Scattered pebbles inched their way into the soft, red parts of his palm.
He hurried to his feet, Father Silas’ blood licking at his heels, and for some reason, thought of Lotus; beautiful, immaculate Lotus—the woman who had shown him a softer side of sin. He thought of her hair sliding across her chest, her legs entwined with his. He thought of the sensations she had teased out of him, working each one loose with fingers, lips, and tongue. He thought of how short the night had seemed, and how long the next would be.
He then thought of Father Silas, his torso mouth split open at the seams and stuffed with his innards, and told himself the priest wanted this. He wanted this, too, his death, in a way; to get home, but the priest had wanted it first.
“I’m sorry,” he said. The torso gave a death spasm and spewed hunks of lung into the air. “I’m so very sorry.”
He ran back to the staircase they had ascended to get here. Below, he heard the click of talons on cold stone, and words being murmured in the tongue of suspicion.
“He wanted it, and it was the only way to get home,” he told himself.
He was a monster. Edgar ran back across the roof, searching for another way down, other than the stairs. That’s why Crestfallen had me do it. That’s why he wanted to die.
Edgar gripped one of the gargoyles, leaned out, and saw that the supply caravan was readying itself to go down the path that Father Silas said led to Chapel.
I’m doing this to get home, he told himself, Lotus’ silhouette in his mind’s eye. I’m doing this because this is what I have to do to get home. He hadn’t killed the man, not really, and yet he still took full responsibility for his death.
Edgar noticed a ladder beneath the gargoyle, one which was bolted to the side of the church and ran the entire length of it. Shaking, he swung his legs over the roof’s edge and planted his feet onto the creaking steps of the ladder.
Sharp paint chips along the rungs bit his fingers as he descended. He heard cries coming through a hole in the large, stained glass window beside him. Leaning over, he saw the congregation shedding their robes for feathers, their hoods for beaks. They circled the inside of the church, crying out not in anger, but celebration.
This did wonders for Edgar’s nagging conscience.
Edgar’s stomach lurched as someone grabbed his ankles and ripped him off the ladder. He cracked against the ground. Two figures shuffled up beside him.
“You killed him,” the man with the green hood said. He, like the man beside him, had yet to transform. “You killed Father Silas.”
“We saw it,” the second man added, the one with the purple hood. “We heard it.”
“Please,” Edgar pleaded, the sun shining harshly on him, whiting out the scene.
“Come with us.” The purple hooded man extended his clawed hand.
“You’re not safe here.” The green hooded man extended his human hand, which was thick with red Corruption.
Edgar squinted out the light. He sat up and said, “I don’t understand.”
The purple hooded man looked at Anathema as though he could see through its walls, to his brothers inside. “Father Silas was our leader. They will kill you for killing him.”
The green hooded man looked at Edgar as though he could see through his skull to the confused brain within. “Father Silas was wanted dead by all. They will kill you just to pretend they didn’t.”
Edgar took the green hooded man’s human hand and stood. “Why are you helping me, then?”
“The Woman in White wills it.” The purple hooded man’s eyes went beady and black. His neck opened at the sides and back to let feathers pass through.
Edgar jumped as he heard something snap in half inside the church. It sounded like they were tearing up the already torn-up pews. “If you wanted him dead, why didn’t you do it yourself?”
“No blood runs that deep,” the purple hooded man said. “My name is Jed.”
“No blood runs this deep,” the green hooded man corrected. “And my name is Jes.”
Four more robed members of the congregation were stocking the caravan when Edgar snuck up beside it. Jed and Jes introduced him to the workers. They nodded at him with indifference.
Crates of food atop Persist bedding were loaded onto the two horse-drawn wagons. Large, sturdy terracotta vases sat nestled in between them, the liquid inside the vases sloshing as they settled.
When the workers were finished, they turned around and passed through an archway at the back of Anathema, which led down to the depths Father Silas had shown Edgar earlier.
“Those four don’t know what you’ve done,” Jed said. He made himself comfortable in the driver’s seat of the first wagon.
“They don’t, like we don’t, feel as the others inside feel,” Jes said. He settled into the driver’s seat of the second wagon. “We’re too young. We don’t remember like they do. It’s good you killed Father Silas, though. One day, they’ll thank you.”
“Get in,” Jed said to Edgar; then he cracked the reins and the horses started forward. “We’ve all work to be done in Chapel.”
The hooded men, over the clap of hooves and the horses’ breathy snorts, continued to speak as they traveled down what they called the Binding Road. Much like the highway, the Spine, which ran the continent from its frosted skull to heated sacrum, the Binding Road connected travelers to the constant places of the Nameless Forest. It ran from the kitchen, Anathema, to the workshop, Chapel, the loom, Atlach, and finally, the mill, Threadbare, with smaller trails here and there that led to the untamed tracts.
Jed was eager to tell Edgar of a few of these untamed tracts. There was the Pit, a hole in the center of a dried basin from which a thousand tortured voices called out unendingly. Also, Agrat’s Heath—a fallow plain beneath a blood-red sky, where tens of succubae waited for the wandering unfaithful.
Jes, sensing Edgar’s intrigue, then spoke of the Orphanage, a school in a swamp where children worshiped a massive, festering bat. He said it might even be located down the fifth path that ran from Anathema, the one Father Silas couldn’t remember the purpose of, but he couldn’t be sure.
“There’s a small village, no more than a few homes in size really, near a river. It’s two days down this way here,” Jes said, pointing to a shaded path that peeled away from the Binding Road. “It’s said that if you go there, bring a white dress and a jar of graveyard dirt. It’s said if you sleep in an empty bed there, with the dress over the headboard and the jar over your heart, you will wake to find a crack in the bed frame. It’s said if you widen this crack, you’ll find a gray Void beyond. It’s said if you look through this crack, you’ll find a woman in rags who will take you out of the Nameless Forest.”
“That’s a lot to say,” Edgar teased. He leaned over the edge of the wagon, holding on tightly as it bounced with the bumps in the road. “Take you where?”
“Where you came from.”
“Sounds like Crestfallen. I mean, the Woman in White.”
Jed cleared his throat. “It’s not.”
“Sorry, sorry.” Edgar didn’t want to upset his drivers. He was lucky enough they hadn’t butchered him back in the churchyard. “I didn’t… Jed watch out!”
From both sides of the Binding Road, an ocean’s worth of water was crashing through the trees. Edgar’s jaw dropped as waves like sickles rose high into the sky, to reap the world below. Birds were swallowed by the churning flood; clouds were reduced to salt-laden smears.
Edgar did as most do when they don’t know what to do: he cursed and shouted and placed blame where it didn’t belong.
The waves broke, raining rivers down around them. As the waters reached the road, Edgar knew that the emptiness he felt inside him, the place where his soul had been and had already begun to flee, would soon be filled.
And filled he was; not by the bitter taste of drowning death, but sour relief. As though they were encased in glass, the waters ran against and over the Binding Road. The caravan, its supplies, the passengers—everything that had stayed to the road was untouched.
Like an animal pacing frantically behind its enclosure, Edgar moved about the wagon bed. He gripped the sides of it, a manic smile stretched across his face.
“How is this possible?” The darkened sunlight reflected onto his skin through the waters above, and left his flesh looking scaled.
“Your people would call it the Black Hour,” Jes said. He snapped the reins, hurrying the horses.
Edgar watched a shark pass overhead, gear-like legs clicking along its underside. “But it’s midday, not midnight.” Holy Child. How long have I been in this place?
The sun has been out for as long as I can remember.
“The Dread Clock cares naught for the hour here.” Jed lowered his hood. The feathers poking out of his scalp retreated. “Time is as it wills.”
“The Dread Clock?” As Edgar echoed Jed’s words, he felt that same emptiness inside him again. “Someone told me a story once about a clock in the Nameless Forest.” He closed his eyes. There was a memory in his hazy mind. Something that hadn’t been there before; a recollection that had freed itself from his subconscious.
He remembered a room, a heavy cloud of smoke and incense meandering through it. There had been a voice, too, soothing and slow, like a storyteller’s.
He fed me until I was full. He kept feeding me, even when I refused to eat. Who… who the hell was it?
Edgar could see a face, but he didn’t recognize it. Looking past the face, he saw moonlight.
It was night. It was the night I was taken. The person he couldn’t recognize had been telling him about the Nameless Forest.
Was he warning me? Preparing me? Had the Forest really wanted him to forget these moments, or was something else suppressing these memories?
There was something wrong with that person. They, no, he… he asked me to do something.
At that moment, Edgar felt a disgusting weight fill the emptiness inside him.
What terrible thing did he do to me?
“My lord,” Jes said. “We’re here.”
Edgar opened his eyes, and didn’t quite catch the fact that Jes had called him lord. In that brief moment of reflection, the ocean had receded. In its place, a massive, toppled skyscraper lay on its side in an overgrown field. He had seen these buildings before, in the books Amon had shared with him from the Old World. The pictures hadn’t begun to come close to conveying the skyscraper’s size. It was immense, almost too large to take in from just one angle, but there was one detail he didn’t understand; a strange, glowing, lattice of lines that covered the building. An architectural quirk of its times, maybe, or…
Edgar’s heart stopped. The lines that covered the skyscraper weren’t for decoration. They were spider webs. Thick, bloody, quivering, mile-long spider webs.
“Jed, we have to go back,” Jes shouted. “Atlach has broken the truce. They must have found out why he was here!”
“What?” Edgar drew his sword. “What’s going on?”
Jed, panicked, did everything he could to wheel the wagon around. Something crunched beneath the horses’ hooves, and Edgar saw that it was a sign that read “Chapel Industries.”
In the distance, figures had begun to emerge from the broken windows and fissured walls that lined the skyscraper. They screamed for help, begged for mercy. Lightning and thunder flashed and boomed throughout Chapel.
A man with a bloody stump for a leg emerged, holding a handgun. He waved to the caravan and fired the weapon into the air—a signal for them to get away as fast as they could.
“That’s a pistol,” Edgar cried, recognizing the Old World weapon through the confusion. “No one has been able to create—”
Jes wailed in agony. Edgar looked to the second wagon. In the driver’s seat, a headless body spewed tongues of steaming blood all over the backside of the horses. His body tensed, his sword tightened. He’d seen something. Something skittered in the second wagon’s bed, behind the crates and vases.
“Jed, what is it?” His voice rattled in his throat. “Jed?”
He looked over his shoulder and saw, crouched at the front of the wagon, over Jed’s mutilated body, an abomination. It looked like a man, but beneath its arms were another set of arms that had grown out of its side. Longer arms, seemingly boneless, hung down off its back, past its knees; they wept webs from the open veins, and looked like sex organs on their wrists. The abomination’s mouth was beset by two fangs that protruded from its gums. The mouth itself was a narrow chamber of swollen flesh that glistened with hissing fluids.
“S-stay back,” Edgar warned. He inched forward, sword pointed directly at the beast.
“You’re new,” the abomination spat. “You’re ours.”
Edgar’s gaze moved past the creature. There were hundreds of the abominations, crawling on all eights out of the skyscrapers, dragging large web sacs that bulged with snared life behind them.
“Wait, wait,” Edgar said. “We’ve the same purpose. I’ve come to kill the leader of Chapel.”
“That’s good,” the abomination said. It held out one of its hands, put it to its mouth, and blew.
Edgar stumbled backward. Tiny hairs from the creature’s hand clung to his eyes and burned away his vision.
“Do struggle,” the abomination said.
Edgar, blinded, was lifted off the ground. He tried to swing his sword, but his arm refused to move.
“Struggle fiercely,” he heard the abomination say, as it flung Edgar over its shoulder. “You’ll taste better that way.”




CHAPTER XII

Thirty-Three Days Ago
The first known time that Auster ever shed a tear was now, when Penance’s assassin dug his blade into the twin’s stretched neck.
“Please. Please,” he begged.
“Let him go, god damn it,” Edgar shouted. He looked at the assassin’s face, which was charming, almost innocent. He imagined ripping that face apart, piece by piece, until nothing was left but the chunks on his fingers.
“What do you want? What is it? What… god, fuck! What do you want?” Audra’s voice trembled. She dropped the torch she had ripped from the hole into a pool of water along the tracks. “Please, anything. We’ll give you anything.” The subway darkened as the dirty water instantly extinguished the torch.
“Oh, god,” Auster screamed. Blood bubbled from his mouth between each word. The assassin dug the blade in deeper.
Edgar lunged forward, but Audra grabbed his arm and held him back. In what little light was left, he saw that there was something wrong with the shadows here. They started to thicken, glisten. They became heavy, tangible. They looked like paint splashed against a wall.
Noticing this, all the charm and innocence eroded from the assassin’s face. The darkness beside him bubbled and cascaded, like black sand. He gritted his teeth, whispered a prayer. With the look of someone promised the riches of heaven, his arm tightened and started to cut Auster’s throat.
Audra screamed. With her screams, the shadows surged forward. They stretched and thinned into spikes. They shot forward, stabbing the assassin through his eyes, mouth, wrists, and heart. Where the wounds should have bled, they decayed instead. It wasn’t long until it was the assassin who was screaming, begging for death, as his flesh fell in stinking sheets from his body.
“A-Audra?” Edgar stammered. He stepped away from his sister, fearful of her. “Was that you?”
She shook her head and said plainly, “Mean things live down here.”
Edgar didn’t believe her. He had almost lost track of where he was, what had happened prior to the shadows, when Auster let out a cough and grabbed his pant leg.
“Auster!”
Edgar dropped to the ground. It was difficult to see; they only had the torture chamber’s light to help them. He put his hands to his brother’s neck. Expecting to find a gaping wound, he found only an inch-deep gouge that tapered off into a long, superficial cut. Already, there was a dark scab forming across it, as though the shadows had somehow attempted to heal it.
“We’ve got to get you out of here. Come here. Give me your arm.”
“I can do it. I can clean him and stitch him,” Audra said.
She crouched down, pulled the torch out of the puddle. Somehow, as though called forth, the flame returned to the torch. With her other hand, she grabbed the assassin’s skinless wrist and started to drag him back to her hideout.
“I can do it. We can’t let anyone else know what happened or where it happened,” Audra said.
“You’re right.” Edgar looked at Auster. He needed to be disinfected and stitched, but he would be okay. “Audra, what are you doing? Leave the body.”
“No,” she said.
Auster took up the assassin’s other wrist and started to help her haul it down the tracks.
“I can use it.” She kicked the assassin’s side. “For the Crossbreed.”
The hour was late, but Edgar needed to see Alexander Blodworth. He was being held under observation in a small, vacant building directly across the Archivist’s tower.
Guards stood posted outside the only entrance at all times. As decreed by King Sovn and Queen Magdalena, they were to forbid passage to anyone who requested it.
Edgar wasn’t sure how he intended on breaking into the building, but seeing as his brother had almost died a half an hour earlier, logic was not a luxury he currently possessed.
“My lord,” the guard, Brinton, outside the building yelled. He tipped his torch forward to have a better look at Edgar. “My lord, you should not be out this late. Where are your escorts?”
Edgar wrinkled his brow. The man had a point. He turned around, even though he knew his personal guard wouldn’t be there. They were supposed to have been outside Audra’s room, but they weren’t, and he hadn’t even realized it until now. Where had they gone? Now that he was thinking about it, Audra’s guards had been missing, too.
“I see,” Paxton, the second guard, said. “They will be rounded up and left to rot in the dungeons, my lord.” He wiggled his moustache, and puffed out his chest proudly. “Allow us to call one from the barracks to see you back to your chambers.”
“I need to speak with Blodworth.” Edgar felt nauseous and filthy. He was covered in sweat and suspicion. His hands were dirty, remnants of the Crossbreed beneath his nails. He could still smell the assassin’s flesh melting from his skull.
Brinton looked at Paxton, his superior, and said, “I’m sorry, my lord, but no one is to see the prisoner.”
“Make an exception.”
“My lord, you know that we cannot. The king and queen forbid the traitor any visitors. Perhaps if you see your father in the morning…?”
“It cannot wait until the morning.”
“If the need is dire, my lord—,” Paxton stepped forward, arms outstretched, offering friendship, “—tell us, and we’ll aide you.”
Edgar rubbed his forehead, and clenched his teeth. A spasm of rage worked its way up his neck. These men meant well, but their well-meaning was getting in his way. He needed to see Alexander Blodworth now, to ask him why he had confided in him that day at the Archivist’s tower. Horace had told him that the exemplar’s understudy was only trying to manipulate him, but why? Knowing this, why shouldn’t he use it to his own advantage? Was that not the spirit of politics? Was that not the future that awaited him when death robbed his older siblings of their duties?
“My lord? Is everything all right, my lord?” Brinton stared at Edgar vacantly, as though when he looked upon him now he no longer saw the man he knew.
“Stand down,” a voice said, strained.
Behind Edgar, there was a rustling of cloth and a cracking of bones. He turned around and saw Amon stepping across the moonlit cobblestones, a triumphant smile fixed upon his face. “He only wants a word, nothing more.”
Without complaint, Brinton and Paxton tipped their heads at the Archivist and let Edgar pass.
“What is this?” Edgar made his way to the vacant building. “What did you just do?”
Archivist Amon slid his hands into his robes. “I can call them back, if you’d like.”
“Why can you call on them at all?”
“Your anger is misplaced.” Amon turned around and started up the steps to his tower. “See me when you’re finished. We’ve a lot to discuss.”
“Like what?” Edgar’s stomach twisted, his heart pounded. He shrank before the Archivist and his glinting eyes. This, this was how it felt to be manipulated.
“Eldrus needs our help.” Amon laughed, and disappeared into the night.
By the time Edgar finally entered the building, it was clear to him Alexander had heard everything, for he was waiting there with a smug look upon his face. It had once been a storehouse for excess goods deemed too valuable to divvy up to the poor. Now, it was a holding cell for visiting celebrities deemed too dangerous to be allowed to indulge in their excesses.
The building was decorated and fitted with all the comforts expected by the privileged. However, it also came with an addition befitting the beasts that stayed there. With the pull of three hidden levers, a part of the floor could be made to give way to a five-foot drop and a bed of spikes that always promised the deepest of sleeps.
“My lord,” Alexander said, arms folded across his chest, as Edgar entered the building. “It’s not much to gander at—” he looked around the room, “—but it sure is homey.”
Edgar pointed to the bed. “Sit.”
“I’ll take the chair, instead.” Alexander sat at the desk covered in burning candles. “No offense, but unlike Vincent, I only enjoy women.”
Edgar slammed the door shut behind him. “Your second assassin has been found.”
Alexander crossed his legs. “Not mine.” There were circles underneath his eyes, and the hints of bruising beneath his collar and cuffs. “I’m glad to see you survived him, though.”
“Glad?” Edgar wished he had a weapon; and then was grateful he didn’t. “Why?”
“Because your father doesn’t care, and your mother cares too much. Because Horace has no creativity, nor does he have a heart. Because Lena has no redeeming qualities, other than the amazing feat of having no redeeming qualities. Because Auster could inspire no one, nor have a thought of his own. Because Audra is too precious, too willing; this world would tear her apart.
“So what is it about you, then? That’s what you were going to ask next.” Alexander grinned. Absently, he picked away at the wax that covered the desk. “Doesn’t hurt to ask. Everyone likes to hear good things about themselves. So what is it about Edgar of Eldrus?”
“This is the first time we’ve met.”
“Oh, no. We’ve met many times before. We’ve met in rumor and whisper, in letters and deeds. Like the Old World, nothing goes unaccounted for. It’s just a bit slower than it used to be.”
I’ve done nothing noteworthy, Edgar thought. Only a series of failed attempts to make this city a better place to live.
“You’re not particularly special, Edgar,” Alexander said. “But you are a summation of all things your family is not. You’re adaptable and willing to do what needs to be done for the good of all. Listen, I’m not asking for friendship, because we’ll turn on each other eventually. That’s just how these things go.”
This wasn’t the conversation Edgar had expected. “So what are you asking for?”
“Nothing.” Alexander stood up and began snuffing out the flames with his fingertips. “I gave you the assassins, whom I was told to let carry out their plot. I gave the Crossbreed, which I was told to forget, to never speak a word of.”
“What?” Edgar motioned for Alexander to stop as his finger hovered over the last candle, the last in the place. “What are you talking about?”
“A long time ago, here in Eldrus there lived a researcher, a philosopher and blasphemer, Victor Mors. He discovered that there are many terrible things waiting in the Membrane of the world. Naturally, this didn’t sit well with Penance at the time, for he also claimed there was no heaven, only hell. So we killed him and stole his work. In his journals, among other things, were whispers of the Crossbreed. I visited your city two years ago, and I gave your Archivist that coveted page. The Mother Abbess was not… happy about that. Fortunately, she didn’t realize it was me, I don’t think.”
Edgar took a breath, the first one he had taken in over a minute. “Why? Why would you give that to him?”
“Because our cities are run by fools. Because no ruler in his or her right mind would gift such a weapon to their enemy, unless they had good reason to. My reason was good. My city is dying. It’s a slow death, but it’s dying all the same, and so is yours. And when we’ve nowhere else to turn, we’ll turn on each other. You’ll win that war, if the Night Terrors don’t stop it, but you’ll lose your people, and I’ll lose my people. And I think you care too much for people in general to let something like that happen.
“So, again, no, I don’t want anything from you, Lord Edgar. But when you’re in a position of power, and soon you will be, I will want something. I’ll want you to listen and consider what I have to say. The Night Terrors continue to massacre both our people, and Geharra… Geharra sits quietly on the other side of the world, undoubtedly gathering its forces, waiting for us to weaken, so that they can land the killing blow.”
Edgar started to back away from Alexander. “Why didn’t you use the Crossbreed on your own people?” He reached behind him for the doorknob.
“The climate is wrong.” Alexander smiled. He was enjoying this. “We tried for years to grow it, but it wouldn’t take. The idea was that if Eldrus was successful, then you would allow us to bring some of it home with us. Introduce some order into the Holy Order, if you know what I mean.”
“That’s why you wanted to see Audra.”
“That’s why I wanted to see Audra.”
“You’re putting a lot of faith in me.” Edgar opened the door. The cool night air rushed past his legs and gave him goose bumps.
Alexander laughed and snuffed out the final candle. “I’m not the only one.”
Like all things innocuous, the Archivist’s tower, rustic and inviting in the daylight, became something more sinister in the dark. It loomed unsteadily over Ghostgrave, as though it were a snake that had been petrified in its attack. The tower’s highest window spewed a smoky, crimson light. Rather than dissipate, it wandered across the sky—a sparkling, nebulous cloud like a lonely constellation in search of a lost star.
At night, the tower was known to speak in a sharp, scratchy tongue. The red roots which Amon feasted on were embedded within it.
Even now, as Edgar stood at the tower’s steps, he could hear them spreading up the cobblestones, towards the highest point, as though they meant to ensnare the moon itself and bring it closer, to bask in its otherworldly light.
Edgar gathered himself and entered the tower. He climbed it slowly, the spiraling steps there mimicking his spiraling mind. For all his words, Alexander had told him little; however, it had still been enough to take the man’s request seriously. But he didn’t understand why he had been chosen, when he was the youngest of the royal family and the least likely to be given the responsibility Alexander and, now that he was thinking about him, Amon expected of him. It would have been easy enough with the assassins, putting Edgar into a position of power, and yet Alexander seemed to have gone out of his way to ensure they were caught and killed.
None of it made any god damn sense.
“Please, come in,” he heard Amon say.
Edgar stopped and stood at the top of the stairs, which had come much quicker than he realized. He leaned into Amon’s room. The Archivist was sitting in a chair beside the fireplace, the flames of which were dangerously close to spilling out.
“I trust our friend has his head on a pillow and not on a spike?”
Edgar took a deep breath and entered the Archivist’s chambers. He went to the old man and sat opposite him.
“Amon, what’s going on?”
“Many things.”
Amon turned in his chair, towards a side table. From it, he took a cup of water that had one of his red roots twisting out of it.
“This will be a long night. Drink. The root will calm your nerves. It’s addictive, though. I should know. That’s why I allow it to grow here, and why I chew it constantly. You and your siblings always wanted a bite of it—”
“And you always slapped our hands and said no.”
“Exactly.” He held the cup outward, the red root’s crystalline casing glinting in the firelight.
“Thoughtful of you.” Edgar accepted the offering and downed it in one swig. He didn’t swallow the root, however; he wasn’t sure if he was supposed to.
“I like to think so.” Amon took the cup from Edgar and filled it with more water from the pitcher on the side table. Beside it was Amon’s novel, The Disciples of the Deep.
“I feel as though I’ve lost your trust.”
Edgar started to fall forward. He caught himself and shook off the tug of sleep. A momentary haze, a surge of adrenaline: he sat back in his chair, now more awake than when he had entered the tower. “You’ve… whew. You’ve made me a part of something.”
Amon slipped his hand under the cushion of his chair. He rummaged about and then yanked out a foot-long red root that was coiled beneath it. “Yes, I have. I must admit, it all happened more quickly than I expected.”
“Amon, they’ll kill you if they find out what you’ve been doing.”
“What is it I’ve been doing?”
Edgar curled his lip. “Conspiring with the enemy, and you’ve made me a part of it.”
Amon coughed, offended. He gripped his side, wincing at a pain there. “I don’t recall sending you into the subway tunnels. I don’t recall telling you to drug the city.”
“Audra told you?”
“Of course. I gave her the ingredients for the Crossbreed. I showed her the tunnels. Have you seen what she can do with the shadows when she gets angry?”
Edgar’s eyes widened. “The shadows? What are…?”
“This is about you, though.” Amon ignored Edgar’s question. “You’re on the right track, Edgar. You always have been, ever since you were a young boy. You always tried so hard to do the right thing, even when it would lead to terrible consequences. I know you better than you think, and that’s hard to admit when you realize you don’t know me at all. To you, I’m just the old man who played with you when you were young, and kept you out of trouble when you got older. An unremarkable constant in the lives of your brothers and sisters, as well as your own.”
Edgar shook his head. “Amon, what are you saying? You’re a dear friend of the family. Listen, I’m not saying I don’t trust… I just want to know what is going on. I don’t mean to offend you, but what you are saying…”
“You’re right, though.” Again, Amon ignored him. “This city could be so much more than it is. This world could be so much more than it is.”
“And what do you think? Some secret alliance with Penance will make a difference? I guess I don’t know you very well at all. But don’t think you can use my ‘bleeding heart’ to do yours and Blodworth’s dirty work.”
Amon took a bite out of the red root. “I know I said this is about you, but if you wouldn’t mind, may I tell you a little about myself first?”
Edgar took a drink of the water. This time, he noticed a pungent aftertaste that hadn’t been there before. He set down the cup, frustrated, and said, “Go for it.”
Archivist Amon’s eyes reflected some distant light as he whispered, “I look forward to these rare moments of disclosure. I am very old, you see. Older than I look, which I know must be a horrible thing to imagine.”
Edgar shifted impatiently in his chair.
“Stay with me, Edgar. I’m about to tell you a lot of things you will claim are nothing more than ravings of an old man. But where you would be wrong is your calling me an… old man. I’m not an old man. I’m not even a man. This body of mine is nothing more than a costume, and this face, a mask. Don’t blame yourself for not realizing this sooner. I wouldn’t have gotten as far as I have if I hadn’t mastered the art of deception.
“For example, the red root in your drink?” Amon shook the foot-long red root in his hand. “That’s not any old plant. It’s a vermillion vein, from the Nameless Forest.”
Disgusted, Edgar kicked over the cup. He shoved his fingers down his throat, but all he could manage was a dry heave.
“To anyone who knows anything about these insidious growths, they would see through my ruse immediately. But I’ve been in Eldrus for a very long time, and I have been cultivating my addiction even longer. I know that I am rambling, but do you know what true power is? It’s being able to take the truth and pass it off as a lie, or vice versa. Doesn’t matter. It’s all the same in the end, as long as the end ends the way you want it to.”
I need to leave, Edgar thought. He’s lost his fucking mind. His stomach began to churn. Now that he knew the truth of the red root, he could feel it starting to take hold of him.
“Sorry.” Amon took another bite of the vermillion vein. “When you’ve lived with a secret as long as I have, it’s hard to finally let it go. It becomes a part of you. If I give it to you, I give you myself, and I can see by the way you’re squirming over there you don’t like what you’re hearing. But you’ve been taking a lot of risks lately, so let me do the same.
“I am not a man. I have never been a man. I was not born, and I’m not sure that I can die. At least, in the way that you one day will. I simply was, and what I was, well, was a whisper, a mouth. A smaller part of a greater whole. An organ, if you will, in the body of God. The Vermillion God, and I was content to be that. It was all I knew. Until, one day, someone spoke to the Vermillion God, and It chose me to answer.
“The Ashcroft family, that was the name of those who had spoken to the Deep. They wanted more from life, and with God’s grace, I gave them more. At the time, our needs were simple. Sacrifices were all we wanted. It wasn’t about the corpses themselves, but the family’s dedication and willingness to indulge in desecration.”
“Shut up.” Edgar held his head. The room began to spin. “Shut the fuck up, Amon. Stop this!”
“We fed them. They fed us. The Ashcroft family, with the Vermillion God’s help, grew more powerful, and so did God, though It didn’t realize it at the time. Bodies for favors, belief for power. Simple terms, even simpler arrangements. The Ashcroft family had done so well for themselves they started to want for less. But that wouldn’t do for me. I had seen them from squalor to supremacy. They wanted less, but I wanted more.”
“What are you talking about?” Edgar put his head between his knees and squeezed. He tried to stand, but his legs wouldn’t respond to that.
Amon pressed on. “Like everything, the family fell apart, which led to the agreement falling apart. The Vermillion God was content to allow this to happen. It was a simple deity at the time, with simple appetites. But as I said, I wanted more. We had come so far. The simpler parts were becoming more than that. The greater whole had developed a lust, too. The Vermillion God, for the first time in eons, let me do what needed to be done.
“I tortured and taunted one of the last of the Ashcroft line. Until my efforts paid off, and in desperation we were released. Released from the self-imprisonment the Vermillion God had made for Itself so long ago. Deities are simple things, you see, very binary in their understanding of the world and arrangements. But we were out, no longer bound to the Ashcroft line or rudimentary sacrifices or, excuse my language, bullshit like that.” Amon rubbed his hands together. “I no longer had to be a whisper or a mouth. A thing without a beginning or an end. Unbound, unshackled from the Vermillion God’s breast, I could be something else instead.
“We are creatures of mimicry, you see. Amon Ashcroft was the poor bloke who finally let us out, and when he did, I took his name. I took his form. I took all the whispers with me. I took all the mouths that I could fit inside this skin suit, too. And finally formed, and on two feet, I took to the world I had only seen from shadows and sand. I took a look at it and wanted more. I laid the vermillion vein where I could, our lifeblood, and created children where I went. I was preparing the way, you understand. We all have a master. The Vermillion God is mine. It had freed me, but in return, I had to free It. Free It, the God who could easily do so with a bat of Its innumerable eyes. Imagine the pressure!
“So many rituals, so many deaths. After so many years of stumbles, I thought the world was ready. I sought out a girl. Her name was Lillian. She was gifted. She could speak to the Vermillion God. I couldn’t do that. I could only listen, carry out Its will. But she could somehow hold a conversation with heaven. So I sought her out and told her the truth of the world, the truth that humanity had masqueraded as a lie.
“That’s when it happened, Edgar. It was glorious, at first. Lillian and I, with her gift and my centuries of hard work, we summoned the Vermillion God from its slumber. We woke God, and we gave God to the humans. But this God, the only God, was not what they had in mind, or what they wanted. God sat upon the Earth, and while some worshiped, others bombed It. You see, I had prepared the world, but I hadn’t prepared the people. I’m not a man, so it is an easy oversight. But God hasn’t the stomach for such blasphemies. So It left humanity, to return to Its slumber once more.
“I am very old, you see, and though I may or may not be able to die, I am not ready to stop. The world is ready, and the people, though they don’t realize it, are willing. I was wrong, and for my miscalculation, God abandoned us. I see that you don’t believe me, but I am telling you the truth of it. Edgar, look at me. Can you not think of a better way to save this world? A God, my lord! Here on Earth. Here to put an end to all your peoples’ wants and needs. Humanity has wanted this moment since the dawn of time. I’m offering it to you. Take it. Be what you promised yourself you would be.”
With a struggle, Edgar finally pushed himself to his feet. “Go fuck yourself.”
Amon sighed. He held out the remainder of the vermillion vein he had been eating. “It doesn’t matter what you believe, until you believe as I do. Eat this.”
“Fuck you.” Edgar started to exit the room. “You’re not Amon. I’ve known him since I was born. We may not see each other more than in passing nowadays, but you’re not him.”
“You’ve never known Amon. No one has known Amon Ashcroft for untold years.” He shook the vein, encouraging him to take it. “Edgar, I need you to go to the Nameless Forest.”
After the pure insanity this man had just vomited onto his lap, Edgar couldn’t help but ask, “Why?”
Amon laughed and came to his feet. He lifted his robes over his head and threw them to the ground. Beneath, he was mostly bone and black flesh, and covered in the very same vermillion veins from which he had been eating and claimed to have come from the Nameless Forest. Except these veins were colorless, dried out—a sign, perhaps, of his finite mortality.
“You will eat this,” he said, throwing the vermillion vein he held in Edgar’s face. “After all, where do you think the Crossbreed gets its qualities of manipulation?” He hobbled toward Edgar, his flesh creaking like charred wood. “Eat it. It’s going to help you forget for a while all the terrible things you’re about to do for me.”




CHAPTER XIII

Edgar woke with a headache, and the feeling that something had been shoved down his throat. Everything around him was gray, sticky. When he tried to reach out, he only did so in thought, because his hands couldn’t move. He was cocooned, covered in the same thick webbing he had seen oozing from the abomination’s wrists. Where the strands met his flesh, there was a strange, tingling sensation. He might have even enjoyed the sensation, too, if it were not for the fact the strands were slowly eating away at his skin.
Voices. Movement. Edgar leaned forward the best that he could. Mind-numbing claustrophobia washed over him. Through a tear in the sac, he saw on the other side a scene of despair.
More cocoons, dangling as he was, from the branches of trees, and there were more of the abominations—Arachne, he realized—skittering under them, over them, periodically stopping to drip their hissing spit into them. The sacs that had been there longer than the rest were red in color, and when an Arachne crumpled beneath it and punctured a hole in one of the red cocoon’s bottoms, he saw why.
Into the abomination’s mouth, a thick, sick mixture of hot blood, melted flesh, and bubbling bone sputtered into its waiting mouth. The Arachne drank and drank until the sac was reduced to a drip, and then crawled away, leaving the cocoon to hang there, like a deflated lung.
The strange, tingling sensation from the flesh-eating strands graduated from a hot pain to an unbearable agony. Shifting as much as he could, Edgar realized he still had the dagger from Lotus at his side. He bent his wrist, and pricked his fingers on the tip of it. His body broke into convulsions as he struggled against his sticky fetters. It made the strands burn quicker, hotter, into his skin, but every time he bucked, they threatened to break.
His arm looser now, he gripped the dagger, but as he did, he watched parts of his hair fall in front of his face, singed by the webs from his scalp.
“Martin, Martin, Martin.”
Edgar heard someone shouting a name outside his cocoon. He shifted the dagger towards his wrist and began to saw through the webbing there.
“Martin, this has been a long time coming.”
Again, Edgar brought his eye to the rip in the cocoon. Past the swinging, screaming sacs, beyond the constant stream of Arachne running through the trees, he saw a man being dragged across the ground by an Arachne much larger than the others.
“I’ve often wondered about your taste,” the large Arachne said. It stopped and dropped the man he kept calling Martin. Small spiders poured out of the Arachne’s reptilian cock hanging between its legs.
“They won’t follow you, Anansi,” Martin bellowed. He wobbled to his feet in defiance, and then buckled over in defeat.
“They don’t have a choice. That’s not how it works, and you know it, Martin. If I didn’t do this, then that intruder would have. Your death was inevitable. Mine is not.” Anansi clicked its fangs. All the Arachne in the forest froze. “Look on, my spawn! We have their ruler, Chapel is ours!”
With all Arachne eyes fixed on their leader and his prey, Edgar cut furiously at his bonds. Anansi, leader of the Arachne, and also the namesake of the growths that had sealed his wounds from the carrion birds. He laughed; he might have even cared if he wasn’t about to be eaten.
Edgar freed his hands and arms. He put his hands behind his back, cupped the dagger’s handle and tip and sawed upwards, cutting the bindings along his spine. Carefully, so as not to entangle himself further, he cut along his legs and feet. Stabbing and slicing the front of the cocoon, swathes of it fell away, like paper peeling from a wall, and with that, he now had a gap large enough through which he could escape.
“The meat sacs are yours, my spawn,” Anansi said. He was still staring Martin down, the man whom Edgar had no doubt now was the man he was supposed to have killed in Chapel. “Let down the others, for we’ll need them. They will not refuse us. By law, they are conquered!”
Anansi touched Martin’s chin, whispered something to him, and then tore his head off. Blood sprayed and spluttered into the air. Anansi laughed and tipped his head back. He opened his mouth wide, so that the scarlet drops could fall as rain onto his flicking tongue.
Under the cover of the cheering, sneering chorus, Edgar decided to escape. With a loud thump and a wheeze, Edgar fell out of the cocoon, arms bending under himself with the impact. His skin was tender and raw from where the strands had burned it, but the air outside the cocoon was cool and soothed it some. He scurried backward, minding the sacs that swung overhead. Here stood a moment to do something heroic, to save people, like he had always wanted to do. But he had been through enough to know the difference between heroism and stupidity, so he mouthed an apology to the meat sacs and ran into the nearby overgrowth.
“Anathema is next, my spawn!” Anansi released Martin’s corpse, letting it crumple to the ground. “But what need have we for old birds in the kitchen?”
The Arachne clicked and hissed and scuttled. The forest floor became a carpet of arms and legs.
“See how fortunate you are, Chapel, that we spared you?”
Anathema, Chapel, Atlach, and Blackwood. Two have died. Two are left. I have to do it. I have to kill him. A cold sweat dripped down Edgar’s back as he gazed up at the Arachne’s leader. Suddenly, the dagger in his hand didn’t seem so useful. Where had his sword gone?
If anything deserves to be killed, it’s him. But how?
As Anansi started to spin webs around where Martin had fallen, his Arachne spawn swarmed to release and ravage the cocooned. Those who hadn’t already been reduced to thick viscera were released, and those that had were guzzled by the abominations that drank from their red prisons.
Edgar, taking advantage of the commotion, snuck away, back the way they had come, back to the broken skyscraper and the weapons it held.
To Edgar, the silence of Chapel’s fields was in some ways more disturbing than the discord he had left behind. He hurried through the tall grass. Mutilated bodies of the first to fight back clogged his path. With every step he took, the toppled skyscraper village rose higher above him, until, when he was close enough to touch it, the skyscraper was the sky itself.
He circled the village until he found a window. Looking in, he wasn’t sure where to begin. Though he didn’t know what the building originally held in the Old World, he knew that what he saw now wasn’t what had been intended at the time.
Edgar climbed into the unconventional village through a broken window and set down on its carpeted roads. Threadbare supplied the lumber, Anathema, the food; this place, he reasoned by the advanced state of things, provided the technology, the tools to make it all possible. But it was so hard to look at it, to make sense of. It was a series of hallways, staircases, and elevator banks, refurbished into something they were never meant to be. There were no clouds in this so-called village’s sky; just a white, textured ceiling punctuated by water damage and broken lightbulbs. There was no grass to walk through in Chapel’s narrow fields; just carpet and tile with benches here and drinking fountains there. To call this place a village would be like calling Ghostgrave a town. It just didn’t make any sense.
In each domicile he passed, which varied in size between closet and conference room, Old World artifacts were on display, in use. A television had become a bowl, a refrigerator, a pantry. Wiring had been reduced to ropes, and computers to science experiments. Each “house” and “storefront” was filled with these dead objects; objects that could live again, if only they had their sparking lifeblood.
Yet, not all was without use. Old World clothing, furniture, books, and magazines were everywhere, offering comforts that rivaled those of royalty, and knowledge that bested any Archivist’s.
How quickly the continent would progress, Edgar thought, if this place existed outside the Nameless Forest, for cleverer minds than his own to dissect and disperse their secrets. How quickly the continent would progress, Edgar thought, but would it be towards enlightenment or entropy?
In the end, it didn’t matter. He was here, not there, in the outside world, and he had a job to do.
‘I don’t know. I think murder is like a potion. Just takes the right amount of ingredients to make it.’ Audra’s words went through his mind. ‘Two or three things to justify something you would never consider.’
Edgar had returned to Chapel for one purpose and one purpose only: to find a gun and put a bullet in the spider lord’s head.
He had seen the legless man with the pistol, and he had heard the gunshots through the halls of Chapel itself. There had to be more firearms. Although he wasn’t sure how to make use of such a weapon, the threat of death often makes of most quick learners.
He was scouring the halls, ducking in and out of what had to be the commercial district, when he heard a pathetic voice whisper, “Please.”
Edgar turned and turned, but it wasn’t until he had convinced himself it had been his imagination that he saw her: a little girl, hiding underneath a stall in the bathroom beside him. She couldn’t have been any older than twelve, and she was dying.
“It hurts so badly,” the little girl said. She showed him her bloodstained hands.
Edgar ran into the bathroom—a kind of library—and flung back the stall door. He saw her inside, curled up by the flowerpot toilet, the bloody star of a fatal wound pinned above her heart.
His throat tightened. Something stirred in his chest. “Oh, no.”
“I can’t. I can’t…” Speaking was a struggle, so she gave it up and stared up with her wide, brown eyes into Edgar’s.
“Let me help you. I have things.” Edgar went to the ground, propped her up against the stall. He searched himself for the curatives he had gathered days ago. “Don’t say anything. Please. I can help. Just let me.”
The little girl squeezed his hand, and shook her head. Sweat slid in slow beads down her damp hair. She was ready for death; she just needed someone to show her the way.
Edgar nodded, even though he didn’t agree with what she was asking. “Can you help me? I’m going to kill Anansi. I’m going to save your people, but I need a weapon. Something to hit him from far away. I saw someone with a gun.”
The little girl shook her head. All the color had left her face. “Are you the… the assassin from Anathema?” Her teeth chattered out a desperate code for release. “I… there—” She coughed up blood. “There may be something in the lobby.” She coughed, lost consciousness for a moment. “Ahead, and left.” The little girl lingered on Edgar’s dagger.
“No, no.” He brought the girl close to him and held her. “No, go the right way. I’ll stay with you.”
This is what it means to help people, he thought. To see and do what no one else wants to see and do. This is how we’ll save Eldrus. Not with the Crossbreed, but kindness. Patience.
“Death won’t come,” the little girl said. “It’s in there.” Her hand hovered over her heart. “The spiders put it in me. It…” Her lips trembled, webs of spit between them. “I can’t… until it comes out. Please, sir. You’re an assassin, right? P-please.” She closed her eyes and wept, and as she wept, the bloody star grew larger on her panting chest.
Edgar did it quickly, because if he didn’t, he wouldn’t have at all. He took the dagger and, holding her as tightly as he could, slit the little girl’s throat. In his arms, she went quickly, quietly, but he did not. He sat there awhile, bawling into his blood-drenched fists, wondering what he had done and how it had been so easy to convince him to do it in the first place.
By the time Edgar found the lobby, his dagger was as clean as it was going to get, and even then, it wasn’t clean enough. There were no bodies in the lobby, but the place was covered in all the pieces that they were made up of. Swords, daggers, bows and arrows, and pieces of armor were also scattered across the chunky floor and gory barricades.
Edgar wiped the sting from his eyes. He overturned the armaments, the barricades. “It has to be here. It has to be here.” A sword required him to get too close, a bow a skill he didn’t possess. He kicked a helmet across the lobby and belted, “Where is it? Where the fuck is it?”
He covered his face and broke down.
Why did she call me an assassin? Edgar dropped to his knees. The Nameless Forest had finally worn him down. How did she know? Word couldn’t have spread so fast.
He put his fists to his eyes, as though to dam the tears. Is that why I’m here? Does this go beyond Crestfallen? There had been assassins in Ghostgrave, and now there was an assassin here, in the Nameless Forest, murdering those who ruled it. His forehead throbbed, a tumorous pain behind it.
Why would anyone care what happens here? And why the hell would anyone choose me of all people to do this?
Edgar stood up. “The man had to have died in the field. Hopefully, he still has the pistol.” He paused. He caught sight of something—a long, slender container propped up against a pillar in the lobby. “Son of a bitch,” he said, heading toward it. “Son of a bitch.”
Edgar marched through the fields of Chapel with a bolt-action rifle over his shoulder. The bullets in his pocket clinked against one another. The gun was an older model than the ones he had read about.
Looking at it, he couldn’t understand why humanity had failed to recreate the design. It seemed simple enough, and yet, even then, he couldn’t fathom its construction; it was as though the concept had been scratched from his mind.
Edgar went to one knee and clumsily loaded a bullet into the rifle’s chamber. “I can’t miss. What did they call it?” He stood up, and put the rifle into the pocket of his shoulder. That seemed right, after all. “Recoil?”
He turned and aimed at the horse-abandoned wagons of Jed and Jes. Gritting his teeth, he targeted the driver’s seat and squeezed the trigger.
A loud crack, and a cloud of smoke. Edgar’s heart leapt into his throat as the bullet whizzed across the field and blew through the side of the wagon, not the driver’s seat. He kneaded his shoulder from where the rifle had kicked it, and popped the ringing from his ears. He had missed his mark, but not by much.
“Wow,” he said, inspecting the rifle. He felt giddy and, for the first time since being in the forest, capable. “I can see the appeal.” He loaded another bullet into the heated chamber and hurried back into the forest. If he waited any longer to practice, he might miss his chance to kill Anansi.
The Arachne had done much to the area while Edgar was away. Webs, like walls, had been spun in between the trees, creating a funnel for those entering and exiting the encampment.
Edgar skulked behind the walls, careful to avoid drawing unwanted attention to himself.
Arachne skittered all around him, leaving trails of spit and flesh-eating strands where they went. Through the funnels, the people of Chapel shuffled as their captors taunted them overhead. They begged and balked in their pathetic march, but nevertheless did as they were commanded by the hateful abominations.
“Pay respects to your lord,” the creatures growled. “Hurry now, we’re hungry.”
Edgar followed at a distance, the rifle steadied, ready to fire. The stinging hairs from the Arachne rained down around him, twisting into his skin like needles.
Where did these beasts come from? he wondered, watching these unnatural contortions of the human body. At that moment, stories of the Nameless Forest started to come back to him. Where had he heard them? How did he know them? But none of those surfacing memories told him anything about these spiders.
Was he the first from the outside world to see them? No, probably not. He knew they were called Arachne, and that came from someone else. If he killed Anansi, what would happen to him? The people of Chapel seemed agreeable enough to submit to their new, eight-legged rulers. Would the Arachne do the same for him? For all its complexities, was the Nameless Forest truly that simple in its allegiances? If so, what did that mean for Anathema? Were they now Edgar’s to command, too?
Edgar hid himself in the roots of a tree. The funnel opened up to a silken manse that glittered in the sun; it was the plot Anansi had claimed as his own. Inside, the outpost looked like the skeleton of a home, a blueprint writ in web-work. It was all lines and no furnishings.
Looking at it, it seemed as though a weak wind could tear it down, and yet it stood strong, even as hundreds of Arachne crawled over it, expanding its spires into the canopy.
There was Anansi, in the center, in plain sight, basking in the glory of his crystalline creation.
I have to kill now. Edgar wedged the rifle between two roots to soften the recoil. If I miss, I’m dead. If I hit, I’m probably dead.
He couldn’t believe he was considering this, but he was. It was as though a switch had been flipped in his head. Maybe it had been the little girl, maybe it had been Father Silas; or maybe it was just him, being him, doing what needed to be done for himself at the cost of something else. After all, that was the way of the royal family of Eldrus.
Edgar brought his eye to the iron sights atop the rifle’s barrel.
If the Nameless Forest is this simple, the spiders won’t attack, because they’ll be mine. Or they’ll be Crestfallen’s, and she’ll stop them.
He slowed his breathing and turned the gun until his aim was on Anansi’s head.
Or maybe they’ll belong to whoever the fuck sent me here.
He hadn’t been kidnapped for a ransom. He knew that now.
His finger danced around the trigger. Strange vibrations shook in his chest, but he ignored them.
Don’t stray. Stay sane.
A loud crack, and a cloud of smoke: the bullet exploded from the chamber and whizzed across the forest.
Anansi’s head snapped back and a chunk of skull and brain sailed across his writhing haven.
Edgar fell back on his elbows, shocked. “Holy fuck,” he said, over and over again. “Oh my god. Holy fuck.”
The Arachne dropped from the trees. With the smoke still in the air, they knew immediately where to go. They hissed and screamed and pushed past their prisoners, towards the murder tree.
Edgar backed up, and stood. He left the rifle in the roots. Taking out his dagger, he ran along the funnel and cut through its thinner parts, dodging and weaving through web-choked forest. He could feel the Arachne behind him, above him. He could smell the stench of their spit and feel the heat of their hate.
He bounded through the Nameless Forest, crying out as fingers scraped against his ankles, his wrists. They were so close that they could reach out to claim him if they wanted, but they wanted him to be afraid; to get fat with fear. They yelled at him with breathy threats, promising agony, promising despair; promising to tear his flesh, to suck out his bones.
“What gives you the right?” they screamed in a horrifying, dizzying unison. It was something they had practiced time and time again before. “What gives you the right, outsider filth?”
Edgar stopped. Not to respond, not because he had given up, but because something had been shoved down his throat two hours ago, and now it was coming up.
“Oh god!”
Edgar tipped his head back as eight legs pushed through his mouth. They clamped down on the sides of his face, to work its body loose from him.
With a sickening slurp, the creature dropped out of his mouth. With it came hundreds of strings that tore at Edgar’s innards, for it had been attached to them, drinking from them. It dangled from his lips, twisting as it tried to tear free of his organs.
Looking at it, barely conscious, with the Arachne inches away, he saw that the creature was a hairy, brown orb. But when it finally wiggled free and hit the ground, the creature cracked open like an egg, and inside the egg, there was an infant. An infant no larger than his palm, with eight stunted legs attached to its gray body.
Edgar’s eyes rolled back into his skull. He wavered there, drooling on himself, and fell forward. But he did not fall into green grass.
No, not green grass. His eyes fluttered open.
Not green grass, at all.
But white satin.
“They’re all true in their own way,” Amon said, forcing a piece of vermillion vein into Edgar’s mouth, “but I think you’ll find this one most revealing, my lord.”
Many years after the Trauma, winter fell upon the continent, and all hearts became as ice in that cruel season. Crops were destroyed by the cold, and towns lost to the snow. People turned to one another for help, and turned on one another when no help could be given. Children were offered up to demons for warmth, and in return the demons gave candles that would not only burn in the coldest of winds, but ensured whoever looked upon them would never be able to look away again.
Those that oversaw the continent found themselves weathered as well. The men and women they had been in the summer were no more: the cold had eaten away their kindness and their morality, and left them nothing but the will to survive and the doubt that they would.
In Geharra, the ruling council disappeared into the dungeons, naked and inebriated, never to be seen again.
In Six Pillars, the Lillian priests tortured themselves, each one-upping the other, like children, to please their absent God.
In Elin, however, the royal family had retained some of its civility, for a visitor in a white satin dress had come to the keep in the final months of Fall. It was this woman who had kept up their spirits in that trying year. Her name was Annaliese, and with the help of her esteemed uncle, the young woman had been sent to Ghostgrave in hopes of finding her lost sister, who was said to have been seen last in Elin. The winter struck before the search could truly begin, and when Annaliese found she could not leave the city, so taken was the royal family by her that they kept her close and as their own.
Queen Vivienne and her five children looked upon Annaliese as a daughter and friend, but King Novn saw something else. He saw a woman more beautiful than he had thought possible, and an equal to him in intelligence and wit. He saw a woman whom he could speak to about his most personal thoughts, a woman whom he could lie down with and wake to every morning of every day of his life, and every life he may live thereafter. In Annaliese, he saw a summer that could melt away the winter that had settled in his heart, long before the one that now ravaged his kingdom.
On a snowless night, Annaliese and King Novn left Ghostgrave, and went to where neither the cold, nor anyone else would follow.
Under many covers and many disguises, and through many bribes and many favors, King Novn had his marriage to Queen Vivienne nullified. He married Annaliese moments later in the presence of a priest suffering from hypothermia. The documents were sealed and placed in an Old World trinket he carried for safekeeping: a ball of hollowed steel.
They arrived at the Nameless Forest months after the escape, their love for one another no less because of this. Just as they had expected, the Forest was untouched by the chill, for the Forest was a world of its own, beholden to neither the rules of man, nor his gods. King Novn had heard many stories in childhood of the place, and had he been thinking clearly, he may have even heeded them.
They built a home on the shore of a river and lake, whose waters were golden, between two trees so tall it seemed as though they touched the stars themselves. They feasted on the animals of the Forest during the day, and on one another at night. They worried little. They were happy.
For a while.
Two months of living in the Nameless Forest had begun to take its toll on the king of Elin. He often woke to find Annaliese staring at him, or kissing him; except that, when she kissed him while he slept, she drew blood and drank it.
When Novn went to the lake to sit by its waters, he found reflected on its surface his guilt. He saw Elin, his wife, and his children, and each in some way were made worse by his leaving. When Novn left to hunt, he found himself stalked by shadows, and when he returned home, he found the shadows in his bed, with Annaliese, asleep beside her. They wore the faces of all the men King Novn hated, including his own.
Three months of living in the Nameless Forest and Annaliese was pregnant. Novn found that he could not sleep beside her, because she would not sleep at all. She never did. One night, after waking from his own hut near the home, he heard Annaliese speaking to someone behind the trees.
“I won’t do it,” she said into the night. “Let’s make it different. We needn’t be maidens any longer. You needn’t be Pain. I needn’t be Joy.”
“He’s watching you,” the night spoke back. “It’ll be longer this time if he kills you. Just give yourself to me and we’ll live forever. Come down stream. I’ve a doorway there, my pet. We can have it all. A cult all our own.”
King Novn stumbled back to his hut, gathered his belongings, and was gone by the morning. It took him days to work his way out of the Nameless Forest, but when he did, he found the mainland thawed.
He returned to Elin, to his family. They did not ask him where he had gone, for they knew whom he had gone with, and that was enough. King Novn renamed the city Eldrus, for it had endured the cruel winter and thought its name should reflect its endurance. He hoped that this would help the people, himself included, to forget all that had transpired before.
But Annaliese did not forget. Nine months later, four sons ripped their way out of her womb. Annaliese wore the white satin dress while she birthed those boys, and continued to wear the bloodstained garment for the rest of her days. She was not surprised by his betrayal, because, despite her best efforts, she was not human, and who could truly love something so inhuman as she?
Annaliese took on many names over the years, and took over the Nameless Forest, too. To each boy she gave a ward, and they ruled it as kings would rule, for they were of royal blood and would need much practice before they claimed the throne of Eldrus, which, by rights, was theirs to claim.
When their strength was great enough and their subjects many, for Annaliese had begun calling others to the Forest, she promised them the mainland and the city.
But Annaliese became crestfallen and forgot her promise.
The sons grew comfortable in their rulings and forgot their humanity.
Eldrus moved forward and forgot the king’s infidelities.
The world was made safer by these forgettings, for what a terrible place it would become if the royal family of Eldrus knew that the true heirs to the throne still lived after all these years. And that, if they were so willing, could give to Eldrus the Nameless Forest and an army of its people and horrors.




CHAPTER XIV

Thirty-Three Days Ago
“You want me to go to the Nameless Forest and kill my oldest living ancestors?”
Amon stared at Edgar. “Yes, you’ve got it.”
“I won’t.”
“Edgar,” Amon said, sitting forward, elbows on his knees, crushing the veins that grew out of them, “by the time you remember this conversation, you’ll have already done it.”
“No.”
“We’ll see.”
Edgar bit his lip, and then shoved his fingers down his throat, trying, once again, to regurgitate the vermillion veins he had ingested.
“Already in your system.” Amon sat back in the chair. “You’re already mine.”
Edgar vomited onto his fingers, but it was only water and what he’d had for dinner. The vermillion vein was inside him, and it wasn’t about to let go. “What… are they?”
“The veins?” Amon ate the last bit of the vermillion vein he had been holding. “You’ll see soon enough.”
“This is insane.” In defiance, Edgar wiped his hands all over the Archivist’s chair. “You expect me to kill those four in the Nameless Forest, and then what?”
“Rule.”
Edgar laughed out a tear. “You fucking idiot. No one would listen. There’s six before me, my father included. I have no claim, no matter what I do.”
Amon nodded. He stood up and circled the chair, so that he came around to the side of his desk. He picked up an object wrapped in dried flesh and tossed it onto Edgar’s lap.
“What is this?” Edgar pushed the object onto the floor. The flesh peeled back, revealing a black dagger with red Death engravings.
A figure emerged from the dark and stood beside Edgar.
Amon nodded at it, the eel Night Terror from the dungeon, and said to Edgar, “We’ll talk more, when this is finished.”
No one stood in the halls of Ghostgrave this night, except for the ghost that haunted it. This ghost, he used to have a name, but now the ghost wasn’t so sure of it anymore. In his hand, he held a dagger—so strange was the weight and texture of it—but he couldn’t recall who gave it to him. There were voices in his head, too, but he didn’t recognize them. They didn’t belong there.
The ghost glided soundlessly through the keep, needing no light to find the door that stood so vividly in his mind. He had passed it many times before, but seldom had the opportunity to open it.
When he found the door, its handle felt smooth in his hand. Daily use had worn it down. It was still wet with drunken sweat. The door wasn’t locked, and it practically opened on its own. After all, it had suffered much abuse over the years, and no amount of carpentry would see it recovered.
The ghost pushed past the door and into the room on the other side. With the dagger in his hand, he went to the bed and the body tangled in the sheets there.
Lena lifted her head off the pillow. Her cheeks were red, and her eyes dark. Her lips were the color of wine. She moved her mouth, trying to speak, but all she could manage was a series of yawns. She sat up, caught the strap of her gown before it fell too far down her arm.
Lost in the twilight realm of sleep, Lena looked like a child sitting there, and, like a child, she was too trusting to think much of the intruder who stood silently at her bedside.
“What do you want?” She lay back down. “What time is it, anyway?”
The ghost took one last look at what he had done and closed the door behind him. Lena needed the kind of rest that was best left undisturbed.
As he went down the hall, he wiped the dagger against the curtains that lined it. Who would he have to apologize to for the mess in the morning?
He searched the shadows for the staircase he needed to climb—there it was, where it always was—and climbed it to the next floor.
Horace’s room was in a transitory state, much like the thing that now inhabited it. He was a heavy sleeper, so when he finally woke, the ghost was almost done with him. Horace’s arms shot out to stop the ghost. Any other time, they would have, but not now, not this time.
The ghost worked the dagger like a saw. He looked around the room, taking note of the belongings his brother had packed for his move into the royal quarters. The dead would appreciate him as king more than the living ever would.
The ghost backed out of Horace’s room.
Behind him, Auster shouted, “What’s happening? What’s going on?” He went to the ghost. “I heard screaming.” Auster’s eyes fell to the dagger. “What did you do?”
The ghost hesitated—Strange, he thought—and embraced his brother.
“No, stop!” Auster begged.
The ghost smiled and pulled him closer. He was warm to hold, but after a while, he grew cold. When he did, the ghost opened Auster, to find that warmth again.
When Auster was too heavy to hold, the ghost carried him back into his room and carefully, so as not to wake him, tucked his brother back into bed.
Even when she slept, especially when she slept, actually, Audra looked innocent. She lay in her bed, curled up, clinging to the pillow beside her. There was a softness to her face, a gentleness to her breaths that promised kindness, even in the face of cruelty. Her hair shone silver in the moonlight. When she spoke in her sleep, she did so in childish ramblings. It was as though she were some unfortunate changeling from a far better world.
The ghost never realized how much he cared for his sister, and now that he did, he had to show her.
Vincent wasn’t in his room, so the ghost went to the only other place he could possibly be: the dungeon. Stepping into that squalid place, the ghost found locked within each cell many of the guards who were supposed to be guarding Ghostgrave. They stood there with blank expressions on their faces.
The ghost, passing by, noticed all of the guards’ jaws were quivering. Going closer to the cells, he saw that their mouths were laced with vermillion veins.
The ghost went to where the dungeon widened and entered the cell where the Night Terror had been. The chamber was empty, the manacles undone.
But he wasn’t alone. He heard sounds coming from the back wall. The ghost followed the wall with his hands, until his hands fell away and much to his delight he found a second wall, a cheap trick of perspective, directly behind the first.
He leaned against this second wall, raised the dagger overhead, and snuck down the hidden passage, to the pocket of rotten, orange light at its end.
At the end of the passage, there was a heavy door, and behind it, a torture chamber. He remembered the place. He might have even seen it once, in a past life.
Vincent was at the center of the room, naked. Drenched in sweat and fully erect, he was staring between the legs of the equally naked, table-bound pregnant woman that lay before him. His brother was shaking, breathing heavily. Vincent looked as though he may have done something he finally regretted.
“I didn’t think it were possible,” he said out of the corner of his mouth. A tongue of blood squirted out of the woman’s uterus and onto his feet.
“Oh good,” he said, noticing the weapon in the ghost’s hand. “Perfect. Let me use it.”
Underneath the table to which the woman was strapped, there was the head of a moon cat. Yes, he had seen this place before. He had seen this Night Terror, too. He searched his memories for moments that existed outside these last few dreadful hours, but all he found were vague shapes of things waiting to be defined by even vaguer interpretations.
It hurt the ghost’s head trying to figure it all out, so he handed Vincent the dagger, by shoving it through his neck.
“Ed… Ed.” Vincent covered the spewing split with his hand. The dagger slid out and clinked on the ground. He stumbled sideways, and fell to the ground.
Whimpering, he said, “Why? I don’t deserve…”
To give Vincent time to get comfortable for the long sleep, the ghost turned away and faced the Night Terror. She wasn’t moving, he saw that now, but that didn’t mean she was dead. With all the blood that had poured out of her, her belly had shrunken some, too.
The ghost stepped closer to the table and rested his hands on it. Beyond the swollen lips of the woman’s sex, something was moving, trying to get out.
“Get… away,” Vincent warned. “Kill.” He spat out a mouthful of blood, and died.
The ghost grabbed the dagger off the ground and leaned in between the Night Terror’s legs. Small, clawed fingers pushed through the woman’s throbbing folds. Sniffling and low rumbling growls could be heard. A tremor shot through the woman’s glistening body.
A bucket’s worth of hot, stinking blood oozed out of the Night Terror. The ghost stepped back as a malformed head pushed itself out of the engorged hole and screamed. The baby’s lips were thin, its small teeth crooked and pointed. It had large eyes, one red, the other black. Its body was gaunt, severe, as though the act of living would be a great pain to it. Wailing, the infant, tearing at its mother’s womb, worked itself free. It smacked against the surface of the table and rolled in the splinters that stuck it.
The ghost considered the fiend. It was too large to be an infant, and too hideous to be human. He thought about putting it to sleep, but he didn’t know its name, so he couldn’t take it to the place where he took the others. Besides, its mother’s body had all the nutrients it needed, and the ghost didn’t want any part of her to go to waste.
King Sovn and Queen Magdalena were already dead in their chamber when the ghost arrived. Archivist Amon and the Eel were standing on opposite sides of the bed. Amon held a hammer, the Night Terror a sickle. The ghost’s mother and father had been split open, throat to stomach.
Amon smiled, and beckoned him into the room. “No offense, Edgar, but you were taking too long, and, well, you’re no match for your mother. Would be a most disappointing end to this complicated plan.”
“Edgar?” the ghost repeated the name Amon had called him. “Do I know him?”
“You do.” Amon stepped closer to the ghost. “Come to the mirror. I’ll show you what he looks like now.”
The Archivist took the ghost by the shoulders and led him across the room, past the murder bed, to the large, spotless mirror near the vanity.
“If you’re honest with yourself, you’ll find nothing about yourself has changed.”
Edgar stepped in front of the mirror and saw what he had become. The ghost had gone, and this is what remained. From his shaking head to his shuffling feet, he was coated in wet blood. From it, his skin had a radiant, crimson glow. He was Corrupted through and through, from flesh to bone.
The obvious question was ‘Why?’, but instead, Edgar asked morbidly, “Why didn’t you kill them all yourself?” He clawed at his skin, trying to get the blood off his hands and face. But like the Corruption on his right arm, it stayed.
The Eel laughed and left the room. Before he did, however, Edgar noticed the pained way he walked, and the dark bloodstain on the backside of his trousers.
Amon turned Edgar around to face his parents. Their intestines were intertwined with one another’s; a grotesque display of affection.
“To use you, without this—” Amon took out a small piece of a vermillion vein, “—I have to break you. I don’t want to use the veins. That’s no way to build a following.”
Tears streaked down Edgar’s bloody face. “I’ll just kill myself.”
“You might, but I don’t think you will. You’re too stubborn. You’ll want to salvage this, somehow. To spite me.”
Edgar thought about slashing the old man’s throat, but for some reason, it didn’t seem worth it. He stared at his mother and father. A sharp, gnawing pain chewed through his heart. His stomach dropped into the same black pit he was certain his soul now belonged to.
It felt wrong to grieve, because he would have killed his mother and father all the same. But maybe not. Maybe it would have been different. He could have stopped himself, or like Amon said, his mother could have stopped him.
His chest felt as though it were caving in. His legs gave out and he hit the ground. He remembered each one of them—Lena, Horace, Auster, Audra, and Vincent—and the games they used to play, the conversations they used to have. He remembered how much he loved them, how much he had sometimes hated them. He remembered what they were and would no longer be. He remembered what he had done and would do again.
Edgar tipped his head back and screamed. He screamed until his throat was raw and his lungs were burning, and he didn’t stop until he was sure all of Eldrus had heard him.
“Derleth, our Night Terror friend here, will see you to the Divide. After that, another will show you to the Nameless Forest.”
Amon bent down, and grabbed Edgar by the chin. Holding his head still, he forced two feet of vermillion vein into his throat. The growth wriggled, and then it adhered to his insides, like a tick.
Edgar didn’t put up much of a fight. The concoction he had drunk before, in the Archivist’s tower, was still in effect.
“I won’t kill anyone else,” he finally said.
Amon nodded and patted his back. “It’ll be easier next time, because they will deserve it. The Nameless Forest will help you along the way.”
“And what you put inside me?” Edgar touched his throat. He was too drugged to do much, other than be detached from it all.
“It will help you forget, and also remember, or maybe nothing at all. Could just be a placebo.” Amon shrugged. “You’re going to do what you would have done, with or without it. You’ll just come to terms with what you are a little more quickly than the rest.”
Edgar had a hard time following what the old man was saying, so he mumbled, “Why me?” He fell forward, his lips to the cold tile of what was now his rightful chamber. “Why didn’t you do this sooner? Years ago? Why me? Why the fuck did you make me do it?”
“I’ve waited a long time, Edgar.” Amon, apparently not liking his attitude, shoved more of the vermillion veins into his mouth. He laid the last curl atop his tongue, like a holy host. “And my time is limited. I don’t know what is going to happen to me. Alexander Blodworth made an interesting proposition, and so did Crestfallen, which is unusual. Worst comes to worst, you die, and the royal family of Eldrus is wiped out. I can work with a clean slate.” He sighed, and gently slapped Edgar’s cheek. “This hurts me, too. I loved all of you, more than I thought I would. We are family, after all.”
“Fuck you. Fuck you! We are not family!” Long strands of saliva ran from Edgar’s mouth to the floor.
“Mmm, more on that when you return.” Amon patted his back again. “You have enough to think about.”
Edgar began to feel the effects of the vermillion veins take hold. His consciousness began to slip farther and farther from his grasp. “Why do you want… the Nameless Forest?” he said, drunkenly.
“I really don’t,” Amon said. “But you will, eventually. I just want you to bring something back from it.”
“Get it yourself.” Edgar spat on Amon’s robes.
“I would, but I don’t think I could survive the trip. That place is beyond our control. But not yours.”
Edgar laughed pathetically. “I just have to kill the rest of my family, right? The ones that were abandoned there. Like in your stupid fucking stories.”
Amon snapped his fingers. “I’d say you’ve gotten pretty good at that, so don’t complain.”
Derleth the Eel heeded the Archivist’s call. He returned to the room.
“Get him ready,” Amon said.
The Night Terror forced the gore-covered king to his feet. “I hope you cut off your brother’s wretched cock.”
Again, Edgar looked at the dark bloodstain on the backside of the Night Terror’s trousers. To Amon, he said, “Is this how you treat all your allies?”
Several shoots of the fabled veins ran up the Archivist’s neck, into his ears. “Strange how everyone acts differently with the vein inside them. You turn into something quite snarky. Allies? Derleth here didn’t think much of my offer to join our mission, but your depraved brother quickly changed his mind.
“Enough talking, Edgar. It’s a long journey between here and my home, and we haven’t the time to waste.”




CHAPTER XV

Edgar was alive, but he wished he wasn’t, because he remembered everything. It would have been easy enough to blame Amon for what he had done, but the killings hadn’t stopped with his family. Under no influence, save for his own need to survive, he had left one crime scene to travel across the continent to create another.
Whether or not the vermillion veins were truly the cause of his actions was irrelevant, because like blaming the Archivist, it didn’t bring to life those he’d brought so easily to death.
Edgar had been awake for almost an hour, but he didn’t dare show it. He kept his eyes shut, his body still, and his breathing to a minimum. Awful, unspeakable atrocities had ushered him into the Nameless Forest. Why would the end result be any less awful or unspeakable? But this wasn’t the end, Edgar realized, because one ruler still remained: the one who claimed dominion over Blackwood.
He opened his eyes, because after all he had done, he knew he had to see this through, to salvage the wreckage of his ruins. He lay in a white field, surrounded by white trees, beneath a maelstrom of white clouds swirling across the sky.
At first, he thought it had snowed, but when he reached out, he found fabric. It wasn’t snow, but satin—a single piece of white satin, stretching out in every direction, covering everything.
“How are you feeling?”
Edgar sat up and turned around. Behind him, between the tops of two trees, Crestfallen floated, her dress the source of the fabric that had woven itself around this part of the Forest. At the foot of the trees between which she was suspended, there were innumerable bloodstains, smears, and splatters.
“You’ve done me a great service,” Crestfallen said. Her voice was higher than he expected.
“I killed your children.” Edgar came to his feet. The blood on the cloth began to move.
“I would’ve done it myself, but I loved them too much. It was time, though. They made me something I never wanted to be.”
A burning sensation flared within Edgar’s throat and chest. He could still feel the open wounds and tears inside him from where the Arachne spawn had dug itself in. Where was it now? And had it left anything behind? He covered his mouth and, to stop himself from vomiting at the thought, said, “What will happen when this is over?”
Crestfallen smiled and leaned forward. The curls of her long, dark hair swept across her face, so that Edgar could see only her hungry eyes. “We’ll be free to do as we like, until we can’t.”
“Did you choose me?” Edgar asked. “Did you choose me to do this?”
Crestfallen shook her head. “Amon did. He chose them all.”
The blood on her dress bubbled out of the fabric and popped, spreading the red stains further across the fabric.
“I’m not the only one. How… how long has Amon been sending my ancestors? How many times has that son of a bitch tried this?”
Crestfallen shrugged. “He is a persistent thing. Imagine his surprise when I told him I wouldn’t fight him anymore.”
An arm shot out of the dress and pushed the rest of its body free. The bloody, glistening thing lay there, adding more color to Crestfallen’s fetid canvas.
Edgar, unafraid of nothing but himself, took a few steps forward as the full-grown, newborn creature crawled in circles on the dress. “What are they?”
“The blood in us all,” Crestfallen said. With a sigh, she slowly descended from her place between the trees, until she was eye-level with Edgar. “It’s everyone that’s ever come, every child I’ve ever had. They’re my family, our family. My first true family. Silas, Martin, Anansi.” She held out her hands. “They’re finally here now, too, with the rest. Where they should have always been.”
Shaking his head, Edgar said, “We have no common bond, you and I.”
The blood-borne creature melted back into the fabric.
Crestfallen laughed so hard that the dress tightened over the landscape. “I drank so much of Novn’s blood that I have more royalty in me than you do in you.”
“So you are the ruler of the Nameless Forest?”
“No.”
The Woman in White disappeared. The cloth darkened, and more blood rose to the surface. All at once, what had been white was now crimson.
“A mother has to keep her home together. My boys didn’t know what they were doing for the longest time. Without me, the villages would have fallen apart, and there were people, and more children to rule. I thought my sons would have a better world in here than out there.
“I wasn’t going to let my only chance, the only good thing I’ve ever done, die. Edgar, we could have done so much more, but we’ve been in the Nameless Forest a very long time, and it wore us down. I couldn’t leave my sons until they were dead, but they wouldn’t die. I fought Amon tooth and nail every time he sent someone in, because I knew he would tear our home apart. But after a spell, I knew it had to be done, and no one sews ruin better than Amon Ashcroft.”
“You’re insane,” Edgar said, watching as cracks spread across the sky. “How could anyone live in a place like this? Why would you want to?”
“Watch your world from mine, and you’ll say the same thing about it,” Crestfallen said. “What happens here has already happened out there untold times over. We accept our places as slaves to chaos. You deny it and then cry, ‘Why?’ when the blood comes out. But things like this can be hard to see for those who stand so high above the rest.”
“So after everything, you’re just going to give this to me? That’s why I’m here, right? To take the Nameless Forest.” Edgar’s hand became a fist as he remembered Audra, and how soundly she had been sleeping in her bed.
“I don’t care what happens here anymore. I have my boys. I have nothing to prove to myself or my sister anymore.”
Sister? Flecks of the sky floated down around him. “No, you don’t. Not all of them. There’s still the village of Blackwood.”
Crestfallen smirked. The dress contracted and lifted her into the air, so that she loomed over him. “The only son in Blackwood is the one you’ll call yours. Find him. He’s been waiting so long.”
Edgar furrowed his eyebrows. He started with a maddened giggle and then broke out into a full-blown bout of guffawing insanity. “My son? What the fuck? What are you…? I don’t understand. What the fuck are you two doing to me?” He punched his leg, dug his feet into the bloody satin. “I can’t do this anymore. God damn it, I can’t!”
“Yes, you can.”
Crestfallen tugged on the sides of her dress. All at once, the fabric retreated inwards. As it did, Edgar slipped and fell onto his back.
“You know exactly what is happening. You killed your family, and you killed mine. Eldrus and the Nameless Forest are yours. And now you may go to Blackwood and claim your reward.”
“No one is going to follow me.” The dress continued to suck inward, causing Edgar to flip and turn over. “Especially not the Nameless Forest.” He clawed for purchase on the weave. “It doesn’t work that way.”
Crestfallen pulled the miles of red satin upward. She spun it around herself, much like the Arachne would their webs.
“The Nameless Forest is a cancer that retained some of the qualities of the thing it grew out of. If it hadn’t, the Dread Clock would have torn this place apart the moment it started ticking when the Trauma dropped it here.
“Did Amon tell you of the Vermillion God? If not, you’ll see it soon.”
“Bullshit,” Edgar said.
Crestfallen ignored him. “The Binding Road is stable. The untamed tracts are stable. Each of the villages are stable, too. All of that is because of the Vermillion God’s presence and what the Nameless Forest absorbed from exposure to It. A rigid dedication down to the smallest molecule, but only in places, where not even the Black Hour can break through.
“It’s not complicated. In the Nameless Forest things are, or they aren’t. It just depends what has dominion over that place. You killed the rulers of the villages. Therefore, the villages are yours to rule. Just like your world out there. You conquered them, and your supporters will convince them to follow you. My only stipulation was to keep the land in the family.” She winked. “And now that you have it, don’t let that pretty little whore snatch it away from you.”
Edgar yelled as he tumbled over himself. The bloody, dripping cloth enveloped him, blotting out the sky and any means of escape. Sound dulled and then deadened. He felt the air thicken around him, as though it were coagulating. He punched and scratched the tightening material. It deflected his blows and shot blood black at him for daring to do so.
“I’ll try your world again.” Crestfallen’s words echoed throughout the artery-like tube of satin to which Edgar was confined. “My sister will be happy. I’ve been ignoring her for so long. We were always stronger when we were together. Her name is Pain. Do you know her? You will.”
Bloody arms and fingers shot out of the weave and grabbed at Edgar. They took his ankles, his wrists; they pulled back on his hair, his waist. He held his breath, because the sharp, coppery smell of Crestfallen’s children was making him nauseous.
“Please, don’t kill me,” he begged. The red fingers melted into his mouth. “Please!”
“Kill you?”
A force rushed past Edgar. Looking back, he saw a river of blood flooding through the tube, toward him.
“What do you think I am? A villain? You’ve confused me with my sister. I’m only trying to help you, my dear nephew. Yes, I made this harder than it needed to be. But I’ve atoned. Now you must do right by those you’ve wronged, and make right your wronged world.”
Edgar closed his eyes. He gritted his teeth and braced himself for the impact of the crimson deluge. It hit him hard, like a fist, and took him over. It took him where it wanted, further down the narrowing tunnel of satin. A ball of pressure crashed into his gut. His mouth snapped open and hundreds of years of blood poured down his throat.
In a red blur, Edgar was hurled through the satin tube and dumped into the shallows of a mist-covered marsh. Quickly, he surfaced and splashed the gritty water into his eyes to wash the death out of them.
Looking back, he saw that the tube was gone. There was no sign of Crestfallen or her white satin dress. Instead, he found himself checked by a denser part of the Forest that stretched for miles on end. The trees inside it were crooked, bent. Covering each one were layers upon layers of thick, ancient spider webs. Were these the outskirts of Atlach? Edgar wondered. If so, why did they look as though nothing had passed through in hundreds of years?
Edgar preferred to be drenched in water rather than blood, so he soaked himself in the reed-choked marsh until the only red on his skin was the Corruption on his arm.
Don’t stray. Stay sane. He missed Lotus, even though he shouldn’t. She, like the rest, undoubtedly had her part to play in all of this, yet that didn’t seem to matter to him. If he was going to finish what he had started, and live with what he had done, he was going to need her, or someone like her, to keep what little was left of his humanity from slipping away for good.
Enough of the mist had lifted from the marsh to show Edgar what lay further on. Half a mile opposite the tree line, a haggard hill had rolled over the earth. Once, there had been a wood that crowned this hill, but Edgar saw it had since been reduced to a patchy stretch of malnourished oaks. Occasionally, parts of these trees lit up when the sun hit them. It was a reddish light, a winking, refracting signal from a crystalline source. He knew what that was; he should have, at least. He couldn’t begin to guess how many pounds of the vermillion veins were inside him at the moment, but what he didn’t know about was the thing he saw more clearly when he started trudging forward; the decrepit mansion, further back, at the top of the hill, in the heart of the woods.
“Is that your home, Amon?”
Edgar panted as he crossed the marsh toward the stony path that cut through it. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a meal or something to drink. He considered drinking the water here, but figured it would kill him more quickly than drinking nothing at all.
“You said you mimicked someone. Amon… Ashcroft,” Edgar rambled, as he shambled on. “The mansion looks old. This must be where it all began.” The soil sucked on his feet. “Vermillion God?” He laughed. “No, just you. A manipulator. You’re no god, or part of one.”
Edgar found the stony path, fell forward, and crawled onto it. A pound of mud slowly sloughed off his ankles. “A son for me?” The rocks that formed the path cut into his skin as he struggled to his feet. “A successor for you. A do-over. Bullshit. All of it.”
As he climbed the hill, they came to him in waves. Lena, Horace, Auster, Audra, and Vincent. They begged him to stop with broken lips and bruised eyes. Memories of their murders twisted and coalesced, until he couldn’t be sure what was true, and what had been warped by guilt.
Even though he knew they were dead, he still wanted to speak to them, to apologize to them; at the very least, to see them one last time. They were gone, but they weren’t really gone, were they?
Tears stung his eyes as shame swelled in his heart. He tried not to think of them, because it hurt to think of them, but he did, anyway. He thought of Lena—oh, how much he would’ve liked for her to like him—and Horace—oh, how close they could’ve been. He thought of Auster—so dull, but so damn smart—and Audra—so kind, but so naïve. Even Vincent had his qualities, but of all of them, it was true he deserved to die the most, and if he deserved it, did they, too? Could some justification be made for what he had done, and for what Amon intended?
That’s what worried Edgar the most: that if he kept himself alive, and if enough time had passed, he would look back on everything and say it had been worth it.
Coming out of his thoughts, Edgar entered the wood at the top of the hill and confirmed his suspicions about the trees there. They were infested with the vermillion veins. There were hundreds, no, thousands of the veins. He could see the strange liquid inside them, rushing through the crystalline tubes, as though feeding into something yet unseen.
Hand shaking, begging him to touch them, Edgar said, “Drugged me, from Eldrus to here.” He could feel the pangs of want, of addiction. He steadied his hand. “What the hell are these things?”
A bell dinned nearby. Then a boy spoke from behind him: “They don’t have a name. They don’t need one.”
Edgar whipped around. He reached for the sword at his waist that was no longer there. Before him, in a decayed grove, a young boy stood, with a small bell dangling from a rope wrapped around his wrist. He had bright green eyes and dark brown hair, and couldn’t have been any older than ten or eleven.
“Who are you? What are you doing?” Edgar said.
The boy’s bell jingled as he slipped his hands into his pockets. “I wasn’t sure you would make it.”
Pointing at him, Edgar said, “That was you, with the carrion birds.”
“I couldn’t have you dying so quickly.”
Edgar sized the child up. He looked strange, the proportions and symmetry of his body off ever-so-slightly. It was as though clumsy hands had put him together, from instructions written in a different language.
“Why did you help me?”
“Because we need each other.”
The woods rattled as a rotten wind blew through. The mire below belched and gurgled.
The boy continued. “That’s why you’re here. To take me back to Eldrus.”
Edgar looked past the boy, through the break in the trees, where he could see the wreckage of the mansion ahead. “Actually, not quite,” he said, drooling on himself. Fading, he said, “I’m just here to kill my oldest living ancestors and take over the place.” His face contorted, as though he were about to lose it.
“And who do you think is going to help you with that?” The boy blinked. His pupils dilated, became vermillion in color. “Not Amon. Not after he lets me eat him.”
“You’re the thing he sent me in after? That makes you my son?” His cheek quivered. “Could have met me halfway.”
“No, absolutely not.” Edgar’s suggestion struck a chord with the boy. “The Nameless Forest grew out of us, but it’s not ours anymore. I helped you once, because I couldn’t let you die that early. But I have no plan to leave with someone who couldn’t have done all that you did to get here.”
“So I had to prove myself?” The back of Edgar’s throat tickled. It felt as though a finger were wagging back and forth in his esophagus. “Go fuck yourself. You, Amon, Crestfallen. The fucking lot of you.”
Ignoring him, the boy said, “Now, the Nameless Forest holds its breath, to see what you’re going to do with it. Now, as long as we stay to the Binding Road, I’ll go with you, and we can go home.”
Edgar gazed at the vermillion veins on the trees. “What are you?” He wanted to suck on the sweet liquid that flowed inside them, to drink himself into catatonia. “Are you a… creature of ‘mimicry’?” He mocked Amon’s words.
“Amon and I are the same.” The boy gestured to the mansion, indicating it was time to go inside. “It took a long time for Amon to become what he has, but he spent too much time outside of heaven, in your hell. He can’t hold on much longer. In time, you won’t be able to remember the difference between he and I.”
“Monsters, then? That’s what you are. Just like the Night Terrors. Just like anything else. Except, what? You have some queen or king that’s convinced you freaks that it’s a god?”
“It is God.” The boy beckoned Edgar to follow after him onto the ruined estate. “Why don’t I just show you?”
Edgar dug his feet into the earth.
“You killed your family. You just left each of the villages here leaderless. Crestfallen is now free to terrorize the continent again with her sister. Are you really going to let all it be for nothing?”
Edgar stayed silent.
“Besides, wouldn’t you like to know where all those veins you’ve been eating come from?”
Aside from the façade, the mansion was no more than several free-standing walls and battered pillars struggling to keep their place in the overgrowth. The second and third floor of this Old World behemoth had long since collapsed; now, they were no more than dusty piles of rubble that marked the property like forgotten cairns.
Edgar searched for signs of furnishings, indications of the time period which gave birth to this monstrous place. Pacing back and forth, he noted a Victorian style in its construction, but what the word meant or what era such an aesthetic represented he couldn’t remember anymore. He just knew he knew it, and knew by looking at it he should fear it.
He became sarcastic when he was afraid, a trait of Vincent’s, so he said, “Beautiful place you have here.” He paused, and bit his lip. “What’s your name?”
“I don’t have one. Do you have any suggestions?”
“You’re not a child, are you?”
The boy shook his head. “People don’t pay children any attention, or they pay them so much attention it borders on worship. Either way is good for our work.”
The glowing wood of vermillion veins caused Edgar’s throat to prickle again, as though he had swallowed something sour. “What’s our work, exactly?” He had seen these things before, when he first came here, so why only now was he tempted to eat them?
“It’s better I show you.”
Edgar snapped out of it. “I could just kill you.” Yes, he liked that, the idea of killing the boy. He imagined strangling him, purple bruising around his neck, red tongue hanging limply from his mouth. He liked that more than he liked to admit.
“If I can stop a flock of Anathema from carrying you off by projecting my powers across the Forest, do you really think you stand a chance?”
Edgar shrugged one shoulder. “Bet you couldn’t do much after that.”
“Good point. I only just recovered from that this morning.” He smiled, shook his head. “Come here, please.”
Edgar did as he was told, because at this point, like the boy had said, why not? After everything he had seen and done, despite his defiance, he had to know what it had all been for. He didn’t expect anything to justify the murders he was guilty of committing, but he wouldn’t be opposed to hearing out a justification if it existed.
Even now, as he followed the boy into the mansion, he found himself making excuses for the deaths of Father Silas and Anansi. The priest had wanted it, had practically killed himself. He had just given him permission, under false pretenses, to carry it out. And the spider lord? Probably not even his mother, Crestfallen, could find something nice to say about him. But how much did they really matter? Actually, about as much as Lena, Horace, Auster, Audra, Vincent, and his mother and father meant to those in slums of Eldrus or penthouses of Penance. It was all a matter of perspective, he thought. Like how the Crossbreed could be good for his city-state.
If God really did exist, was this Its will, like Amon and this boy had been saying, that had led to his family’s death? And if It did, could he really say that It, God, was wrong?
The mansion’s floor alternated between dirty tile and damp earth. Chandeliers protruded from the mud, while discarded gems and jewelry glinted in the pale sunlight. Half-submerged balconies sat like ship masts in what was some sort of living room. A piano grinned its yellow teeth at the front of a parlor; sticky, decay-stitched bones poured out of its lid. There were dresses here, suits there; ripped portraits and fat safes with faded bills inside, and in the end, from upturned hallways to torn-down staircases, that’s all the mansion was: a maze of forgotten memories that had been reduced to scene after scene of indefinable miseries.
The mansion floors sloped as they went past the skeleton of a library. The ground opened up to a second part of the house, a basement that was surprisingly still intact. With its mildewed breath, the basement welcomed them in as they reached the bottom of the slope and slipped past the rubble that blocked the only entrance to the place.
Inside the almost pitch-black basement, a single candle burned at the edge of what appeared to be a circular pool. He followed the boy to the hole in the floor and saw that it wasn’t a pool at all, but another doorway of sorts. Attached to it was a spiral staircase that screwed downward into the dark, into the deeper depths that laid beneath this diabolic house.
The boy had a wide smile on his face. Whatever was down there, he was eager to show it to Edgar. But maybe it wasn’t even that; human or not, this mimicry of man had probably been left alone in Blackwood for who knows how long. If Edgar had to guess, the boy almost seemed to relish his company.
Candle in hand, the boy went first. Edgar soon followed after. The staircase was narrow, uneven. The steps were short, unstable. Walking down the staircase was like walking across a line of chairs. The whole thing felt as though it were going to give way at any moment. It reminded him of Amon’s tower, and if Edgar had arrived here a few hundred years earlier, he figured he may have even spotted some details that were to later inspire the Archivist’s current quarters.
After a few minutes, which should have been impossible, the circular chamber became brighter. At the bottom, a few steps further down, a glowing mist rolled across the ground, bubbling and hissing like the spilled contents of a cauldron.
Edgar waited until the boy stepped off the stairs and into it. The boy then turned around and offered his free hand to Edgar, to help him off the spiral and find footing in the deep.
“Almost there,” the boy said.
Hesitant, Edgar took his hand and stepped into the glowing mist.
It took Edgar a moment to get his bearings. Because at the bottom of the staircase was a great ballroom that was covered in candles with green and purple flames. Confused, he looked back the way he’d come. The staircase had wound down, through the ceiling of the ballroom, as though it had drilled right through it.
“Almost there,” the boy said again, trying to reassure him. He started across the ballroom.
Edgar only made it a few steps before he tripped over his feet. The glowing mist parted around his ankles. There were chains running across the ground, and if he looked hard enough, it seemed the whole floor was covered in them.
“What are these for?” he asked.
“No one, not anymore.” The boy ran to the end of the ballroom. Two large double doors stood half-open there. “Fortunately for you, some traditions change over time. Through here.” He tapped his fingers on the door. “You have to see for yourself, and then we can go home.”
Edgar started to cough. He bent over, growled as he tried to dislodge whatever was holding onto the back of his throat. Hand shaking, he shoved it into his mouth and fished inside it with his disgusting fingers. There was something back there, something thin, waving, like an antenna. He pinched down on it, jerked it forward, and with every inch it gave, he could feel something uncoiling inside his stomach and his skull.
Beside the boy, a vermillion light flared between the cracks in the double-doors. Knuckles grinding into the roof of his mouth, Edgar pulled harder and harder on the object inside his throat. Until, with a tide of vomit and gaseous belch, foot after foot of dried, translucent vermillion veins broke free inside him and spilled with a splat onto the ballroom floor.
Edgar reared back, gulping for air. He stomped his feet on the growths and stormed towards the boy.
Grabbing him by the throat, he screamed at him, “What is this shit? Tell me now! Is this from that fucking spider that was inside me? Is that where this shit comes from?”
The boy’s words came out constricted as he said, “No. This is—” he grabbed Edgar’s wrists and held on tight until he let him go, “—is from Amon. To help you forget what you did until you were finished here.”
“Bullshit!” Edgar slapped the boy’s face into the door. “This is what made me kill them.”
The vermillion light in the passage beyond the doors flared again.
Baring his teeth, the boy said, “Is it?”
“Don’t you dare.” Edgar almost hit the boy again, but stopped himself. He took a step back, ran his hands through his hair. Coughing up the last bits of the veins, he said, “You took everything from me. Everything I love. Everything I was.”
The boy rubbed his throat. “What if you could have some of it back?”
“Don’t you fucking dare.” Edgar started forward, kicking the chains on the ground out of his way. “Don’t you fucking promise me—”
A red, blinding light broke across the ballroom. Edgar screamed, quickly covering his eyes.
“What the hell is that?” he cried, burying his face in his palms.
“Come and see,” the little boy said.
Edgar splayed his fingers, letting in some of the now dimmed light. The little boy slipped in between the double-doors and disappeared.
Edgar looked back at the spiral staircase and then at the chains at his feet. He couldn’t have run away, even if he had wanted to. So instead, he followed in the boy’s footsteps, through the crack in the doors, and into the vermillion place beyond.
Edgar didn’t need the boy to tell him they were no longer in the mansion, and if the boy had told him they were no longer on Earth, he would have believed that, too. The ballroom floor extended a few feet, like the gangplank of a ship, and then dropped off into the gigantic chasm in front of him.
Out of that infinite expanse of impenetrable black ran massive slabs of rock that stretched in every direction, far beyond what Edgar was capable of viewing, let alone comprehending. But he didn’t see all of this because of the boy’s candle. No, it was the vermillion veins that illuminated the place. The billions of vermillion veins that ran across the walls, pulsating blips of red light, like tiny heartbeats, every time they pushed through a bit of the liquid inside them.
The little boy blew out the candle and set it at his feet. He stood beside Edgar and said to the red darkness, “We’re here.”
Slowly, the gigantic chasm became illuminated. The vermillion veins were not only on the walls, but inside the chasm as well. The liquid inside them started to move, causing the abyss to be lit up, layer after layer, as though to give Edgar time to comprehend what he was seeing.
First, there were buildings. Skyscrapers, like Chapel, and smaller buildings, businesses, schools, apartments, and homes. There weren’t just a few of them, either. There were millions of them. Billions, maybe. Destroyed, obliterated. Packed and piled together with the innumerable amounts of airplanes, automobiles, ships, and tanks that surrounded them. The further down the lights activated, the harder it became to make sense of what he saw, but even from this height, Edgar could tell that there were literally oceans of material goods below this cityscape crust. It was as though a great knife had swept across the Old World and scrapped the scab that was humanity off it.
But it was difficult to see everything. Parts of the chasm had yet to light up. There was a massive patch of darkness in particular, one of which was at the center of the chasm that was making it hard for Edgar to take it all in. Rational thought had abandoned him some time ago, so he proceeded further down the ballroom plank, to try to look around that dark obstacle before him.
But then that dark obstacle lit up, the vermillion veins that laced it finally coming to, and he, both in mind and body, reeled. The darkness hadn’t been a wall or more buildings. No, it was something else, something organic, something alive.
At the center of the chasm, an enormous creature sat, rumbling atop a mountain of bones. Miles in width and stature, the winged beast was covered in tendrils and tentacles that were longer than some of the buildings it had undoubtedly devoured and deposited here. Several sets of arms sat at its sides, much like the Arachne, and though its head was down, and a halo of mist surrounded it, Edgar could see that the creature’s face had several mouths, and several thousand eyes.
Edgar backed down the plank. He reached for something to brace himself against, but there was only the boy. “What… what…” His eyes darted back and forth between the beast’s flesh and the vermillion veins running from it, into the chasm, and up the walls. “What is it?”
“That’s God,” the boy said. He held Edgar’s hand, as a son would to calm a father. “That’s God, Edgar.”
“N-no.” Again, he followed the veins, from the beast, to the chasm and the walls. Again, he looked to the entire continents contained within the chasm. “No, no, no. No. That’s not… not God.”
“How many gods have you seen lately, Edgar?”
Hyperventilating, Edgar dropped the boy’s hand. He ran to the ballroom door, which was now shut and locked. He beat his fists against it, repeating over and over, “That’s not God. That’s not God!”
The boy sighed and said, “Don’t feel bad, Edgar. You’re only mortal. You imagine the unimaginable in a form you can comprehend.”
“God doesn’t look like that,” Edgar shouted.
“God has always looked this way.”
He turned around slowly, afraid to look at the beast in full. It seemed to be sleeping, but what would it do to him if it woke?
“This is the Vermillion God, Edgar. The true god. The only god.”
“It’s… it’s feeding off the earth.” He pointed his twitching finger at it. “A God doesn’t need to do that.”
The boy shook his head. “No, those are Its veins. The liquid inside them is its blood. The earth is feeding off God, not the other way around. Part of the reason why the Nameless Forest hasn’t fallen into complete chaos. Same for the world, too, I expect.”
Edgar touched his lips. “I drank its blood. I ate from… it.” He thought back to the feet of vermillion veins he had regurgitated lying in the ballroom. “No, fuck you. I don’t believe you.”
The boy cocked his head. “Do you know anything else that can do as we have done?”
The Vermillion God stirred, sending a river of skulls down the bone mountain.
“Through hell, we find heaven,” the little boy said. He went to the nearest vermillion vein on the wall.
“It had to be you, and it had to happen this way. Your family would never accept the god that sits before you. But ironically enough, it is Eldrus, not Penance, that must accept God, because Eldrus is the only city that can truly save this world.”
The boy bit into the vermillion vein. He moaned as he guzzled the liquid inside it. Pulling back, the red drink dousing his face, he plugged the tooth holes with his hand and said, “Amon thought he had to break you to use you. I would have done things differently. But he did break you, and yet, now you stand whole before me.”
“Far fucking from it,” Edgar said, images of his family flashing through his head. “I am nothing now. There’s nothing left of me.”
“You are only you, who you were always meant to be.”
Edgar threw up his hands. “I was never meant to be a murderer. You and Amon made me one!”
“Maybe.” The boy shrugged. “But we also brought you here, to the one place where you can actually make a difference to your city and the world. This is God, Edgar. How many atrocities have been committed in the name of religion? How many could be avoided if you all could just agree on the existence of a god and what god wants? If humans were rid of that problem, they would be rid of others as well. Religion is not the root of all evil, Edgar, but it does have a longer reach than most things.”
“Sorry. Humans already have a god.” He felt lightheaded, hungry, as he stared at the tempting drink staining the boy’s cheeks.
“They like to think they do. The people of the world have lost their way. Now, they worship the little heretic in Penance, along with the great deceiver, the Mother Abbess, both of whom only tell them what they want to hear.” He let go of the vermillion vein and sprayed his fingers in its red blood. “Does the world not deserve better than that? Amon tried once, but the world was too big, too complex, too ignorant, and he failed. The world is different now, and God is willing to give it another chance. Give everything another chance. If you’re good to God, Edgar—” the boy held out his bloody finger and beckoned Edgar over, “—don’t you think It will be good to you?”
Edgar shuffled towards the boy and closed his eyes. Unable to resist the vermillion desire, he lowered his head.
The boy gently touched his lips.
Edgar opened his mouth.
The boy stuck his finger inside his mouth, and from it, Edgar drank the blood of God.
“Let’s give them what they’ve always wanted, Edgar,” the boy said, petting him. “After everything, they deserve it.”
Threadbare hadn’t changed much since he last saw it. The only difference now being that, as he walked through the gates, everyone dropped to their knees, to pay him respect as the new king of the Nameless Forest.
Everyone, except, of course, the woman who probably hadn’t ever knelt for anyone. Lotus.
She hurried through the rows of her prostrated people. “Welcome back.” She grinned and said, “Edgar, you look terrible.”
Edgar opened his arms, and Lotus went into them. He dropped his head against her neck and started crying so hard his body shook.
“Get us out of here,” he said between the sobs.
Lotus held the back of his neck. To the boy, she said, “What did you do to him?”
“The Nameless Forest is yours to govern, until we call on you to do otherwise,” the boy said.
Lotus nodded.
Edgar straightened up, and said, “What?” Looking at Lotus, after hearing that… being in her arms was no longer a comfort to him.
“I’m your warden,” she said. “You can’t rule here and Eldrus at the same time.”
Spit getting in the way of his words, he said, “But I need you.” He knew he looked pathetic, because he felt pathetic, like a filthy rag, something that had been used to clean up shit and left to wither in the sun. “Lotus, I need you. Please.” Out of everyone left, she was the only one he still had any connection with.
Lotus took him by the shoulders, looked him dead in the eyes, and whispered, “Not here. You’re their king. They can’t see you acting like this. Let’s go, Edgar. I’ll make you feel better.”
Lotus led Edgar through Threadbare, encouraging him along the way with nudges and nods to look like the king everyone thought he was. With red eyes, quivering cheeks, and a death-mask smile, he waved to his new subjects—and hated every moment of it. Was this what it meant to rule? Was this why his father had hated it so? Blood Drinker, Heart Eater—that’s what they called Sovn, the once-king of Eldrus.
Edgar had thought the titles ridiculous, but now he wasn’t so sure. His father had gained a reputation for his indifference towards almost everything, but it hadn’t been indifference, he realized that now. It had been numbness, and he felt that same numbness now.
They returned to Lotus’ home, where she and Edgar, among other fluids, had shared their first drink. With the boy, they sat down and had one more.
“Here, drink it quick,” Lotus said, putting a cup in front of Edgar. “You don’t want to taste it.”
Edgar poured the alcohol directly down his throat, but he was sure he wouldn’t have tasted it either way. He dug his nails into his wrists; didn’t feel that, either.
This is what I wanted, Edgar thought, watching Lotus pour him another drink. At the expense of everything, I can finally make a difference. He drank that drink and snapped his fingers for another one.
Everyone I love is dead, and I’ve seen God. There’s nothing left for me, and there’s nothing I can do.
“What now?” Lotus asked. She took Edgar’s hands from across the table and blew on them to warm them.
The boy went to the window and leaned against the wall there. He kept to the sunlight. He seemed to be enjoying it. “We’ll go back and pick up where Amon left off. You’ll wait here, keep everything together. When we’re ready, we’ll call you to Eldrus.”
Edgar eyed the bottle, hoping for another drink. “The Nameless Forest will listen to her, maybe, but not me.”
“They will. We’ll start sending aid and support to the Forest, now that there is some stability.”
Lotus nodded. “You come from a better off place than we do. We recognize we live in hell. We’re not so stubborn to shirk our chances for a moment in heaven.”
Edgar poured himself a drink when Lotus wouldn’t. “What about the Arachne? Don’t think they’ll listen to me.” He went to pour another cup, but his hand was shaking too much.
“They’ll take some persuading, but even they will follow us.” Lotus took his cup from him. “Anansi heard you were coming. It scared him enough to mobilize his forces. If it wasn’t for you, Edgar, they would be here now, eating us.”
“If I had never come here, he wouldn’t have mobilized.”
“Not true, trust me. I lived with the Arachne when they still held territory in Blackwood. I still have some friends amongst those freaks. I know how to make them listen, to make them fight for you.”
Lotus stood up, set the cup down, filled it, and came around the table to stand behind Edgar. She started massaging his shoulders. “You need to rest. It’s a long road from here to Eldrus.”
The boy leaned away from the window, flecks of vermillion glowing in his pupils. “Can you do this, Edgar?”
Edgar took the cup and slid it closer to him. Monotone, like Auster, he said, “If I don’t, it will all have been for nothing. I know that’s what you want to hear, that I will try to salvage this, make things right, and that’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to use you, like you used me. I’ll use you, all of you mother fuckers—” he looked at Lotus, “—until everything is better, and then I’ll turn on all of you. And not even God will stop me.”
“Sounds fair,” the boy said. “I imagine the Vermillion God could make it up to you before then. It could bring them back, if you wanted It to. If you could… live with the questions they would ask you.”
Edgar shook his head and leaned over the cup. He paused, confused by what he saw reflected inside it. The ghost; he saw the ghost in the surface of Lotus’ black drink. This was the first time he had seen himself since just after the murders of his family. Had he looked this way the entire time, when he had gone to bed with Lotus, or when he had spoken with Father Silas? Or did it go back further than that? If the ghost were sitting here in his place, would he see Edgar reflected instead? Or had there never been an Edgar? Was he just a lie he told himself, about who he was and how he could be different from those monsters that surrounded him?
At first, it made sense to blame the vermillion veins, but now, he wasn’t sure. They were rich with the blood of God, and what is God if not a stark reminder of what you are and cannot be?
Edgar raised the cup to his lips and drank the ghost inside. He saw no reason not to let it haunt him just one more time. After all, he had been happy when it did.




PART TWO

THE GRAVEDIGGER’S DILEMMA




CHAPTER I

The Gravedigger had dug too deep, and now there was no way out.
“Will,” he shouted, pushing the shovel into the soil until it stood up on its own. “I hear you kicking around out there.”
The Gravedigger waited a moment, watching the light waver on the rim of the grave. He could smell the land burning, and the little of his house and barn that loomed over him looked as though it were melting. His house and barn were haggard things; large but run-down, and painted in that faded, murky shade only the poor would know.
“Dad?” His son’s voice sounded far away, worlds away, from his place in the ground. A mess of blond hair and a sunburnt face looked down into the hole. “Now how’d you manage that?”
The Gravedigger sighed and rested his arm atop the shovel. “I got a little lost in my thoughts. It don’t matter none. Get me the rope, so I can get the hell out of here.”
Will grinned, his rosy cheeks cherubic. He was thirteen, almost fourteen, and soon would come the time when he might drift away, from himself and from his family, in search of things he already had and knew, but refused to accept.
The Gravedigger had done it, and so had his wife, when they were younger. It had taken them both a long time to come back round, and the Gravedigger was an impatient man, so he took these moments when he could, so that he could revisit them when he couldn’t.
“Hey, Will,” he called out, as his son started to walk away. “The rope, not your mother.”
A snort, and then: “What’s the difference?”
The Gravedigger cocked his jaw as he heard another set of footsteps. “Wife?” he said, shielding his eyes as the sun shifted his way.
“Husband?” she responded, affectionately.
“Our son is trying to get me to dig myself into a deeper hole than I’m already in.” He felt a fat bead of sweat slither down his face. Winter had coaxed summer back out of its slumber, and now everyone was going to suffer for it.
“Will, go back inside,” the Gravedigger’s wife said. She appeared over the plot and waved. “How’d you manage this, Atticus?”
Twenty-five years he’d known Clementine, and for fifteen of them they’d been married. Their hometown of Gallows, which the Gravedigger was currently seven feet below, had seen it coming. Childhood enemies turned adolescent sweethearts, Atticus and Clementine had become something of a symbol of hope for those around them who lacked it. Some would’ve been honored by this; Atticus and Clementine, however, thought it was the dumbest thing they’d ever heard, and made sure to make fun of those who looked at them all starry-eyed any chance they could.
“Get me some rope, please. Tie it around that stump up there and toss it down,” the Gravedigger said.
His wife put a finger to her chin. “Where’s that at?”
“Well, there’s the house, and then there’s the barn.”
“Which one do we sleep in again?” Clementine crouched down, her hair—her namesake—catching the sun and coming alive.
“I know which one you’ll be sleeping in if you leave me down here.”
“If I leave you down there, I don’t think you’ll be in any position to make me. Now that I’ve got you where I want you, I think I have some requests.”
The Gravedigger pushed his hands against his face, leaving smears of dirt like war paint across his cheeks. He waited a moment, squinting as he stared up at his pale, freckled wife, and shook his head.
“You’ve got nothing.”
“It’ll come to me,” she said. “What do you need rope for? Just run up the side and jump. I’ll pull you up. Why you always have to make things so complicated?”
The Gravedigger grumbled and shrugged. “You going to catch me?”
Clementine rolled up her sleeves and flexed her arm muscles. She was enjoying this far too much for the Gravedigger’s liking.
“I’ll get you with one hand, just in case anyone’s watching. We’ve got an image to maintain. Oh, I do have one request.”
The Gravedigger threw up his arms and said, “What’s that, my sweet, precious, milky-white princess?”
To give her a start, he ran up the side of the pit and jumped into the air.
Clementine called him a “son of a bitch,” and with one arm, as she’d promised, she caught him.
“God damn, you’re heavy, Atticus,” she wheezed, lifting him up and back into the world of the living.
Clementine, with the Gravedigger’s hand still in hers, fell down to the ground with him and lay there a moment, laughing.
“The rope,” she said, smiling too hard to speak right, “it’s already under the bed.”
For the Gravedigger’s family, dinner most often consisted of the “same old, same old,”—a traditional meal prepared by Clementine every evening consisting of the same meats, vegetables, and breads she’d been serving for the past thirteen years. Will used to complain about his mother’s lack of creativity in the kitchen. After visiting the homes of his friends, now he was just glad she made the effort.
“Hope you’re starving,” Clementine said, as she always did, as she came into the dining room, balancing two plates on each arm.
The Gravedigger and his son sat at the table, their stomachs competing against one another’s, trying to prove who was the hungriest.
“Instead of the same old, same old,” Clementine said, bending down and sliding the plates before her boys, “I thought we could have something a little different.”
The Gravedigger and his son went wide-eyed and slack-jawed. Will may have even shed a tear, but they were too caught up in the moment to truly notice.
Something a little different was another meal entirely. It was the holiday that only comes once a year, when no one is expecting it, because they thought they’d already missed it. Something a little different was a dinner cooked in secret, over the course of the week, using the finest meat and most expensive seasonings. Something a little different was a dream made real by Clementine’s insistence on finding the finest vegetables, grains, breads, and sauces across Gallows and its borderlands. Ultimately, something a little different was the reminder that they were doing well, and that all good things were well worth the wait.
“You’ve really outdone yourself this time, Clem,” the Gravedigger said. Giddily, he cut through the piece of steak on his plate as though it were butter. He took a bite of the pink square of meat and said, “Mmthasmmmyupgudnkswf,” which translated into, “Mm, that’s really good. Thank you, my loving wife.”
Clementine smiled, took a drink of water, and looked at Will. “How is it?”
Will nodded behind the corncob glued to his mouth and hands. Bits of corn flew onto his shoulders, he went at it so hard.
His father eyed him from across the table, so he quickly said, “Thank you, Mom, it’s great.”
Clementine took a bite out of a piece of garlic bread. “Digging awfully close to the house.”
“Running out of room,” the Gravedigger said. He let out a belch even the dead could feel. “Last one this way, I promise. Once the mayor gives me the go ahead, I’ll expand southward. I have to get this new body in the ground before it starts to stink up the place.”
“Who is it?” Will asked. He leaned back in his chair and undid the top button of his pants. He took a deep breath, and then went at the meal again.
“You remember that uppity boy—Brinton?”
Will shook his head.
Clementine said, “That son of a bitch got himself killed? Did he ever make it to Eldrus?”
“Yup,” the Gravedigger said, nodding, “made it all the way into the royal guard.”
“Shut up, Atticus. Really? Brinton?” Clementine let out a laugh and hit the table with her fist. “What happened? What the hell is he doing back here? He’s got no family.”
The Gravedigger shrugged. “He got himself killed guarding the King, I suppose.” He took the last steak, cut it into three pieces, and gave the largest two to Clementine and Will. “I don’t understand it, them sending his body back here, but they did last night, while you all were sleeping. Two soldiers from Eldrus dropped off the box. I think they’re staying at the inn, unless they’ve already left. Best they do leave soon. Not much love for Eldrus here nowadays.”
Will picked at the food in-between his teeth. “Must be a perk to serving royalty. You know, being sent back home.”
“It’s strange,” Clementine said, her mouth full of a little of everything. “King Edgar is a strange one.”
“I expect anyone would be after going through what he did.” The Gravedigger sighed, slouched in his chair, and allowed the digesting to commence.
“I bet he made it all up,” Will suggested, his voice a little too high, a little too unsure to suggest anything other than he was trying to get a rise out of his parents.
“Well, aren’t you the rebel?” Clementine said. “He’s a king. They all make things up. Surviving the Nameless Forest? Eh, I doubt it.” She looked at the Gravedigger, and he nodded in agreement. “But murdering his whole family? Come on, now.”
“I’m not saying I love the kid,” the Gravedigger said, as though King Edgar were five and not twenty-five, “but he’s done more than his father, that’s for sure.”
“Hell of a lot better than the council did when he was missing,” Clementine chirped. “But he hasn’t stopped sending soldiers to all the towns, though. They’re going to lose support if they keep it up. They ought to send people to Nachtla. Place is a ghost town.”
The Gravedigger wiped his mouth. “At least Gallows is far enough out for them to more or less let us be.”
Will sat up and drummed the tops of his legs excitedly. “Ronny down the road said that was on purpose, that Archivist Amon screwed things up on purpose so we’d be happy to have King Edgar back. You know, kind of makes sense.”
“Ronny down the road is a dumbass,” Clementine said bluntly. “He keeps trying to hock Old World artifacts that aren’t worth nothing to no one, claiming it’s to help pay for his kids, which he don’t even take care of to begin with. Ronny’s trouble, and if you go around him, you’ll get in trouble, too. Just stay the hell away from him, otherwise, the next body your dad will be burying will be his. I’ll make sure of it.”
Stunned, Will mumbled, “Oh, okay.”
“Enough about Ronny,” the Gravedigger said. He took his wife’s crimson hand and stroked it to calm her. His face had gone hard, and though he didn’t show it, he was pissed. “Clementine, thank you for this delicious dinner.” He raised her hand and kissed it like a gentleman. “Let’s think good thoughts, before we do bad things.”
Clementine smiled, sniffled her nose. “Good thoughts. Only good thoughts.”




CHAPTER II

The Gravedigger and his wife weren’t the only ones to break their bed that night. Something else had, too.
“Atticus, where are you going?” Clementine said, sitting up, her wrists still bound, her body glistening with sweat. “Let it be until morning. We’re not finished here.”
The Gravedigger lit a candle and turned around. Many so-called experts on the institution of marriage had warned him he’d tire of his wife and her looks, that he may venture elsewhere to satisfy his needs. He hadn’t believed it then, and he sure as hell didn’t believe it now. Staring at Clementine there in the candlelight, he felt the same as he had the first time they’d made love. It was as though he had never grown out of being the nervous, overly-excited boy who always finished too soon, and who tried to make up for it too much. If there were other women in the world, then he hadn’t seen them; they must’ve disappeared the day Clementine came into his life.
“You going?” she asked, shaking him from his thoughts. She lay down on the broken bed, her body at odd angles because of the way it fell. “Untie me then, so I can finish what you started.”
Thirty minutes later, the Gravedigger emerged from the room, sore but satisfied.
At night, when it thought everyone was asleep or having too much sex to pay it any attention, the house came alive. The floor creaked with phantom footsteps, while the attic howled ghastly gusts of ghostly orders. Things were moved or sometimes broken. If they came down at the right time, when the house was least expecting it, they found rooms shifted slightly, or the staircase somewhat crooked. For the first few months here, they chalked it up to the Black Hour, but now that it was so frequent and it hadn’t killed them yet, they figured it was something else entirely; a haunt, maybe, with a soft spot for interior decoration.
So, thirty minutes later, when the Gravedigger emerged from the room, he was understandably confused when he found nothing had changed at all. As he descended the stairs, hot wax from the candle he held dripped onto his hand. Grumbling, the Gravedigger reached the first floor and waved the light about, like a nun at night searching for out-of-bed orphans.
“Will?” the Gravedigger called out, expecting, and getting, no response. His son slept deeper than most of those buried out back, and usually only woke for his girlfriend, Hazel.
The Gravedigger needed some fresh air, so he stepped outside and got some. The night was windy, but humid, and it smelled like wet dog. He took a seat in his father’s rocking chair and put it to motion, as his eyes tried to break up the black that blanketed Gallows.
They lived on the outskirts of the town, nearest the Nameless Forest, which, thankfully, was not all that near. It was a good place to be, he often thought, because if something went down in Gallows, they were close enough to see it, but far enough to get away.
He rocked his chair a bit, adding its creaks and cracks to the chorus of bugs and bats that sang around him. Across the yard, where the old chapel sat broken and godless, the graveyard was a mass of severe shapes and mostly bad choices. How he’d gotten into this line of work, the Gravedigger couldn’t recall, but he loved it. The money that came with burying the dead was poor—that’s what the farm was for—but it also came with a kind of satisfaction he couldn’t get elsewhere. Maintaining the graveyard was like maintaining a garden; if only everyone else could appreciate its beauty as much as he did.
A grunt, and then the snapping of wood: He turned his head toward the barn and saw a light through its window; a light that shouldn’t be.
The Gravedigger went back inside and grabbed his scythe, because if there ever was a weapon that suited his profession, that was it. He hurried down the porch and sprinted through the grass. Crickets got out of his way as he went.
There were voices in the barn now, hurried but soft. They knew he was coming.
The barn’s front door was half-open, so the Gravedigger took it and flung it back the rest of the way.
Two dark shapes froze where they stood. They dropped the lantern they were carrying and slipped through the space between the boards he’d been meaning to fix.
The Gravedigger turned around, and went around the side of the barn. The dark shapes were tearing across the field. Before he gave chase, they’d already disappeared into the woods.
The Gravedigger sighed, and shook his head. He rested the scythe against the side of the barn. He’d been looking forward to a good fight, and they’d robbed him of that. What else had they taken?
The discarded lantern lay face up in a bed of hay, the sharp shadows it produced stabbing the light where it rested. The Gravedigger picked it up quick—the last thing he needed was a fire—and had a look around. No tools had been taken, nor had the few horses been woken. Had he caught them before they could get started?
“Dumbass kids,” the Gravedigger mumbled. He’d been one of those dumbass kids once, but he’d long since shed that thick and stupid skin.
After silently vowing to fix the boards in the back wall, the Gravedigger made to leave, but stopped. He heard a whistling—a whining wind through wood—and hinges on rust. Looking over his shoulder, he saw the door to the annex unlatched, with a hole where the handle should’ve been. The annex was where he kept the dead. What had the little dumbasses wanted with the dead?
Lantern held high, just in case he needed to clobber a straggler on the other side, the Gravedigger crept into the annex. The smell hit him hard, as it always did. No matter how many times he’d worked in here, the pungent preservatives always found a way to make themselves known.
The walls of the annex were not wood, but Rime Rock—stones from the Far North that held a permanent cold. Grave Soil and Devour were applied liberally to the area to prevent decomposition of the corpses inside. These components weren’t cheap, nor were they especially common. Dumbass kids always came around trying to get at them.
But not this time.
This time, they’d come for the body.
Brinton’s box lay on the long table, front broken and busted, as though the dark shapes had taken hammers to it.
The Gravedigger leaned over the dead man’s bed and lit it up. Except for the bone-deep gash running across his neck, Brinton looked like Brinton. He was paler, yes, but the boy never had much color to him. He was thinner as well, but Death will do that to a person.
No, what stood out the most to the Gravedigger were Brinton’s eyes. When he lived in Gallows, they’d been an unimpressive brown. But as the Gravedigger pulled back the man’s lids, he saw that his eyes had frozen over, and in that icy stillness, there were blotches of red around his pupils.
“What’re we going to do with you?”
The Gravedigger knew the body would keep so long as it stayed in this room, but would it stay in this room? Brinton’s death looked a violent death. If he’d died with enough hate in his heart, he just might come back to share it with the rest of the class.
The Gravedigger took a jar off the shelf above the table. He shook out a large leaf with sharp edges and crystalline veins, and gave the corpse this Gift of Sleep, which was a little something to help Brinton’s spirit sleep better.
“I’ll see you in the morning.”
He backed out of the room and shut the door to the annex. Whether or not the tiny, faerie-like Inferi would come for the Gift didn’t seem to matter; the leaf itself was almost always enough to calm the restless dead.
The Gravedigger emerged from the barn and grabbed the scythe he’d propped up against its side. He felt anxious, on edge. He wouldn’t be able to sleep, even if Clementine used every trick in the book on him. He needed something to fix, something to destroy.
Cleaning his teeth with his tongue, he surveyed the graveyard across the dirt path, searching for heads amongst headstones to crack and split. Finding nothing, he returned his attention toward the old chapel. Here, Gallows’ outcasts would occasionally have themselves a séance to seduce those grim sweethearts who couldn’t be wooed by other means. If he was lucky, he may even catch a few of them in the act tonight. If he was really lucky, he’d even have some new components to show for it, too.
The Gravedigger crossed the path and went quietly through the grass. His ankles itched as the dew-laden blades slid past his skin. With as much silence as he could muster, he climbed the few stairs outside the chapel, ducked beneath the lopsided archways, and made his way inside.
No longer tightly bound by the words and ways of Penance, the old chapel had learned to relax. Its walls were all but separated from one another. The roof was simply the sky and whatever happened to be in it that day or night. Most of the pews were gone, as well as the candleholders and stained glass windows. The altar was still there—it was too heavy to move, and cursed, or so people said—and that’s where the Gravedigger’s best friend now sat, snacking on someone’s spleen.
“Gary,” the Gravedigger said. He dug the scythe into the ground and leaned on it.
The ghoul bit into the bruise-colored organ. “Atticus.”
The Gravedigger folded his arms across his chest and sighed. “I expect you heard the commotion?”
Gary kicked his legs into the air as though he were a small child enjoying a sweet. He was the Gravedigger’s age, and claimed to have been that way longer than he could remember. The flesh he ate ensured his didn’t drop from his bones. His condition itself left his body the color of burlap, and gave it the fabric’s texture as well. Supposedly, this made the ghoul’s form more agreeable to transforming into whatever it had recently consumed. But Gary had no need for such parlor tricks; the Gravedigger’s protection was more than enough to make him feel comfortable in his own skin.
“What was that all about?” Gary chewed on the spleen. “I stuck my head out there to see what I could see. They kept to the shadows, but they knew what they were looking for. They didn’t waste no time sniffing about the property.” Dried blood mixed with the ghoul’s saliva and dripped down his chin. “I can track them if you want. I could smell them from here. Smelled familiar. One was a fatty. I’m sure he didn’t get too far.”
“I’ll think about it,” the Gravedigger said. “They went for the body. The new body. Brinton’s.”
“That son of a bitch got himself killed?” Gary’s heels banged against the front of the altar. “How’d that happen?”
The Gravedigger shrugged. Ten pounds of sleep weighed down his eyelids. “Throat was cut to the bone. Who’s for dinner tonight, eh?”
Gary set the spleen down on the altar and licked the tips of his fingers. “Judith Myers, row eighteen, plot twenty. She’d been in there a long time.” He cringed. “Probably should’ve just let her be.”
The Gravedigger straightened up. “Will you keep watch on the barn tonight?”
“Don’t even need to ask.” Gary hopped off the altar and shoved the rest of the spleen down his throat. “You know, Mr. Haemo wants his tribute from you.”
“Mr. Haemo can kiss my ass.” The Gravedigger turned away. “If he wants his tribute, he needs to come get it himself. Otherwise, I’m just going to keep on killing his kids.”




CHAPTER III

When the Gravedigger woke the following morning, it was because Will had been shouting for him.
“Dad! Dad!”
The Gravedigger’s eyes slowly opened. He’d fallen asleep outside in his father’s rocking chair. He leaned forward, his back cracking in a thousand places he couldn’t begin to name. His throat was dry and his skin hot. He felt like shit, and probably looked it, too.
“Dad!”
Will’s voice flanked him from the left. When the Gravedigger looked over, he saw the shape of his boy running towards him, waving his arms to make sure he had his father’s attention.
“Son, son, son,” he said. He paused as he rubbed an itching mosquito bite. “Son of a bitch got me.”
Will stopped at the front steps and said as he panted, “Didn’t… you hear me… calling for you?”
“Thought it was the wind whistling my name.”
Will scratched at his poor excuse for a beard. “You’ve got to see this,” he squeaked, his voice snapping, as it always did, at the most inopportune moment.
“Give me a minute.” The Gravedigger came to his feet and let his thirst lead him back inside the house.
“Dad, it’s the barn.”
The Gravedigger stopped. He could see a cup of water sweating in the kitchen from where he stood. “Where’s your mother?”
“In the barn. You’ve got to… there’s something wrong with the barn.”
The Gravedigger turned and followed his son outside. They went to the front of the barn, where Clementine stood, one eyebrow raised, both hands thrown up in the air.
“We had a break-in,” the Gravedigger said. “I scared them off.”
“It’s not that, Atticus.” Clementine pulled the barn door back and pointed to the annex.
The Gravedigger slid past his wife. “What were you in there for?” The broken boards on the back wall taunted him to finally fix them.
“Door was open.” Clementine took her husband by his wrist. “How’d Brinton die?”
The Gravedigger considered his wife, but didn’t say anything. He reached for the annex door—didn’t he shut it last night?—and went inside.
Brinton was where he’d left him—on the table, in his casket—but wasn’t as he’d left him. A tangle of bright red, vein-like structures had grown out of his neck. Like ivy, they clung to the places where they touched, and where they touched had been the table, the wall, and half the floor. The annex itself appeared to throb as the veins pumped vermillion liquid through its crystalline casing.
“What is it?” Clementine asked. She whispered something to Will that sounded like “stay back.”
The Gravedigger shook his head. A portion of the thick mass slowly spread its way toward the ceiling. What was all this life doing here? The annex had been created and coated in such a way to ensure the only thing that thrived in it was death. Had this been the work of the thieves? The vermillion veins looked similar to Petra’s Pest, but the coloration was all wrong. The Gravedigger had heard of something like this before, but what?
On approach, Gallows looked abandoned. It always did. Like the killing thing from which it took its name, the town was wide and made of wood. When the wind hit it, it howled. When the sun touched it, it bled. For those who lived there long enough, they could point to the dark stains on the ground and buildings and say to whom they’d belonged. Gallows was not a nice place, but it was a place made nicer by its lack of pretentions.
Whirlwinds of dirt danced through the center of town, spinning after the children who’d dared to gather there. The sounds of swinging doors and shuffling feet rang out across Gallows, as those that could work went off to ply their trade.
The Gravedigger moved through the rows of sleep-deprived citizens, the hint of their hangovers souring the air, and headed for the place they likely just left not long ago.
The tavern was closed, so the Gravedigger banged on the front door until it wasn’t.
“Go away, god damn it,” Poe shouted from inside the tavern.
The Gravedigger rattled the doorknob until he heard the barkeep’s fat feet bounding across the floor.
“Listen,” Poe started, as he ripped the door open and presented himself, shirtless and soiled, to the world. “Atticus,” he said, surprised. “Atticus,” he went on, stepping outside, crossing his arms to hide his sagging breasts. “I’m sorry. Shit, I didn’t know. What… How can I help you?” Poe’s body coughed out an odor of oil and sweat.
The Gravedigger gave up breathing for a bit. “Two dumbasses broke into my barn last night. What do you know about that?”
“I don’t.” Poe took a step back. “I don’t know anything about that. Come in, have a seat, have a drink.”
“Who you got staying here?” The Gravedigger followed Poe into the building and up to the bar. He dropped onto a stool and stared the man down like he was meat. The bar was sparse but spacious; if one were to take out all the lopsided tables and busted chairs, they could turn it back into the barracks it once served as so many years ago.
Poe stuttered as he puttered about the floor, picking up his garments that lay strewn across it. He dressed himself in the colorful rags.
Once he was satisfied with his squalid appearance, he said, “Just them soldiers that dropped off Brinton.”
“Fetch them for me.”
“It’s best you wait.”
“It’s best I don’t.”
Poe made his way behind the bar and had himself a swill of ale. “You think they’re the ones who broke in?”
The Gravedigger eyed the drink and then thought better. “Brinton’s corpse has something growing all over it. It’s spread across my barn. I need to know what it is. I’m not going to bury his body and risk contaminating the property.”
Poe’s voice grew deep with concern. “You think something hitched a ride on him from Eldrus?”
The Gravedigger shrugged. “I think it’s strange they brought Brinton back here to be buried. Never heard of that before.” He slid off the stool and onto his feet. “Which room is theirs?”
“Atticus, wait.” Poe tripped over his feet as he ran to stop the Gravedigger from marching up the steps. “They had a lot to drink. They got people up there with them. They’re not nice men like you or I.”
“I don’t give a fuck.” The Gravedigger shouldered past the barkeep. At the landing, he turned and said, “What’d they do that’s got you so scared?”
Poe shook his head. “Nothing. Unlike you, there’s just some kinds of people that are best… Just go. Room three, room four.” He wandered into his own room underneath the stairs.
The second story floorboards announced the Gravedigger’s approach, but no one would hear it. The eight doors that lined the hall ahead were thick slabs of wood that sucked up sound like a rag would water. Because of this, the tavern had developed a reputation. It became a safe haven for those villainous travelers who couldn’t distinguish business from pleasure. In the end, not much was done about the matter, because the worst vices tended to bring out the best customers.
The Gravedigger found the third room—after all these years, he knew them by heart—and pushed it open. He didn’t have a weapon to defend himself with, but given the soldiers’ likely states, he didn’t need one.
“No, please,” a young man begged as the heavy door swung back.
The Gravedigger’s eyes widened as he saw what waited on the other side. In a tangle of bloodstained sheets, James lay naked on the floor. Knees to his chest, chin to his knees. He quivered, the red welts on his backside throbbing, weeping.
“Where’d they go?” The Gravedigger grabbed a pillow from beneath the bed. “Damn it.” He dropped it; it was soaked with shit.
James shook his head and held on tighter to himself. The Gravedigger hadn’t seen him in three years, not since he’d walked off the farm to chase after a boy he had no reason to be chasing after. He looked at the twenty-two-year-old and wondered what choices he’d made that had led him to this moment. Had it been one “yes” in the place of what should’ve been a “no”? Or had it been something else, something less obvious? A quiet, seemingly insignificant moment not handled quite as well as it could’ve been? The Gravedigger thought of Will, got pissed, and then thought of something else.
“Don’t tell anyone,” James pleaded, sniffling. He wiped his nose on the sheets bunched up in his fists. “I’m sorry.”
“No need to apologize.” The Gravedigger looked around the room for something to comfort him, but there were only splinters and glass. “Let’s get you up and out of here.”
When he went in for his arm, James tensed and pushed the Gravedigger away. “Leave me alone, Atticus. I… I can manage.”
“Which soldier was it that raped you?”
James swallowed hard. He closed his eyes and whimpered. Clearly, he still saw the night on the back of his lids. “He didn’t… I agreed. He just… took it too far.” He clenched his legs together.
The Gravedigger could feel the sickly heat of suffering pouring out of James’ body. He wished he still possessed some sympathy, some empathy for the boy. But what little he’d managed to muster years ago disappeared the day James skipped town.
James sat up. “That was us last night.” He propped himself against the frame of the bed. Embarrassed, he covered his crotch.
“Who’s us? Elijah’s still with you?” He looked over his shoulder, into the hall, at the door to room four. He imagined finding James’ boyfriend dead inside, having finally gotten what he’d so long deserved. It made him smile.
“It was my idea.” James tried to look defiant. Now that he wasn’t on the floor, the Gravedigger could see the red patches on his neck from where someone had been sucking on it. “We needed money. Figured we could hock some things from the annex.”
“You trying to piss me off?” The veins in the Gravedigger’s head pulsated with three years of unspoken rage. “I caught you, so you came back here. Ran into them, and they ran you into the ground. You get your money?”
James nodded. “They say jobs are hard to find around these parts. But we’ve all the parts for at least one job.”
“Well isn’t that poetic?” The Gravedigger knew there was nothing more to be said. They were both too stubborn to apologize, and too calloused to truly care. “They’re gone? Where to?”
James shrugged and said, “Next is Bedlam, but I think they’re still around. Said they had another body to deliver. That’s where we were going. Back home to Bedlam.”
“If you’re quick, you just might catch up with them.” The Gravedigger turned and left the room. He stood in the hall, staring down room four. “Did you do anything to the body in the annex?” he asked through his teeth.
“No,” James said, his voice weak, his resolve gone. “Heard it was Brinton. Thought he might have some badges or something we could sell. Why?”
By the time the Gravedigger got back to the barn, the vermillion veins had completely filled the annex. If he wanted in, he’d have to cut his way through.
Clementine went behind her husband and wrapped her arms around him. “Did you find them?” She rested her head against his shoulder and smelled him. “This scares me, Atticus. Will this cost us a lot?”
The Gravedigger took his wife’s hands, and kissed the tops of them. “I’ll make the mayor reimburse us, if need be. What is it, though? What’s in it? I have an idea, but I don’t want to put you and Will in danger if I start tearing it down.”
“Got to do something,” she said, biting his earlobe. “It’ll take over the whole house at this rate.”
“I saw James at the tavern.”
Clementine gasped and pulled away. “You did?”
“He and that fat fuck Elijah are the ones who tried to break in. After I chased them off, they ran into the soldiers from Eldrus. They did a number on him. Karma, I guess. Whatever that means.”
Clementine twisted her mouth. “Were you mean to him?”
The Gravedigger shook his head. “Didn’t need to be.”
Clementine smiled and, taking her husband by his arm, led him toward the house. “He was a good kid. We did what we could. We didn’t have to, but we did. Shouldn’t expect anything in return.”
The Gravedigger looked across the road to the abandoned chapel, where they’d found James. He then looked at the overpopulated graveyard, where the boy had spent most of his days. He hadn’t been a smart kid, nor had he been particularly talented. But with some guidance, their guidance, they had hoped to avoid the very future he had just fucked his way into.
“What’s for dinner?” the Gravedigger asked, snapping out of it.
Clementine shrugged. “Oh, the same old, same old.”
The Gravedigger waited for the evening to go through its motions. He watched the sun crack against the earth, spilling the last of its light like yolk across the land. He listened to the wind as it ripped through the rows of the dead before laying down to die among them. The grass started to tremble, to shake, as things woke to hunt those that now slept. The world dimmed, became intimate, smaller, as though it were closing in to have a look at what deeds were being done in the sweating dark.
The Gravedigger waited for the evening to go through its motions, and then went to work.
Gary sat on a stack of hay. He watched the Gravedigger pace back and forth in front of the annex. “You know what they look like?”
The Gravedigger stopped, entranced by the vibrant liquid coursing through the vermillion veins. “Nameless Forest.”
“Never seen it myself, but those things there sure fit the bill.”
“It’s supposed to be addictive.” The Gravedigger ducked into the shadows and returned with a machete. “Any idea what’ll happen if I starting hacking at it?”
The ghoul shook his head. “I don’t think it’s them.” He picked at his skin, his doubt leaving a tear on his palm. “You think the soldiers knew? What are their names? What did they—”
The Gravedigger dropped his arms to his sides. “Something’s wrong.”
“I know. You’re not usually this thoughtful.”
The Gravedigger sighed and started for the front of the barn. “Let’s go… see what Mr. Haemo knows.”
It took the Gravedigger and Gary an hour traveling east from the graveyard, but they finally reached Mr. Haemo’s haunt. It was a dense, murmuring marsh that had formed at the edge of the fields. Standing on the marsh’s sickly shore, the Gravedigger searched for passage.
The waters here were too deep to walk in, and too hungry to swim through. He tapped Gary and pointed to the isle ahead, where the trees, like sickles, curved out of the earth. They skirted the waters, and then came to a stop. At their feet, a path of petrified bodies stretched across the marsh. This bloated bridge of bruised backs was the only way to reach the secluded isle.
The Gravedigger bent down and picked up the candle at the flesh bridge’s beginning. “The soldiers aren’t gone.”
It was always there, and as always, when touched, the candle ignited.
“Soldiers never leave that quickly,” the Gravedigger explained to Gary. “They’re still around. We need to find them.”
An audience with Mr. Haemo came with a strict adherence to ritual. It wasn’t a necessity, but it was a good way to get on the good side of the sick son of a bitch.
The Gravedigger went slowly across the slick backs of the bridge of bloated dead. A quarter of the way, he stopped, knelt, and lit the ephemeral candle in the skull floating beside him in the water. Gary, ahead of the Gravedigger, scratched their names into the soggy flesh of the eighth corpse in the chain.
They then moved one after the other, until they were halfway to the isle. There, they each bit their own fingers until a droplet of blood appeared. Holding their hands out, they waited for a mosquito to buzz by and collect their offering. When it did, they proceeded forward, taking off their clothes as they went.
They stepped upon the isle, naked and bleeding, just the way Mr. Haemo preferred all his visitors to be. A wild thicket of black trees greeted them, daring them to enter with sinister sneers and wooden whispers. If they wanted to get to the center, this was the only way through.
A plume of red smoke rose out of the middle of the thicket. “Let’s not do this,” Gary said.
“Do you know a better way?” The Gravedigger found the entrance. It was a narrow corridor of clawing branches. He placed the candle he held in one of their wooden hands. “What are you afraid of? You’re already dead.”
“That’s cold,” Gary said, shaking his head. “You should be nicer to us dead folk. You’ll be amongst us one day.”
The passage always took more than it deserved, so when they finally slid out of it, they were covered from head to toe in thin, stinging cuts. Crotches still covered, because that was the place the branches liked the best, they walked towards the center of the thicket, where the red plume was finally dispersing.
Mr. Haemo stirred within the crimson cloud and said, “Did you bring me something to drink?”
The Gravedigger cleared his throat. His eyes went to the small, but infinitely deep, pool of blood a few feet away. “I need your help.”
Mr. Haemo laughed and stepped out of the smoke. Draped in a cloak of human skin, the six-foot mosquito walked towards them on two legs, its massive, ruby-like eyes staring them down like the pathetic creatures they were to him. His body, black with splotches of pale yellow, moved with an unnatural gait as he strolled over to the blood well.
“Come here,” Mr. Haemo said, leaning in to it. He moved his hands over the surface of the pool, divining from the gathering waves its sanguine secrets. He dipped his two-foot proboscis into the swirling cruor and said, “Sit. Now.”
The Gravedigger and Gary did as they were told, sitting on their hands to stop the foul-smelling grass from touching their bare flesh.
Mr. Haemo laughed at their obvious discomfort. He suckled stolen blood from the well.
“I need to track two people,” the Gravedigger said, too anxious to wait any longer. He’d heard stories of those who spent too much time on the isle; he’d even walked on their backs.
Mr. Haemo’s wings started to buzz behind the flesh cloak. “I don’t feel compelled to help you, Atticus. You spurn me and mine every chance you get.”
“Two soldiers from Eldrus. Blythe… and Bon. You can have every drop.”
“In that case, you have a deal.” Mr. Haemo snapped his fingers to complete the contract. “But first, a down payment.”
The Gravedigger held his arm out over the pool. The blood grew restless. It churned and spilled over itself, like an addict in need of a fix.
“No need,” the giant mosquito said. He waved his hand until the Gravedigger withdrew.
Mr. Haemo snapped his fingers. In an instant, the thicket filled with millions of mosquitoes. Sound and space coagulated into a thick tar of buzzing wings.
The Gravedigger tried to move, but the pounding waves of gaunt, gore-filled bodies kept him in place. He could feel their mouthparts probing the cracks in his flesh, searching for blood vessels to pierce and sup. His muscles quivered. He tried to stay upright. The insects were landing on him now, slowly weighing him down by the thousands. The Gravedigger broke out into a cold sweat. When he could literally feel the last of his blood leaving his veins, he knew he had made a—
Mr. Haemo snapped his fingers. With that, his children were gone, spirited away to the secret place from which they’d emerged. “We’re good now.”
Exhausted, drained, the Gravedigger fell forward, head first toward the pool.
“Atticus, stop!” Gary grabbed his friend and held him there. His ghoul flesh, rigid and harsh, pricked the Gravedigger’s back.
Mr. Haemo snickered. “You know, Gary, you don’t have to go through all the ceremonies to get here. We’re cool.”
The ghoul shook his head. “You say that now, but the day I don’t, you’ll have changed your mind.” He scoured the Gravedigger’s body for the bites that should’ve been there but weren’t.
Mr. Haemo shrugged. Again, he put his hands over the blood well, but this time, a light came through the waters and shone into his thousand emotionless eyes.
“Khr’ka elhx uhri. Tch’xa slvf uhri, Mhr’la roij uhri. In blood we’re born and by blood we’re bound. Through this, their blood, the hidden will be found!”
Mr. Haemo submerged his entire head into the pool and sat there a moment, the crimson waters bubbling around the base of his neck. The skin cloak slid off his body, giving his wings free rein to beat violently in the air.
“Is he… is he doing it?” The Gravedigger lifted his head weakly and stared into his friend’s dead eyes.
“He’s doing something.”
Mr. Haemo threw his head back, slinging a rope of blood across the panting ground. “They’re in here, I found them,” the mosquito said, blood pouring down his face.
Barely conscious, the Gravedigger whispered, “W-where are they?”
“Are you trying to waste my time?” Mr. Haemo rubbed his proboscis. He looked like he was seriously considering plunging it into the Gravedigger’s chest.
“What? No? Where are they?”
Mr. Haemo glanced at Gary.
Gary shrugged. “I’m just tagging along.”
“They’re in the house, Atticus,” Mr. Haemo said. “They’re in your house.”




CHAPTER IV

Head throbbing, heart pounding, the Gravedigger bounded towards his house. No soldiers, no screams.  With Gary following close behind, he staggered across the yard, crawled up the porch, and burst through the front door.
“Clementine,” he shouted. “Will!”
The Gravedigger dragged himself through the house, knocking over a vase here, a shelf there. Dizzied and dead-eyed, he went in circles around the first floor, calling their names while he beat his fists and feet against the walls and floors. He darted through the living room, the dining room, and the kitchen. He checked every closet, but found nothing.
He made his way to the front of the house and headed up the stairs. The Gravedigger sniffed the air for the smells of men and metal, leather and liquor. He blinked, widened his eyes; he saw everything through a fog of exhaustion. With every step he took, the fog thickened.
He stumbled off the stairs and ran through doorways, shouting their names in his head rather than saying them aloud. Where were they? He checked the spare rooms; they hadn’t seen visitors in several years. Tears fell from his eyes as he grew frantic and faint. Where were they? And in his state, could he even do anything to save them?
“Atticus, god damn. What are you hollering about?” Clementine barked from outside.
Like teeth, the stairs bit the Gravedigger’s ass as he tripped and slid down them. Clementine stood on the porch, looking in the house, her hands gloved, her face masked, and a machete—his machete—in her freckly grip. Her head nodded, nodded, nodded, as he went down, down, down each step.
He smacked against the landing, legs spread, as though he were giving birth to the pain he’d just made.
Clementine smiled and laughed. When she saw her husband wasn’t doing either, she turned grim. “Atticus, what? What’s wrong? What happened to you? Shit,” she said, going to him and taking both of his outstretched hands. “Come here.”
The Gravedigger held onto his wife as though she’d already died. She smelled like a bonfire. He buried his face in her neck and left some tears there for her to wonder about later. “Where’s Will? Is he okay? Did the soldiers come?”
Clementine let out a kind laugh as she patted his back. She kissed his head through her mask. “Honey, what the hell you been up to? I’m fine. Will’s fine.”
When his senses settled and the feel of his wife balanced him, the Gravedigger stepped back and said, “Why you dressed like that?”
With her husband in tow, Clementine brought them out back, behind the barn, where Will, equally masked and machete equipped, stood over a burning pit. It was the grave his father had been digging a day ago, for Brinton.
Will nodded at the Gravedigger and slid through broken barn boards that still needed fixing.
With enough blood built up to be more or less himself, the Gravedigger scowled at his wife and moseyed over to the fire. “Clementine, you shouldn’t—”
Clementine’s mouth dropped open and she put her hand to her ear. “What’s that? I didn’t quite… What you say?” She smiled and stuck out her tongue.
Ever since she’d been little, Clementine had a severe allergy to being told what to do. It made her heated and gave her the shakes. If it was a man who’d done it, she came down with a full-blown case of go-fuck-yourselfitus.
“It had to happen, Atticus. It was spreading to the barn. Once it got out of the annex, you know we wouldn’t be able to stop it.”
The Gravedigger looked into the pit. Six feet further down, writhing together like a ball of snakes, the vermillion veins hissed and popped, staining the sides of the grave with their bright blood.
“Coming through,” Will said.
With an armful of veins, he brushed past his father and dumped the quivering things into the pit. He stood there a moment, admiring what he surely considered manly work, and lumbered back into the barn.
“I went and saw Mr. Haemo.” The Gravedigger closed his eyes and screwed up his face.
Clementine slapped the back of his head. “Atticus, what the hell is wrong with you? Why? To find out what these were? It don’t matter. You always make things so damn complicated.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I am, really.” The machete fell from her grip and stuck in the ground. She kissed the Gravedigger’s cheek and said, “You know we know how much you do for us, right?”
“I know it. I’m keeping tabs.” The Gravedigger brushed his nose against his wife’s. “Mr. Haemo said soldiers had come. You didn’t see any?”
“Been out here ever since you left with Gary. There’s a couple of critters in the graveyard causing a ruckus, but other than that, it’s been quiet.”
Will carried out another few pounds of veins.
“It’s coming out of Brinton. I can’t bury him like that,” the Gravedigger said.
“Atticus, no one’s going to miss him. He’s got no family left here. Unless you think Gary would want a bite out of him, it’s probably just best to burn him.”
The Gravedigger shook his head. “Gary thinks it’s those things from the Nameless Forest that have come out of Brinton. You know, those plants. The ones that make everyone crazy. I don’t expect he’d touch them, even if we paid him to.”
“All right then,” Clementine said, pulling the machete out of the earth. “Let’s get to work.”
It was half past the Black Hour when the Gravedigger and his clan of vein-cutters finally called it quits. They’d cleared the barn and the annex of the overgrowth, and now sat on a pile of hay in aching bliss. The horses there, apathetic as usual, neighed every few minutes, trying their best to guilt the humans into a late night snack.
The Gravedigger, rubbing his utterly useless arms, analyzed the annex from where he’d collapsed. As difficult as they were to remove, the vermillion veins hadn’t actually damaged anything in the room. Sure, Brinton’s body had literally burst open, like a sack full of sharp objects, but Brinton was dead and, well, it was Brinton.
“This is something we don’t tell anyone else about, isn’t it?” Will said, sniffling his nose. The dark circles under his eyes were getting darker with every passing second. He needed his precious beauty sleep.
“Mmm,” the Gravedigger mumbled.
“Can I marry Hazel?” Will blurted out.
The Gravedigger looked at his wife. “If you got to ask, then you got your answer.”
“You only been seeing her a year, Will.” Clementine lay back in the hay and neighed at the neighing horse looming over her head. “Tell me five things about her you like. And me and your father, we’ll consider.”
Some color came back to the boy’s cheeks while he fidgeted and fretted over what to say. “You guys don’t know her like I do. Okay, listen.” He smiled, giggled, which made his parents do the same. “Listen, okay. Listen. Number one, okay, she’s beautiful.”
“Beautiful?” Clementine repeated. “Well, I’ll be.”
“Two,” Will waved his hands. “Two, okay, she’s like the smartest girl in town.”
“She don’t exactly have much competition,” the Gravedigger remarked.
“Three.” Will had gone red in the face. If he weren’t so tired, he would’ve had something smart to say to his doubters. “Three, she’s… she’s…”
“Uh oh,” Clementine said, snickering. “Beautiful and smart? That’s great and all—”
“Funny!” Will interrupted. “She’s funny, you jerks.”
The Gravedigger shook his head and made a face. “If you say so, Son.”
“Forget it. Forget it.” Will stood up, and on shaking legs dragged himself to the front of the barn. “You hate her. I get it. It’s fine.”
“Holy Child, you’re dramatic.” Clementine covered her eyes with her arm. “We’re just kidding you, kid. You know we love Hazel.”
The Gravedigger nodded and gave his son the thumbs-up. “She’s a catch. But you’re thirteen. You can’t even clean up after yourself. Gary’s got better breath than you. Take it slow. The world won’t, so make sure you do.”
“You and Mom got married at seventeen,” Will said. His voice rose an octave. A sound outside startled him.
The Gravedigger lay beside his wife, cheek to her chest. “Yeah, but we didn’t want you coming out a bastard. That’s a heavy title to be holding—”
“What?”
“Goodnight, Will,” the Gravedigger said, not facing him. “Thank you for all your help tonight. Help me finish up Brinton tomorrow?”
“Dad?”
“Hmm?”
The Gravedigger waited a moment. Very slowly, he sat up. Every part of him hurt. He wondered if that’s what it was like for the dead; an absolute state of absolute agony.
“Hmm?” He turned to face the front of the barn, and then he felt a hurt unlike any he’d ever felt before.
Because there was Will, holding his stomach, desperately trying to stop all the blood from coming out of it.




CHAPTER V

The Gravedigger and Clementine caught Will before he hit the ground. Pulling up his shirt, they saw his stomach had been stabbed.
“Stop, stop,” Will said, pushing his parents’ hands away while they tried to apply pressure to the wound. Blood streamed down his pants and dribbled onto his feet.
Clementine grabbed her son’s wrists and held them away. The Gravedigger ran into the annex and returned with a bandage coated in Null and disinfectant. He fastened it to Will’s stomach, and pressed down hard. He took the boy’s kicks as he lashed out in pain.
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Clementine said, brushing his hair and holding him back. “It’s not deep, is it, Atticus?”
“It’s not.” The Gravedigger wasn’t a squeamish man, but having his son’s blood on his hands made him one. “Who did this? Will? Will?” The Gravedigger took his chin. “Will, you’ll be okay. I swear it. But who did this?”
Clementine nodded at her husband. When his hand left Will’s stomach, hers replaced it. With enough hate in his heart to fill the graveyard again, he grabbed a machete and scythe, and went like Death into the dark.
Where had Gary gone? For a brief and betraying moment, the Gravedigger thought the ghoul may be responsible for this. But he knew that wasn’t true. His eyes darted back and forth between the church, the graveyard, and the house. Night was more than a period of time. It had a texture to it, as though all it touched were covered in grain. He didn’t have much light, but the Gravedigger knew someone was out there. He could feel them moving through the night, breaking it up, leaving gaps in the grain from where they’d been.
Blythe and Bon, the soldiers from Eldrus; they were responsible for this. Mr. Haemo had been right, but somehow, the Gravedigger had overlooked them. It had to do with the vermillion veins, he was sure of it. Too many strange coincidences had come together too quickly to suggest otherwise.
The grass crunched beneath the Gravedigger’s feet as he ran towards the house. His brain felt too large for his skull. Ruminations filled it on how he could kill the men. Because they were soldiers of Eldrus, they were granted some unspoken protections in the Heartland. But that didn’t matter much to the Gravedigger. It’s not as though anyone would be able to prove he’d done anything, anyway. When he’d finished with them, there’d be nothing left but what could be wrung out of their shredded clothes.
By the time his foot found the porch, he knew he’d made a mistake. He heard a rustling first. Then, when he turned around, he saw Blythe and Bon rush out of the graveyard, their drawn swords grinning in the moonlight. A third figure followed—Gary. But when the ghoul passed the last headstone, he hit the ground and fell into the fog there.
“Atticus!” Clementine screamed.
The Gravedigger tore through the dark. Another scream, a howl, broke across the dead land. But it hadn’t been a woman’s, and it hadn’t been Will’s.
The Gravedigger crashed into the barn, rounded the corner, and went, weapons readied, into it. Bon was bent over, holding onto the stump where his right hand should’ve been. He gagged as the fountain of arterial spray doused his lips.
“Atticus, don’t move,” Clementine said, still standing beside Will, the machete she gripped slick with the soldier’s blood.
The Gravedigger said, “Where’s—?”
Clementine shook her head as Blythe stood up and stepped out from behind her. A blood-soaked rope dangled past his legs. It was attached to the pointed blade, a kunai, he held.
Blythe bared his teeth as he pushed the tip into Clementine’s side, stopping only when he broke the skin.
“Get in there and fix yourself up,” Blythe said to Bon, nodding at the annex. “Gravedigger, drop your weapons. Gravedigger’s wife, you ought to do the same.”
Will moaned on the floor. The bandage on his belly was holding tight. The Gravedigger did as he was told, his wife the same. If not for their son, they may have done differently, but there he was, bleeding on the ground, reminding them of the value of restraint.
“This thing?” Blythe said, admiring the kunai. “Got it from some asshole named Ronny down the road. Never seen one before. He said it was from the Old World. Didn’t think it would work, but…” Blythe focused on Will’s stomach. “Cuts right through the air. Guess I have a better aim than I give myself credit for. Bon, you all right in there?”
Bon stumbled out of the annex, stump wrapped tight, mouth stained with whatever painkillers and mind-breakers he’d gotten into. “What… what are…?” He doubled over and fell on his ass. “This isn’t supposed to hurt. He promised.”
Blythe kicked the back of Clementine’s legs. Crying out, she dropped to her knees.
“It’ll hurt, but you’ll get it back.” Blythe sighed and took Clementine’s hair in his hand. “It’s Atticus, right? Atticus, listen, I know this isn’t your fault. Get your boy, your wife, and let’s go inside and talk this out. We could kill you. We could have killed you. I didn’t cut young Will here and run for no reason. I’m sorry it happened like this. It’s not your fault, but nevertheless, let’s try to salvage this situation, okay?”
The Gravedigger had never been so powerless in his entire life. He felt as though he were standing beside himself, above himself—a ghost haunting his own useless body. Seeing his son lying there, whimpering, shivering, and his wife kneeling there, Blythe tugging on her hair, it made him so sick with rage he would gladly follow the men into death just to have the chance kill them again.
But truth be told, all that was pride and posturing. He would be as clay in their hands, to be molded and degraded, if only for no more than the promise no harm would come to his family.
With Blythe and Bon at the rear, the Gravedigger, Clementine, and Will were forced out of the barn and into the house. They were forced to sit around the kitchen table, dirty and disabled, like a trio of convicts having dinner with their jailers. Muddy elbow marks marred the tabletop from where Clementine had leant in, concerned. Will slouched in his chair, struggling to find the right position to keep from stretching the stomach hole.
The Gravedigger, however, remained unmoved. His back stiff, his mouth watering, he waited for orders to be given and chances to be taken.
“Here it is,” Blythe said, sitting at the table, too. He swung the kunai by its rope. “Here’s what’s going to happen.”
Bon groaned and clenched his bloody stump between his legs. With his other hand, his only hand, he gripped the pommel of his sword and eyed the Gravedigger’s family. “Don’t bother.”
Blythe ignored his companion and said, “What you saw in Brinton is something new. All across the Heartland, the soil is turning sour. If nothing’s done about it, the crops won’t grow, the animals won’t eat, and you sure as hell won’t want to keep living on it. You’ll suffer, and Eldrus will suffer, too. What you saw in Brinton is an attempt to avoid all that. It makes the soil fertile, fruitful.”
Clementine cleared her throat, and took Will’s hand. She lingered on the blood spot on his belly. “Then why’re you hiding it in dead bodies?”
“Let’s face it: if we came into the Heartland towns and started planting the stuff, you all would have turned it up by lunchtime.”
Blythe released the kunai, and with a clink it hit the floor. He held onto the top of the rope as the rest of it spooled over the blade.
“We need the Heartland. We need it more than you all need us. It doesn’t make much sense for us to poison it. Otherwise, we’d be poisoning ourselves, right?”
“You hid them in dead bodies,” Clementine persisted. “You could have paid someone off, did it in the dead of night.” She squeezed Will’s hand, closed her eyes to cut off the tears welling there. “You almost killed my son, you fucking piece of shit.”
The Gravedigger noticed a stirring within Bon, as though his insides were clockwork that had finally started to turn. The soldier gritted his gritty teeth. Pieces of Null were still in the gaps. He tightened his legs against his arm.
Blythe smiled at Will, in the same way one smiles for telling a bad joke. “You two,” he started, looking at the Gravedigger and his wife, “have a reputation in these parts. Your boy will be all right. We just had to split you up. Blame it on that ghoul of yours. Didn’t see that coming.”
“Eat shit, you fucking cocksucker,” Will mumbled.
The Gravedigger heard a buzzing in his ear. Was Mr. Haemo still watching? He offered silent prayers and promises of servitude, but it seemed the blood lord wasn’t listening. Did he need his help, though? Bon was crippled, hardly conscious, and Blythe was so full of himself he put most cannibals to shame.
“Clementine,” he started, tonguing his gums and blinking twice to signal his wife to attack. “What say you—?”
Bon slid back in his chair, cracking it against the wall. “Blythe, quit fucking with them.”
Will gasped and got up, crying, “What the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck?” as Bon showed off what he’d been doing between his legs.
On the arm that should’ve ended at the wrist, there was a hand, yet it wasn’t made of flesh and blood but the red veins that had grown all over the barn. The soldier flexed the monstrous appendage, balling his hand into a fist.
“Don’t move, Atticus,” Blythe said, coming to his feet.
The Gravedigger turned to Blythe, confused. He jumped as something silver flashed before his eyes. Screams like waves broke over him. When he looked down, he saw why. A wet piece of rope dangled out of his chest and ran opposite him, across the table and into Blythe’s hands.
The Gravedigger coughed. The kunai twisted like a key in his ribs and unlocked unknown agonies.
“Don’t… don’t… please… my family,” the Gravedigger pleaded.
Bon pushed Will to the ground, and took Clementine by the neck.
Blythe tugged on the rope until it went taut and said, “You won’t be around to know.”
The Gravedigger looked at Clementine, then looked at Will. He said everything he could without words.
As Blythe jerked the rope, he flew forward, the kunai wrenching out of his chest. His head bashed against the table. A red tide washed over his face.
He tried to tell his wife and son that he was sorry, that he loved them, but there was too much blood in his mouth, so he died instead.




CHAPTER VI

Atticus woke in darkness to the feeling he was falling. He couldn’t see his body, nor move it. After a while, he doubted he actually had one. The only true kindness of life had been that it always ended in death. And he was dead, wasn’t he? He distinctively remembered dying. So what was he doing with these memories? And why was he doing anything at all?
After a short spell, the black appeared to thicken, harden, until it became brittle. Up ahead, pinpricks of light pushed through, causing the darkness they touched to curl back. Streaks of sinewy color shot past Atticus and attached themselves to the flaking hollow. Like the rope that pulled his life out, the pink, pulpy streaks went taught and snapped back. From where they’d been attached, large chunks were torn from the darkness, letting in just enough light to scorch the rest away.
Atticus gasped, screamed, and flailed. He had a body, and he was falling, falling through a tunnel of flesh. He flung his hands forward, reaching for the ribbed walls upon which cities of refuse had been built. He looked down at his naked body, at his chest and the gash gasping with his breaths, his feet and the Abyss below them. The gravity of Death pulled him toward it. Now that he knew there was an end, and a chance to avoid it, he had to fight back.
Where the flesh tunnel had scabbed over, Atticus dug his fingers in deep. He slid down the wall, until his hands and feet found purchase in a patch of carbuncles. The abscesses ballooned in his grip. With every second that passed, they threatened to rupture. Despite there being no air to breathe here, he took a deep breath and set his sights on the scabby shelf below.
I should let go, he told himself, moving off the spitting pustules and onto a sheet of teeth. He could feel oblivion tugging on his bones. It was tempting, the Abyss below at the bottom of the flesh tunnel. Though he’d never seen it before, he knew its meaning, its purpose. Nothingness had a kind of comfort to it he didn’t expect to find anywhere else. But what if he wasn’t dead? What if he gave up when Clementine and Will hadn’t? He wouldn’t know, but he would: it was the kind of thing that would always be, even if he were not.
Atticus climbed across the wall. Once he was over the shelf beneath it, he let go. Distance didn’t mean much in these parts, because what should’ve been a fall ended up being a plummet. He crashed onto the shelf, which was wide enough for his body and then some, and lay there a moment. He expected pain, but got none. The only thing he felt was the Abyss, shifting him with its undertow.
Atticus came to his feet and didn’t move further. A thin curtain billowed before him. Somehow it reminded him of a dress his wife might’ve worn. He took it in his hands, and with the utmost care, pushed it aside.
Behind the curtain, the tunnel turned inward, slanted downward, until it disappeared past the small outcrop that stood above him. From its stony lip to his cut-up feet, a blanket of Death’s Dilemma stood in between them, their bone-white pedals tucked beneath their ice-blue stalks. He didn’t want to trample them; it was bad luck to step on the flowers of Death’s beloveds. But he heard a noise ahead, atop the outcrop, and had to see what it was.
Where does all this come from? Atticus wondered, half-turned, looking at the towers of trash across the flesh tunnel. He faced the high outcrop and went forward on the tips of his toes. Death’s Dilemma was a species of flower whose soil was suffering, and whose individual lives were as long as the sorrow that spawned them. Each one, it was said, represented a love of Death’s, who had dared to love and let It love them in return. The dilemma, then, was in the kiss, the confirmation, the moment of knowing and then not.
Atticus cleared the field and started up the outcrop.  He stretched his limbs to their limits in search of holds. At the top, he dragged himself over, grinding his stomach and crotch against the edge. Scratches and scrapes broke like lightning across his skin. It was good he couldn’t feel their thunderous pain.
He meant to stand, but what he saw up here required him to sit instead. Across the way, where the tunnel broadened, a grotesque village festered atop a dried-out lake. Despite its appearance, the village had a sensuality to its symmetry, as though put together by a poet from whatever he’d had on hand. Bound by rope and stuffed with waste, the sprawl of rubble laid out like a body on its side, rising and falling where shoulders and hips would’ve been. It reminded Atticus of the women from Gallows’ tavern, and the way they looked on the beds before the lights went out.
“It’s always good to see a new face,” an old man said.
Atticus crouched low, furrowed his brow. “Who said that?” He scanned the village outskirts, and looked backward over the outcrop to the field of Death’s Dilemmas. “Show yourself, you son of a bitch.”
“I’m right here,” the old man said. He waved. The old man was only a few feet away, leaning against the tunnel wall before it opened up to the lakebed. “You really ought to pay attention in these parts. One false step and that’s it, you’re done.”
The old man came forward, his hand outstretched. Like Atticus, he was naked. And like Atticus, he bore the mark of his undoing. From jaw to clavicle, the old man’s neck had been ripped open, as though something had dug its way out.
“Atticus,” he said, shaking the old man’s hand. Unlike him, this guy had no Corruption on his right arm.
“Herbert North.” The old man smiled, let his gaze wander down Atticus’ body. “Did it hurt?”
Atticus felt his chest, fingered the wound. “Not as much as everything else.”
“Too true.” Herbert clapped his hands together, and dropped them to his sides, where they swung excitedly. “You’re a fighter. Wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.”
Atticus laughed and nodded. “Aren’t you perceptive? I suppose you know my next question?”
“Where is here?” Herbert’s gaze ran along the cracks in the flesh sky over the village. “The Membrane. That’s what we all seem to call it, even though no one told us to.”
Atticus hesitated, then just said it: “Are we dead?”
“Yes,” Herbert whispered. “It’s good you asked. I wasted too much time working up the nerve to.”
Atticus didn’t feel much here in the Membrane, but that didn’t stop Herbert’s words from hitting him like a punch in his gut. His feet shuffled some to break up the Abyss’ pull. He remembered everything. Now that he knew he was dead, he wasn’t sure he wanted to remember anything anymore.
“What is this, then?” Atticus tried not to think of Clementine and Will, but did anyway. “These things, the village. Where did it all come from?”
“I took me a while to figure it out,” Hebert said. He offered for Atticus to follow him to the lakebed, which he did. “There weren’t too many around when I arrived. I don’t know why, but when we die, we take what we see with us. A copy of it, at least.”
“I was in my kitchen when it happened,” Atticus admitted, stepping with the old man onto the shore. There, toys and tiny shoes poked out of the dirt.
“Then somewhere in here, there’s your table and whatever else. Without those things, we wouldn’t have been able to build this place.”
“You got a name for it, Herb?”
The old man laughed. “Pulsa diNura.”
“That got a meaning?” Atticus twitched as he heard waves breaking on the shore; phantom waves of a phantom lake.
“I’m sure it did to someone at some point, but I don’t remember now. I’ve been down here awhile.”
“How long?” Now, there was a breeze—constant and cool. It kicked up the water that wasn’t around his feet.
Herbert shrugged. “There’s no time here. You can’t measure it. No point. Maybe it’s been a few minutes or a couple hundred years.” He paused, scratched at his neck. “I don’t know how much longer I can do it.” He laughed. “Then again, I don’t know how long I’ve been saying that for. Pain in the ass, you know?”
Atticus wrinkled his face. “This place doesn’t scare me. Actually, I don’t feel much at all here. That normal?”
The ropes holding Pulsa diNura started to shake, sending out thick throbs of noise. The junkyard village rattled with each vibration, causing portions of it to fall apart.
Herbert smiled at Atticus. “We’re dead. Not supposed to feel much, in general. There isn’t much to torment us here other than ourselves.”
The old man quickened his pace across the lakebed. Finally, they reached the rickety supports and platforms upon which Pulsa diNura had been built.
“No one will bother you. In fact, you may not see anyone else besides myself for a while.”
“How many live here?” Atticus gasped. There was someone watching him through the breaks in the platform.
Herbert gave a rigid shrug. The neck wound wouldn’t let him do much else. “Never did a headcount.”
“Why call it the Membrane?”
Herbert went around the supports. He led Atticus to a ramp that ran up into the village.
“Because it acts like one. It runs between our world and the others, overlapping it. Keeps things out, and sometimes lets things in. Come on, Atticus, I know a place you can call yours.”
“Hold it. I’m not staying, Herbert,” he said, digging his feet into the ground, like Will used to when Clementine asked him to clean his room.
“You need a routine. Come here. Please.” He went up the ramp and waited until Atticus joined him at the top. “See them?”
Atticus did, but he didn’t want to. The old man was offering him something he had no intention of accepting. He saw them all right, the bodies in their beds of rope. Sleeping like the dead they were, in their homes made out of copied memories. A routine? No, either he was getting out, or he was going out. Nothing could change his mind on that.
“They lie like that, under all the ropes, so the Abyss won’t take them while they sleep. It’s an easy thing to forget about, Atticus.”
Again, the sinewy streaks of color slithered across the fleshy sky, leaving gossamer patches in their wake. A soft light shone through the thinnest parts of the firmament. In it, Atticus saw another place, a desert, empty and vast. The white dunes there started to shiver, shedding the sands they were comprised of. It was as though something were waking within them.
“Where is…?” But before he could finish, the plane pulled back, the sky scaled over, and the scene was finished.
Herbert nodded at Atticus’ feet.
Atticus had slid a few inches across the platform, toward the direction of the Abyss.
“Distractions are the danger here.”
“If the Abyss gets me, that’s it, right? I’m done?” Atticus echoed the old man’s earlier warning.
“I mean, can’t really confirm anything, but I think it’s like a switch, like turning something off. For a long time, my business was the supernatural.”
Herbert nodded at a nude woman with wild hair as she rolled out of bed and disappeared into the thick of the village.
“Seen a lot of things that were supposed to be dead come back and go on living. The Abyss is the end, but only until it isn’t, you know? In it, you cease to be, until something pulls you back out.”
“A ritual, a spell,” Atticus guessed.
“Exactly. I assume the same works for us, heh, rebels. Unfortunately, I didn’t leave too many friends behind. No one’s going to bail me out of here.” He sighed. “I lived a long time. Got so used to it… not quite ready to stop, not just yet, even if no one is coming to get me.”
Pulsa diNura rocked with the phantom waves that still possessed the lakebed. If things were different, Atticus may have been moved by the Old World artifacts that surrounded him. But the cars, the computers, the crooked streetlights, and storefront signs didn’t much muster more than an “eh.”
So he looked past it all, to the furthest point in front of him, beyond the village, where the Membrane stretched on, and searched for something that suggested there was more to all this than what he’d already seen.
But there wasn’t. Not really.
“Have you ever been to the other side of the Membrane? Or farther up?” Atticus mumbled. He hated that he kept asking questions about the place he desperately needed to leave.
“Occasionally.” Herbert moved as though to put his hands in his pockets. “Death made me a kinder man, but a more cautious one, too. Also, a lot more talkative. It’s the only pastime we have down here, other than building shit out of shit.” He grinned. “You can’t climb too high past here. Nothing to hold on to. I bet there’s thousands in these walls, just waiting for the day they can finally claw their way out.” Herbert stopped speaking, turned his head. “Did you… Do you hear that?”
Atticus got the impression the old man had finally lost it. “No?”
Heavy footsteps pounded against the platform, with the sound of something being dragged following close behind.
Herbert threw his arms around Atticus and pulled him into the nearest house. They found the darkest place to hide and hid, using a pile of wiring and mason jars as a barrier between them and the thing lurking outside. Bunched up there, the way he used to be when his dad went on a bender, it dawned on Atticus just how little it upset him to think of Clementine and Will. Recollections should’ve ripped him apart, but they hardly even registered.
Through the glass jars, Pulsa diNura looked warped, like something out of the sideshows that sometimes came through Gallows.
Sitting up, Atticus whispered, “I don’t see anything.”
Herbert’s calm demeanor was gone. With the thing’s arrival, he’d grown frantic and scared—feelings Atticus figured the Membrane wouldn’t allow.
It gives just enough of yourself to keep you out of the Abyss, Atticus realized. The kind of torture you don’t realize is torture; the kind that almost seems charitable.
“I haven’t seen them enough to figure out what they are,” Herbert said, lowering his voice. The footsteps grew louder. “They only seem to—”
A figure lumbered into view and dropped the body of the boy it’d been dragging. Dark blond hair spilled out from under the ragged hat it wore, obscuring the figure’s face. A leather coat covered in stains and cracks ran down to its knees, stopping at its boots, which were all buckles and straps. Its right hand had disappeared somewhere up its sleeve, while its left held a shepherd’s crook.
Atticus gritted his teeth and gripped his chest. It burned, like he’d swallowed a piece of the sun.
Herbert mouthed, “Are you okay?” and Atticus gave a weak nod when the heat died down.
The shepherd took a step, draping the ends of its coat over the boy. Thump, thump, thump. It banged the crook on the platform, but the boy didn’t stir. Out of curiosity or impatience, it leaned forward and continued to crack the crook against the ground.
“What’s it doing?” Atticus whispered.
Herbert shook his head. “I think, maybe, this is how we got here.”
Atticus raised an eyebrow. “No, I don’t think that’s right. I remember—”
The shepherd reared up. Its right hand, wrapped tightly with pink bandages, lowered out of its sleeve. One by one, the strips of gauze unraveled. Together, they fell into a pile on the platform. The shepherd stretched its hand, picked at the green paint splattered across its nails.
“Oh, fuck!” Atticus fell back and gripped his chest. Between his ribs, metal ground, scraped his bones. He put his arm to his mouth and screamed into it.
“Atticus. Atticus, stop.”
Herbert took him in his arms and held him there, deafening his cries and putting an end to his rocking.
“We can’t interrupt it.” He patted Atticus’ back as he came to again. “You okay? You’re okay. Let’s go, let’s get out of here.”
“I’m sorry, Herb. I’m not sure what’s happening to me.” He straightened up and then, looking over the pile of wire and glass, said, “What the fuck?”
The pink bandages shot into the air. With a will of their own, they twisted and extended, until they made themselves into a rudimentary human form. The shepherd dug into the jacket’s linings and came back with a vial of orange liquid. It threw the vial hard at the ground.
When it shattered, a cloud of sparking smoke engulfed the bandages. Scratches like suicide attempts rose out of the gauze, forming runes.
Atticus fell forward, crashing into the wires and glass, giving them away for good.
“I’m sorry,” he started. “Oh fuck!”
The Echoes of his death pummeled him to the platform. He felt the kunai in his chest, the hairs of its rope sticking in his skin.
“Make it stop!”
The shepherd stared at Atticus with indifference and went back to the bandages. With both hands, it clutched the crook and held it over its head. The sparking strips shuddered, retracted, and exploded, full and whole, into the form of an ephemeral corpse. Colored like bloody milk, the soul, the boy’s spitting image, immediately went to the ground, crawled atop the child, and sank into him.
When the boy’s eyes opened, the shepherd suddenly took interest in Atticus’ presence. Like a dog protecting its property, it went down on its haunches and bayed behind its blond hair.
“Scoot back. It’ll tear you apart,” he heard Herbert say. “The things it can do to you… On your ass, god damn it!”
Out of nowhere, a sinewy streak of light bore down on Atticus and broke through the top of his skull. Scolding tendrils of suffering spread like roots through his body.
Herbert North was saying something now, but there were too many voices in his head for him to hear.
Atticus’ throat closed shut as the shepherd’s crook looped around his neck. But before it could jerk him back, the sinewy streak threw him into the air, toward the clouds like tumors in the flesh sky.
The voices multiplied in his head as he hurtled toward the vortex of skin. They were hurried, desperate. He recognized Gary’s and Mr. Haemo’s among them. But the one that stood out the most was the one that wasn’t in his head at all.
Clementine’s.
Fighting against the streak, which he moved along like a bead upon a chain, Atticus turned his gaze toward the ground. He had to squint to see her, but in the shrinking outskirts of Pulsa diNura, Clementine stood. She was naked, and she was alone, and once again, no matter how hard he fought, no matter how hard he screamed, he was leaving her behind.




CHAPTER VII

It happened fast, but not fast enough for Atticus to forget what he’d seen. There was a place beyond the flesh sky, where the Membrane ended in a colossal knot of open arteries. The streak shoved him into one near the heart of the nest. The blood there did the rest.
Inside the artery, he was surprised to find its sides covered in pale green tiles. Back in Gallows, some fifteen odd years ago, there had been an Old World swimming pool colored and checkered the same; it had sat in the marsh Mr. Haemo now inhabited. Until he moved in, all the kids had flocked there. The pool had been a good place to catch a date or a bad case of diarrhea—which one you ended up with just depended on how much you opened your mouth.
“Who’s that?” Atticus remembered asking his friend one lonely day. In the deep end, a girl sat at the bottom of the pool, her hair like a halo of fire around her head.
The blood was pushing him harder now. The farther he went up the artery, the more tiled it became. He tried to grab onto the walls, like he had in the Membrane, but he was moving too fast. There was no stopping the momentum.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ek’mwn uh’fh’xu ma’ta.”
The words rippled through the blood, each syllable a blinding smack across his brow. Going upward, he went backward through time.
He saw Will in waves, birth to last night’s late-night beating. He felt the weight of his boy, and then on his neck, like a sigh from spring, Will’s warm breath. He traveled back some years, to when Will had come home crying. He hugged Atticus, and told him how much he hated the first girl he had ever loved.
“Nmw’gla fhta xu … ek’mwn uh’fh’xu ma’ta.”
Now, Atticus’ father rose out of the blood, eyes shining something fierce. He got the closest he’d ever been to his father. In the man’s reptilian eyes, he saw his mother. Her knuckles were chewed up from all the teeth they’d cracked, because she gave what she got twice over. The fear between them was palpable, a force of its own. It pulled them together, and kept them apart.
“Nmw’gla fhta xu … ek’mwn uh’fh’xu ma’ta.”
Atticus bucked in the blood, tried to get himself caught in a bend. One of the sanitarium-green tiles was missing. Through the small square, he saw Clementine standing in the dark, her hair the only light there.
No, no, no!
I can’t do this anymore.
Clementine’s fashion changed with her furor. Her scowl evened out into a smile, while her dirty pants loosened into a skirt. Her stomach swelled and flattened and swelled again.
Please, stop, he begged, but no one was listening. I can’t see that again.
But again he saw it, Ronny down the road coming up it, mighty and triumphant.
“Nmw’gla fhta xu… ek’mwn uh’fh’xu ma’ta.”
Ahead, oily shadows danced on rims of light. Atticus pulled back and made for them. Whether it brought him to the Membrane or the Abyss, he didn’t care. Either he had his wife and son, or nothing at all. The torture he deserved, yes, but fuck it, he didn’t want it, couldn’t handle it.
“Nmw’gla fhta xu… ek’mwn uh’fh’xu ma’ta.”
Atticus gasped and touched the darkness. Fresh air, wet grass; the sour smell of rot. He shot out of the artery and collapsed. Pale and ephemeral, every part of him in pain, he looked like the soul that had settled into the boy moments ago.
“Nmw’gla fhta—”
It was after the chanting stopped that Atticus realized where he’d emerged. The sky curved over him, the stars like white eyes looking down from black heavens. Beneath him, the ground thrummed, spitting out red smoke and shrouding him in it. He could taste the air, that swirling mire of iron and ichor, and listening closely, heard whispers.
I can’t be here. This can’t be right. He sat up, cried out. At the edge of the artery, he found his nude corpse lying in the grass. Like the cruelest truth, the sight tore through his mind and left it naked and raw. With its rigid limbs and sickly sheen, Atticus’ body looked like an insect that’d crawled out to die in the light. All that he was and all that he’d done, that body didn’t hold. To know him would be to know those he knew, and they were most likely no better off.
“Atticus?”
The question was a confirmation, the voice, a trigger. A ravenous urge overcame him, but this ghostly form of his had no interest in earthly pleasures. He wanted life, wanted to swallow it whole. He needed to push it down his gullet, feel it thrashing in his stomach. Atticus looked at his corpse and, like an animal turned on its master, went for it.
He scurried across the grass and mounted his body. He had to be in it, inside it. He had to have what it did and he didn’t. The carcass pulled him closer, its skin like hooks piercing his translucent tissue. He relented, the envy too heavy to hold, and sank into his rotten shell.
“Hey… hey, is he okay?”
Atticus shot up, digging his heels into the dirt, his fingers into his palms. As the last of his soul went back where it belonged, strands of excruciating pain threaded throughout his body. Like needlework, they pierced his bones and his organs, creating a patchwork of anguish. The sensation was suffocating, but it was real; by it, kicking and screaming, he was made new.
“W-where… where are they… t-they…” Atticus addressed Gary, who was standing in the grainy dark. “What… what happened? Why am I… Why are we at Haemo’s?”
The ghoul gestured for him to calm down. With a bum leg and bad cough, he closed the gap and helped Atticus up.
Gary’s rugged flesh scraped against Atticus’ hand, but he didn’t mind much. What gave him pause, however, was the way he wavered, the way the dead thing looked deader. He remembered Gary falling that night. That night Clementine and Will…
“Where are they?” In his lust for life, he’d forgotten their deaths. The memories boiled in his brain and spilt out as tears down his face. “Gary, tell me!”
“They’re gone, Atticus. Killed,” he whispered, mouth quivering. He cupped Atticus’ head with his half-bone hand and held him. “I tried to stop those sons of bitches, I did. I promise you.”
“I know you did,” Atticus whimpered.
“They had a weapon. Caught me catching them. A Death weapon. One nick was enough to send me down. I’m so sorry. Look at me.” The ghoul wrapped both hands around Atticus’ head and managed a glint of sympathy in his glassy eyes. “We brought you back. We can make this better.” He paused, trembled. Ants fell out of his mouth. “We can make this better.”
“Brought me back?” Again, a surge of images overtook him. The kitchen, his dying; the Membrane, his afterlife; the artery, his rebirth. “What did you do to me?”
“He didn’t do much but provide some of the ingredients,” Mr. Haemo buzzed behind Atticus, his jagged shadow growing across the grass. “Give credit where credit is due.”
Atticus turned, his nudity once again giving him some qualms in the presence of the blood lord. Behind him, the mosquito stood, wrapped tightly in his cloak of flesh, the hood of it resting atop his proboscis. In one claw, he gripped a ball of Atticus’ bloodstained clothes. In the other, a rolled portrait of him and his family.
“You were dead. This one here begged me to bring you back.”
Red smoke coughed out of the well. A fine mist of blood washed across the isle, speckling what it touched.
Atticus glanced down at himself. He looked like a harlequin with all that splotchy, stiff skin of his. “How did—?”
“Blood, of course,” the mosquito continued, voice shrill with glee, “and bits of you, for the delving.”
Atticus shook his head. He didn’t know what he was; dead, undead, on borrowed time. But he did know this: he’d seen Clementine in the Membrane.
“We have to get her back! I saw her there, before you pulled me out. Gary,” he said, turning to appeal to his friend, “we’re going to, right?”
“Atticus,” Gary said, cringing as something inside him tore through his composure, “we already tried.”
“What?”
Atticus went back and forth between the ghoul and the mosquito. He could feel Mr. Haemo’s children sucking on him, to replenish lost stock.
“What the fuck are you saying? You choose them over me, every time! That’s what we say, what you promised, god damn it! You promised me.”
Mr. Haemo plodded forward, hints of his wings emerging from his cloak. “Don’t give him a hard time, you ungrateful prick.” He shoved the ball of clothes and portrait into Atticus’ chest. “You need something dead to get in, and blood to track the soul. Memories to coax it out, and a body to hold it. And words, hungry ones, to keep it all together.”
“It took us days to bring you out of the Membrane,” Gary said. “And we had more than enough blood to do it. Mr. Haemo’s children have been feeding on you for decades. And the well is the other half of the old swimming pool… for the memory.”
Atticus raised an eyebrow, his once-dead muscles struggling with the gesture. “What went—?”
“A soul without a body is a cruel thing. For you, it was only a moment, but you remember the feeling, don’t you?” Mr. Haemo sounded as though he were enjoying himself.
Atticus understood what he meant. In that brief, bodiless moment, he had wanted nothing more than to consume life, to hoard and covet it, if only so that nothing else could have it.
“Give him a moment,” Gary pleaded with the monstrosity. “Let him catch his breath.”
Mr. Haemo threw back his hood and trained his bulbous eyes on the ghoul. Mosquitoes phased in and out around them. A low rumbling bounded across the island.
“What went wrong?” Atticus started to unravel the portrait and then stopped. Dead, undead, or on borrowed time, he still felt a dreadful loss.
“You and yours are a stubborn kind.”
Mr. Haemo shouldered past Atticus and dipped his hands in the well. Blood pooled in his yellow-streaked palms. He carried the offering to the ghoul, who lapped it up.
“I’ve always liked your family. You treat us creeps with kindness. And I didn’t much care for what the soldiers did to you all. Gary said you would never accept the Abyss. After we did some delving, we saw that to be true.”
“Clementine was in the Membrane.”
Gary’s eyes rolled back in his head. It made Atticus’ stomach turn.
What the hell is wrong with him? He said, “Is Will down there, too?”
Mr. Haemo nodded. “Stubborn sons of bitches. Always putting up a fight, even when it’s Death you’re fighting. We tried for—” he and the ghoul exchanged nods, “—awhile to bring them back, but the ritual wouldn’t take. We could get their souls right now, but that wouldn’t do. You wouldn’t want them like that.”
Eyes readjusting in his mossy skull, Gary said, “Wouldn’t do.”
Atticus cocked his head. “You have the blood… the memories… everything. What else do you need? I’ll get it, just tell me.” Atticus stopped speaking, finally catching the mosquito’s meaning. “Their bodies.” He spun in place. “Where are their bodies? They’re not here?”
“No, they’re not,” Gary said, finally coming to. “Because the soldiers took them.”




CHAPTER VIII

Atticus tore westward through marshland, Gary behind him and Mr. Haemo above. They warned him as he left the isle that something had gone wrong with the summoning, that the wrong words had been spoken, that too much ghoul flesh had been used. They told him to take it slow, because if he went any faster, he’d be right back where he started.
So he told them to get the fuck out of his way and headed home.
He didn’t recognize the farmhouse when he found it. Trauma will do that to a thing. He started up the porch, stopped to catch his breath. Not that he needed to. Was the haunt still here? In its late-night tinkering, had it seen something that could be of some use?
By the time his friend and enemy had caught up with him, he pushed through the front door and was heading toward the kitchen.
They’d made an effort—that much was true. Pieces of the floor, wall, and table had been torn up, ripped away, to get at the blood that stained them. Atticus grabbed the chair he’d sat in when it happened, and took a seat. He put his elbows to the table, hands to his temples, and lost it.
“We have to get them back,” he said, spit and tears running off his face. Atticus pushed his hands through his hair. He dug into his scalp and thought about ripping it out. He needed something to fix, something to destroy.
“Bedlam.”
No one was listening, but he kept talking all the same.
“Bedlam,” he repeated, plunging the word like a shovel into his mind. He dug at it until he recollected what’d been buried, and who’d been buried long before it.
“James.”
Atticus let go and looked up. He had said the soldiers were going to Bedlam, to deliver another corpse, and that he was going to the town, too. It’d been a week, but Blythe and Bon had left the boy in a bad way. He might still be there, at the tavern, collecting coin and pity. He’d used Atticus for years; it seemed only fitting Atticus should finally do the same in return.
Poe stood on the tavern’s porch, puffing out a cloud of smoke from his pipe. His face glistened in the torchlight as his thick fingers tucked in the places where his fat had pushed out his shirt. One of his girls screamed upstairs, making him jump. After all these years, it still got to him. The gesture wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing, even if in the end that’s exactly what it amounted to.
Atticus crept in the dark toward the tavern. “James here?”
“Holy Child in hell!” Poe coughed and beat his chest. “Who’s that? Atticus?” He leaned forward, squinted, his small, rodent eyes disappearing in the folds of his face. “Come out here. Where you been?”
Atticus was careful not to show too much of himself. He hadn’t had a good look at his body since he’d climbed back in it. The clothes he’d thrown on when he left the house were in a terrible condition, too. But at this point, what did it matter?
“What’s happening?” Poe chewed on the pipe stem. “Why you acting all timid?”
Atticus took that as a taunt, so he came out of the shadows and stopped at the front steps. The pipe dropped out of Poe’s mouth and fell between the crooked planks. He put his hands out, like he wanted to help.
“James?” Atticus insisted.
Over Poe’s shoulder, through the tavern’s open doorway, two drunk women danced near the bar. They were kissing each other’s foreheads, and singing a tuneless song.
“He – he’s inside, same place as before. He’s fixing to leave in the morning.” Poe cringed. “Elijah went ahead without him. Didn’t want to wait around until James was right enough to ride again.” He puffed out his cheeks and exhaled. “Who did this to you? Do you know even what…? Come here, come here.”
Atticus let Poe lead him inside, to the barkeep’s retreat beneath the stairs. He could count on one hand the number of occasions he’d gone in the room. The first time, he’d been twelve, when he had no place to go, because no one wanted him. The second and third had been because of a bloody blur of bad jobs. The fourth time he found his way in was by way of Will’s birth and its celebration. And the fifth had come shortly thereafter, when Atticus had to beat his retirement out of the fat man’s grip.
“You hungry? Thirsty?” Poe ducked under the stairs and pushed open his door. “I could have something fixed up for you.”
Atticus shook his head. A fog of incense rolled lazily out of the room, too long left inside to know what to do with itself. It smelled hot, felt hot; the aroma it carried was of sweet perfume and chopped wood. His senses were intact, but hunger and thirst were conveniently absent. He shook his head again and wandered in, over to the mirror Poe now stood beside.
Anyone with a pair of eyes and half a brain could see Atticus had died. His skin was pale, splotchy—shaded darkly where bone bulged against it. The hair on his head went wildly in different directions, held in place by whatever foul stuff greased it. His body as a whole, not to mention the actual hole in his chest, appeared both stiff and stretched, as though Death hadn’t been able to decide what to do with him. In that revealing moment, he felt embarrassed, ashamed, not fit to be amongst the living or in the flesh that had once served him so well.
While he was dazed, Poe fingered the collar of Atticus’ shirt and pulled it down. “Who did this to you?”
The wound was a hard gem of gore buried in his chest. When did Poe discover kindness? Atticus searched the room, its Old World artifacts—the microwave, the air conditioner, and sculptures made of out of circuitry. Perhaps he’d found it with these dead things that outlived those like him.
“You don’t know?” Atticus said at last.
“Hell, you made it very clear to us simple folk of Gallows you want your privacy. When’s the last time you had visitors?”
Atticus gritted his teeth.
“My point exactly.”
“The soldiers from Penance came.” He paused, eviscerated the tale until it sounded generic. “We were attacked. They took Clementine and Will to Bedlam. I’m going to get them back.”
Poe’s lip quivered. He took a seat at his desk and ran his fingers over a keyboard. The sensation was one he often used to calm his nerves. “But why would they do that?”
More corpses to deliver, Atticus remembered. More corpses to bury, to spread the growth. He glanced at Poe, snarling as he thought: they put those veins inside them. If he took too long, would their bodies be ravaged beyond resurrection?
Atticus hurried out of the room, up the stairs, and burst through James’ door. The twenty-two-year-old prostitute was in bed, blanket up to his chin, a small candle burning on the table beside him. Even now, three years later, he couldn’t fall asleep without some light to keep him safe.
“Get up,” Atticus said.
Immediately, James woke and screamed. In sweaty convulsions, he kicked his way across the bed until he hit the wall. He reached under his pillow and pulled out a knife.
“It’s me,” Atticus continued.
“Atticus?” James kept the knife pointed at him, not entirely convinced. He called him forward with his free hand. “What’s wrong with your face?”
“Clementine and Will are dead. Those soldiers you fucked killed them and took them. I need their bodies back. And I need you to help me draw them out.”
“Clementine and Will are—”
Atticus found James’ clothes in a pile on floor and threw them at the boy. “I need your help, not your sympathy.”
James caught the clothes and immediately started getting dressed. “Okay,” he said, his tears soaking his shirt as he pulled it over his head. “Okay, okay. Okay, okay, okay,” he repeated, the words becoming more and more incoherent, until he was shaking too hard to button his pants. “God, oh god, Atticus, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”
“There’s an Eldrus outpost there.” Atticus kept his composure, because if he didn’t, he’d lose it for good.
“There is, that’s where they’re going. That’s what they said. Will you tell me what happened?” He stared at Atticus, who stared back, grimly. “If they know you’re coming, then they’ll know why. They’ll lie to you. I can figure out what they’ve done with… with… I can call in favors. Hex, maybe. When do you want to leave?”
Two hours later, Atticus and James were back at the farmhouse, saddling the horses and stocking weapons and supplies. Dawn glowed at the corners of the sky, finally letting him know just how long he’d been awake. Hunger and thirst had yet to find him. Fatigue, if it was there, had long since been suppressed by the focus he needed to see this all through.
Something had gone wrong with the ritual, Gary and Mr. Haemo had warned. If these were the symptoms of their mistake, he was glad for them.
He didn’t need James, he thought, as he watched the boy mount the horse. Not to track down Blythe and Bon. His reasons for dragging him across the countryside were selfish, ones he wouldn’t admit come hell or high water. No, bringing James was an apology, an unspoken acceptance and forgiveness. Atticus needed someone at his side for this, someone who knew Clementine and Will and would keep him going when late-night doubt set in. Above all else, and god damn if it didn’t hurt to admit it, he needed someone to love.
“What’s this?”
Atticus snapped out of it. He looked at the graveyard. Gary was shambling between the plots, his body covered completely in ratty clothes and scarves—the ghoul’s idea of a disguise.
“Where y’all going?” he asked in a mocking drawl.
James stopped what he was doing and stared down the creature. His face twitched out a smile. Bedlam was home for him, but his true homecoming was now, as the two dead things welcomed him back into their stunted lives. He went to Gary, threw his arms around him, and let his tears soften up the ghoul’s dried flesh.
“Does he know?” Gary asked, pulling away from James.
“Knows enough,” Atticus said. “You better get back to the chapel. Sun will be up soon.”
“I’m coming with.” The ghoul hurried back to the graveyard and pulled a cowboy hat out from behind a grave. “I’ll sleep until we get to where we’re going.” He lowered it on his head and kicked up some dirt. “No one will know.”
There was a third horse in the barn, a small brown Quarter he’d found in the wilds a year back. The thought of leaving it behind hadn’t sat well with him, anyway.
“If someone finds out what you are…” Atticus said.
“I’m on borrowed time, buddy.” Gary passed between Atticus and James to reach his mount in the stalls. “If you leave, I’m done for. Simple as that. I need you. And I want to help you. No one and nothing has ever been as good to me as you and yours were to our kind.”
“Fair enough,” Atticus rumbled, putting his foot in the stirrups and mounting the horse. “Don’t suppose Mr. Haemo would care to join our motley crew?”
“You can’t be serious,” James said, doe-eyed. “That thing’s still here?”
“No, he’s a bit of a homebody,” Gary said, leading his horse out of the barn.
“We ought to pay him a visit,” Atticus said, watching horror spread across James’ face, “and see if he can’t track Clementine’s and Will’s… b-bodies. Find out where they’re at exactly in Bedlam.”
Gary shook his head and got on the horse bareback. “Tried. Can’t track something if there’s no blood left in it.”
“They bled them dry?”
Gary closed his eyes, shook his head, and said, “Yeah.”
Atticus closed his hands around the reins and held them tightly. The hate and hurt he felt was unbearable. There was no doubt in his mind he would’ve long since killed himself if he didn’t already know what awaited him in the Membrane. Not the Abyss or the Membrane, but Clementine, and her bitter disappointment.
“Let’s go,” he said, kicking the horse into a gallop. He looked back, at the farmhouse, at the land, and hoped never to see them again, not until he saw them again.




CHAPTER IX

The massive snake and its slithering brood had come out of nowhere. In one scaled second, it sprung from the woods and struck Atticus’ horse in the neck. The beast whined as the serpent tore a chunk out of its throat. As it fell sideways, legs kicking wildly at its attacker, Atticus jumped from the saddle and hit the road hard.
“Get away from him,” James screamed, his own horse on its hind legs, terrified. He drew his beat-up sword and held it limply.
Atticus reached into his pack and pulled out his machete. He scurried backward, heels leaving grooves in the dirt. The snake’s brood shimmered like silk as they slid in unison towards him. He hacked at the air to hold them at bay, but they kept coming all the same.
“No, James,” he heard Gary shout. “Stay the hell back.”
The Hissing Monarch hurried ahead of her children and threw the bulk of her weight over the horse. The beast cried out, slammed its hooves into her side. Little by little, the venom in its neck sapped its strength.
The Hissing Monarch took the hits excitedly, its forked tongue tasting the beast’s fear-drenched coat. Slowly, carefully, patiently, it wrapped itself around the animal. When all that could be seen of the horse was its head, it squeezed.
The horse’s scream was cut short as the broken bones inside it stabbed every which way into its organs. Its wide and wet eyes blew out of its skull and into the Hissing Monarch’s waiting mouth. She gulped them down too quickly to taste them, and turned her sights on Atticus.
“Get back! Get back, god damn you,” Atticus hollered.
His heart pounded in his chest. He hacked head after head off the smaller snakes. But the brood continued unabated, breaking like a wave around him and then reforming behind, so that he was surrounded. He looked at them, the Monarch’s gawping children, and hoped that his scraps would give them the shits.
“Xu’chil utuk ah g’hu’uhl,” Gary belted, as he dropped from his horse and hurried, bow drawn, arrow readied, to his friend. Though it was no spell, the words drew the Monarch’s ire.
Atticus threw caution to the wind and jumped to his feet. With the Hissing Monarch distracted, he turned and ran through the field of bared teeth. The brood sprung through the air, clamped down on his ankles, calves, and thighs. He felt their fangs in his flesh, their venom in his blood, surging throughout his body.
He only got a few feet before his legs were too heavy to lift. He stopped, turned around, stumbled as he lost circulation in his legs completely. Back where he’d started, the Hissing Monarch thrashed, one of Gary’s arrows jutting out of her head.
Atticus glanced at James, who sat upon his horse, just as stunned as his animal. He’d made a mistake bringing the living to do the work of the damned.
“Atticus,” Gary screamed.
He didn’t have any time to react. The Hissing Monarch swung herself into him, flattening him against the ground. Fang after fang after fang ripped out his flesh. The brood that had surrounded him retreated, to give their mother space, and to give Gary chase.
“Bring me back,” Atticus wheezed, as the massive snake coiled around him.
He was speaking to Gary, who’d fled. But if the Monarch was willing, that’d work, too. One day into his mission, three hours from Bedlam, and this was how it was to end.
“Bring me back,” he cried. The Monarch’s crucifix-shaped pupils widened. Her weight now became the weight of his failure.
The Hissing Monarch opened her mouth, revealing two fangs as long Atticus’ forearms. Her gigantic head moved closer, blocking out his field of vision. He heard more words, more commotion. But what could they do? The brood had already killed him. The Monarch was just coming to get the credit.
The snake flicked her black tongue, reared back. Pop. Snap. A geyser of blood blew out of her throat, onto his face. The Hissing Monarch unraveled from him.
He wiped the blood from his eyes, the Monarch’s own flashing all the shades of hate. She twisted around. Having given up glory, Atticus saw what had wounded her.
Three female Night Terrors stood behind the Monarch. An unmasked one was closest to the snake, her jet black spear goring the Monarch’s side. The other two, the Bison and the Horse, were further down the creature, their swords pinning parts of her body to the road.
“Atticus, get up,” James shouted, turning his horse and galloping towards him.
The Unmasked shoved the spear in deeper, grinding it through muscle. The Monarch whipped around. Her tail tore from the swords, and split down the middle.
James came around behind Atticus. He reached for his hand. His legs were swelling in his pants, pushing against the fabric, ready to explode.
The Hissing Monarch lunged forward, venom like spit spewing from her mouth. The Unmasked ripped the spear out, bore down on the beast again. The Monarch went sideways, jerked back, and clamped her mouth over the Unmasked’s head.
“Drag me, god damn it,” Atticus said through his teeth.
James, halfway out of his saddle, held his hand tight and towed him off the road. Gary was circling the perimeter, the words he kept repeating distracting the snapping horde.
The Horse and the Bison rushed to their companion. The Monarch choked down the Unmasked, her last line of defense against their steel. The Night Terrors raised their swords over the snake. The Unmasked’s shoulder, arms, and hips disappeared down the Monarch’s gullet.
“She’s dead,” Atticus heard the Horse say. If she wasn’t, to kill the Monarch would be to kill their companion; he’d never known the Night Terrors to show sympathy.
But that’s just what they did. One after the other, they stabbed and chopped through the Monarch, through their friend, until the snake’s head was separated from her body, and the Unmasked’s body from her head.
“We weren’t here,” the Horse said, her grotesque face, half-flesh, half-skull, beaming down on Atticus.
“Watch out,” Gary shouted, the brood having changed their course back toward the Monarch.
The Bison grabbed the snake’s still sputtering head, lifted it up, and shook it until the Unmasked’s decapitated corpse slid free. The Horse rooted through the Hissing Matron’s gory remains and pulled out her companion’s head. Holding it by its long hair, the Horse knelt down and scooped the Unmasked up into her arms.
“You should be dead by now,” the Bison said to Atticus. The Night Terror turned away and walked with the Horse into the woods, leaving a thick trail of blood in their wake.
Fixing his disguise, Gary said, “Up, up.” He ran over to Atticus, slung his friend’s arm around his shoulder, and lifted him.
Beside them, the brood slithered over Atticus’ dead horse. They shoved themselves inside the Matron’s wound. Her body swelled and bulged, while her children consumed her from the inside out.
“Something went wrong with the ritual,” Atticus whispered into Gary’s ear. The ghoul and James worked together to lift him onto James’ horse. “I can’t be alive like this.” He threw up on himself and the world went dark.
“We keep going,” he heard Gary say, his voice faint, distant. “I’ll explain the mistake…”




CHAPTER X

Atticus woke up, naked and alone, on a bed that may as well have been a boulder. Lacerations ran up and down his legs from where he’d been bled. From his stomach to his toes, the skin was tender, inflamed—one unending landscape of raised, red flesh. It bubbled when he moved, so he stayed put instead, and wondered where he was.
The room was small, windowless. It smelled like feet and dust. Bedlam? He could hear people outside, a horse trotting down the street. Across the room, his bag, and James’ and Gary’s sat. I hope they didn’t make a big fuss dragging me in. He tried to move his leg, but the dried blood kept it in place. Otherwise, Blythe and Bon know we’re here. He thought of water, and though the thought appealed to him, the need wasn’t there.
“They were hunting it,” Atticus mumbled, counting the bite marks on his body. “I shouldn’t be here.” He touched two large holes. The skin around them felt soft, sticky, like the inside of an old apple. “One of those little snakes should’ve been enough to put me down.”
The door to the room opened. Atticus shot up. His hands pawed around for weapons, but there were none. “Who’s that?” he snarled.
“Shush,” Gary said, coming in crouched, like he had a cramp. “How are you feeling?”
“I’m not.” Atticus moved his legs. They shed dried blood in their bending. “Where are we? Bedlam?”
“Rode in at sunset. It’s night now. Looks like they’re gearing up for their regular bacchanal. James is out doing reconnaissance. Got a contact from way back.” Gary shut the door, went to the bed, and started prodding Atticus’ legs. “You should be dead.”
“Technically, I am.”
“No, you’re not. Or you shouldn’t be.” The ghoul stuck his finger into one of the deeper holes, but Atticus kept quiet. “When we brought you back, we brought you back alive. That’s the way it works.”
“What went wrong?”
“Mr. Haemo had a hard time tracking you down in the Membrane. We used more ingredients than necessary. He added a few of his own. We were, well, I was desperate.”
“I haven’t had a need to eat or drink or sleep. Only reason I passed out was because of all that venom in me.”
Gary pulled out his finger and tasted it.
Atticus cringed but held his tongue.
“Everyone comes back different,” Gary went on. “They act like something’s gone or something’s suddenly so damn important. Apathetic, you know, or obsessive. They come back with a goal, usually.”
“I’m feeling a bit of both.” Atticus swung his legs over the side of the bed and contemplated standing.
“You should be dead,” Gary said, moving to stop Atticus, but stopping himself instead.
“And if I am?” His legs went rubbery and wide, yet they held. He sighed and took a step forward. A fire erupted across his muscles. Sheer stubbornness saw the flames doused. Again, he said, “And if I am?”
Gary rubbed at his side, hand disappearing entirely into his ribcage. “Even the dead can die, Atticus.”
He took another step forward, towards the bags. “And if I can’t?”
“You don’t want that.”
Atticus glanced down at the hole in his chest and wondered, if he looked hard enough, could he see his soul on the other side? Was it comfortable there in this reclaimed husk? Atticus rubbed his Corrupted arm. Death had made him thoughtful, philosophical. He hated it.
“You’re something in between.” Gary sounded despaired, as though he blamed himself for his friend’s condition. “I’d go through the motions, though. Eating, drinking, sleeping. You might be dying and not even know it. Or die out of nowhere.”
“Whatever it is, it’ll do.” Atticus’ face hardened, and he let hate have its way with him. “You keep bringing me back until it’s done. Clementine and Will won’t go to the Abyss. They’re stubborn, like me. They got to die right, Gary.”
“We could send you back. You all could walk off the edge together. Be done with it.”
Atticus didn’t much care for his rationality. He wanted revenge, and he wanted certainty. But most of all, he wanted purpose.
“We weren’t ready to die. I’ll not give in if there’s means to do otherwise. We slaughter the soldiers, and then we save my family. Where’s James? We’re finishing this tonight. I’ll not have this drawn out.”
Gary went ahead and started rummaging through their bags for weapons. “Your horse died.”
Atticus furrowed his brow. “I know,” he said. “What’re you getting at?”
“Remember its name?”
Atticus stared at the ghoul for a moment. He didn’t.
Bedlam was divided in two by the river that ran through it, and because of this division, those who lived there deemed it necessary to divide themselves as well. To the east of the river went the poor, and to the west of the river the less poor. When the people of Bedlam weren’t working in the woods or fishing in the streams—both of which were threatening to take the place over in the next ten years—they had turf wars. In the end, neither side really wanted to claim the other, but down home rivalry was as good a way as any to pass the time in a place where the hours moved like years.
Atticus and Gary leaned against the last standing Old World house in town. Above them, the moon hung large in the sky, leaving the dark silvery and gray. Midnight neared and still Bedlam bustled, its narrow streets filled with obnoxious youth and the generation that loathed them. The town records laid claim to three hundred and forty residents, but by the swell on the riverbank alone, it seemed double that.
The revelry wouldn’t last forever, Atticus knew. But until that sobering moment came, when all coin was wasted and all debts were renewed, Bedlam’s bedlam would provide the perfect cover for his kill.
“There’s James,” Atticus said, pointing at the figure crossing the bridge. The house howled behind him, still feeling the phantom pain from the shotgun blasts that had riddled its second floor ages ago.
Gary tightened the scarves across his face. “You did a shit job preparing for this.”
“If you want your bow, go get your bow,” Atticus said, who’d made him leave it behind to appear less obvious.
“I could be perched up on these rooftops, raining arrows on the wicked.”
“Our undead lord and savior.”
Gary smirked. “Don’t talk about the Hydra of Penance like that. Hey, did he always walk with a limp?”
“James?” Atticus squinted to have a better look at their spy, who was halfway across the bridge.
“Something…” Gary sniffed the air, turned in place to face the house, and then came back round. “What’s he looking at? Where’s that sword he’s so proud of?”
Again, Atticus squinted. It was true, the boy was unarmed. He slowly brought the machete out from behind him. “You told him we’d meet him here?”
“Yeah.” The ghoul took a deep breath, tongued it. “They’re close, or were here. One of them is, at least. The soldiers. I can smell them.”
“That’s a black eye.” James’ face looked swollen. His shirt was covered in blood. He walked stiffly, as though on a leash or by command. “Fistful of coins says they’re behind—”
An arrow tore through the air, goring Atticus’ shoulder and pinning him to the house. He gripped the shaft, blood spurting over his knuckles.
“Move your hands!” Gary broke the arrow in half. Taking Atticus’ arms, he pulled him off what remained of the shaft.
“Holy Child,” Atticus gasped. Pain curled inside him, like a palm closing shut.
James screamed and hobbled towards the end of the bridge, but the gawking crowd slowed him to a crawl.
A second arrow caught Atticus in his leg, slinging blood and leftover venom across the grass.
“Mother fucker!” He reached for the shaft. A third arrow sent him reeling as it hit him in the neck.
“Stop, stop,” Gary said. “The soldier doesn’t know. He thinks this will kill you.”
Atticus covered the bubbling wound and fell to the ground. He felt faint, sick. The archer had struck an artery. If ever there was a moment to die, then this was it.
“You’re fine,” Gary said, cheering him on. He knelt down, had a glance at the inquiring crowd. “See him?” He pointed across the river, where a dark shape jumped off a roof. “Let him in close. Play dead.”
Atticus’ teeth were bright red as he said, “I have to… know where the bodies are.”
“Can you fight?” Gary jumped to his feet. “It doesn’t hurt. You just know that it should.” He brought his knives out and shouldered his way to the bridge, to James.
Atticus had to look defeated, so like the defeated, he retreated, up the yard and through Old World house’s front door. It wouldn’t take much for the archer to find him. He’d left about a half a gallon of himself on the way inside.
Don’t die, don’t die, don’t die. Atticus stumbled into the foyer. He considered the stairs and turned left into the living room that had long since been stripped. There, he collapsed beside the bay windows, and, with the machete across his lap, waited.
“Should’ve had a plan.” He stared at an outlet across the room, and wondered if the world would ever have the chance to use it again. Beside it, the words “Kelly Zdanowicz was here!” had been shakily carved.
“I’m sorry, Clem,” he said, his voice laced with lunacy. “Sorry, Will. Nothing’s ever simple with this simpleton.”
Outside, the crowd grew restless. He could hear someone pushing through the onlookers, drawing curses and gasps. It had to be one of the soldiers. They’d beaten James into bait and betrayal. He almost asked himself why they attacked him in broad moonlight, but, again, they were soldiers. His living was an affront to the absolute authority given to them by King Edgar in the Heartland. How dare he refuse their demands and then not die when told to.
“Is that you, Gravedigger?” Bon’s, not Blythe’s, voice echoed from the front of the house. “Did you come to your senses and have a nip of the veins? We stuck Brinton in the ground after we did you. Kept some for yourself, eh?”
The floorboards creaked as the soldier moved towards the living room. “Hope you brought some for tonight. Hope you brought a lot.”
A flash of purple flooded the blown-out bay windows. On the east side of Bedlam, fireworks exploded across the sky, raining diamonds of light onto the squalid houses below. In that brief moment, Bedlam was beautiful, and as rich as the people told themselves it could be.
“Can’t say they don’t put on a good party,” Bon’s voice boomed as he strolled into the living room. “About time we dispelled the distraction.”
The soldier from Eldrus stood in plainclothes, bow and quiver on his back. He wore a black leather glove on his right hand—the hand Clementine had cut off and he’d regrown. He walked right up to Atticus and crouched down, so that the two were inches away from one another. Bon glanced at the machete, smiled, and turned his attention to the windows. Tens of townsfolk had gathered outside to watch.
“You’re a tough son of a bitch,” Bon said. “Your… friend? Lover? That James boy. He is not.” He touched the tip of the machete and pointed it directly at his crotch. “Come for your revenge? I can appreciate that. You’ve earned it, but that don’t mean you’ll have it.”
“You’re from here, aren’t you?” Atticus coughed out bloody phlegm onto Bon’s doublet.
Bon smiled. When he smiled, he looked feral. His features stretched back, fitting to the shape of the monster he was underneath.
“You’ll bleed out soon, so we’ll talk.” He eyed the arrow in Atticus’ neck. “What gave me away?”
“Was just a guess.” Atticus closed his eyes, saw Clementine and Will there. “Did you have yourself stationed here on purpose?” He opened his eyes, saw Gary and James on the edge of the crowd.
In a flash, Bon grabbed Atticus’ wrist and wrenched the machete from his hand. “Bedlam can be better,” he said, throwing the blade across the room. He came to his feet and kicked Atticus hard. “They appreciate me. Admire what I am. Get, Gravedigger.”
Atticus struggled to stand, so Bon heaved him up and held him close. “How’d you do that with your hand?” He sniffed the soldier: he smelled too clean, as though he’d spent the better part of his life trying to scrub off the filth that formed it.
“You had your chance to learn, Gravedigger.” He pushed him back and turned him towards the foyer. “But we can still teach these idiots here in Bedlam something. And you’re going to help me do it.”
With an arrow aimed at his spine, Atticus let Bon lead him out of the Old World house and into the streets. A mob stood there in festival drab, shifting back and forth and murmuring amongst themselves. Twenty or thirty blocked the bridge, while even more stood in scattered pockets by homes and storefronts.
“What’s going on?”
“How is he alive?”
“That looks bad. What’d he do?”
Atticus tilted his head to squeeze out one more spurt of blood.
“Holy Child, that’s disgusting.”
“Don’t look at him. You know what he’ll do if he sees you looking at him.”
“James, get back.”
Atticus followed James and Gary as they melted into the crowd. Stay back, he thought. They can’t hurt me like they can hurt you.
More fireworks took to the sky, sending off a chain reaction of urchin-shaped lights. A few soldiers waited in the wings, swords drawn, watching as the local bully had his run of the schoolyard.
“Gather round, people, gather round,” Bon said. “Hold this, would you, Mary Lee?” He lowered his bow and handed it to a skinny woman on the street. “I know you’ve had your doubts, but let me show you what happens when you defy the king’s command.” He kicked Atticus onto the bridge. “Let’s make it crystal for you all.”
Torches blazed on both sides of the bridge, tiny cinder sprites circling the cracking flames. People parted as they approached. If Atticus listened hard enough, he swore he could hear Bon’s grin tearing across his face.
“Where’s their bodies?” Atticus asked softly.
Bon ignored him and continued to address the crowd. “Your King Edgar has promised all those who have enlisted a proper burial. Most of us are from the Heartland, people, you know that. Is it so wrong to want to be buried back where you came from? With your family or friends? No one wants to die hundreds of miles from home.”
Atticus couldn’t help but laugh as Bon spoke. Now that everyone was looking at him, he lost the delinquent, shit-kicker accent and replaced it with something more preacher-like. He was holding a sermon, holding himself up to be a shining example of what they could be. But Atticus had a look at his congregation, and he saw only blank faces and balled fists.
From somewhere amongst the masses: “Did the king promise you soldiers our livelihood, eh?”
And another, closer to the front: “We don’t need you here!”
Bon grabbed Atticus’ hands and held them tightly. “Yes, you do need us here. The Heartland is out of control. If it falls, we all fall. We are here to maintain order. God damn morons, don’t you see?” He snarled and whipped Atticus around to face the Old World house, where at least seventy stood. “This man is from Gallows. We brought him a body and he almost killed us when we asked him to bury it. You fight to fight, just to say you did.”
A woman shouted from the heart of the revelers, “What’s he doing here, then?”
“We are everywhere, and we are not going anywhere. He is an example of our reach.” Bon nodded at two soldiers. They pushed their way through the crowd to the woman who had challenged him. “Do as your king wills and we will be as good as invisible.”
“Good speech,” Atticus said, tipping his head back. “Where’s my family?”
Bon dropped Atticus’ hands. He slipped his right arm around Atticus’ throat. He took out a dagger hidden in the glove and pressed it to Atticus’ neck, into the arrow hole.
“Where are they?” he persisted.
“Where Blythe should’ve sent you.” He cleared his throat. “Resistance will not be granted the glory of a trial and the trappings of an execution.” He stuck the tip of the dagger into Atticus’ neck, drawing blood. “You will be gutted and left to rot in the street. Remember this, my people.”
“Couldn’t have just killed me quietly?” Atticus winced as the dagger went in deeper, pushing out a hot squirt of blood.
“Two birds, one stone,” Bon whispered. “I’m impressed you’re still standing.” He kissed the side of Atticus’ head. “Couldn’t have just let bygones be bygones?”
“Two birds,” Atticus said, turning his head towards the dagger, causing the blade to slip into his neck with ease.
Bon mumbled “What the fuck?” He ripped the dagger outward. Arterial spray sputtered out of the wound, like crimson sparks from one of Bedlam’s many fireworks. Atticus’ neck opened like a book and revealed its glistening pages.
A tremor of disbelief rocked the crowd. Atticus stood there a moment, bleeding all over himself, to watch them. Some covered their mouths and shielded their children. Others looked to Bon and his brothers in arms, perhaps hoping for a fight or permission to start one. They were terrified, that much Atticus could tell, but it was more than that: they were curious; one hundred or so now stood before him.
Glancing back, he saw even more across the river. Bedlam was holding its breath, and had been ever since Eldrus arrived, and they were about to get the wrong impression they could breathe again.
Atticus spun around and grabbed Bon’s face. He twisted his neck and shot blood into his eye, blinding him. “Where’s my family? Where did you take their bodies?”
He kneed Bon. While he was doubled over, he brought him to one of the torches. “Where are they?” He held his head against the fire. “Tell me!”
“Stop, stop,” Bon screamed, swinging his arms and trying to make his body dead weight. “Help me, god damn it. Someone!” A flame licked his skin and singed his eyebrows. “Ah, god, please!”
Atticus glanced over his shoulder, where several soldiers stood, swords out, more concerned about the crowd around them than their comrade. They looked at Atticus, damning him and Bon for putting them in this position, and walked away.
“Just us,” Atticus said. His ears caught the sound of something. Footsteps; James was behind him. “And that boy, James. Now, quit your squirming.”
“Let’s see how you like it,” James said, grabbing Bon’s dagger off the ground. He came behind the soldier, took him by the loose of his shirt. He paused, smiled, and drove the dagger into his ass.
“Blythe,” Bon screamed, eyes wide, mouth agape. His legs gave out and he went forward, busting his lip against the torch’s center. He wailed and reeled, balked and begged as blood poured down his legs. He pawed at the dagger hilt-deep inside him, but every touch of the thing sent him into pained convulsions.
“Where’s Blythe?” Atticus ripped the torch from the bridge’s wall. Pushing Bon down until he was flat on the ground, he held the fire to his face and asked again. “Where is my family?”
“I don’t know!” Bon covered his face with his hands, but the flames burned too hot to keep them there. “Blythe had the corpse cart. We went, oh god, please!” With wide, wet eyes, he looked back at Bedlam for help, but the crowd’s attention was fixed on Atticus.
“Where’d he go?” Atticus stepped on Bon’s chest, brought the torch in closer. His neck no longer hurt, he realized, but he felt sick, as though his soul had rotted inside him. “Where’s Blythe?” He pulled the torch away as the smell of burnt hair reached his nose.
“I can’t tell…” He closed his eyes and cried out. Inside his mouth, Atticus saw vermillion veins weaving through the gaps in his teeth, heading toward his lips, to repair him. “The plantation, the plantation outside Cathedra,” he admitted.
Seeing the veins, Atticus knelt down and stripped the glove off Bon’s right hand. Bedlam gasped as he gasped. The soldier’s entire hand was infested with the growths. They seemed to be pumping something into his bulging skin.
Do it, Clementine and Will whispered inside him, and so he did. He took the glove and put it on. Believing Bon had told him all he could, he stepped down on his ribcage, pushed the torch into his face, and held it there, until there was nothing left but charred bone.




CHAPTER XI

The woman he heard called Hex was the first to Atticus’ side. As he stood there, staring at what he’d done to Bon, Hex grabbed his hand and ran off while pulling him behind her. Gary and James covered him as the crowd converged, eager to touch their new undead lord and savior.
“What’s going on?” Atticus cringed as Hex, who was no more than a blur to him, ripped out the remaining arrows from him. His surroundings slowed, smeared. He’d done what needed to be done, and now his body was going to get what was coming to it. “Who are you?”
“A friend, I’m thinking.” Hex led him off the bridge. “There,” she said, pointing to the nearest alley on the east side. “Down there.”
“Your information was good,” James, no Gary… no, James, said. “Bon just found me first.”
“I’m sorry,” Hex said.
The alley widened as they went in. Its tops stretched skyward, into a space of sand and bone.
“If I had known—”
Human shadows peered over the precipice of the alley. He could feel their judgment, their hate, spilling over from above.
“How is he still standing?” A grotesque shape that must’ve been James stirred beside him. “He doesn’t look good.”
“I think he’s dying.” Atticus followed Gary’s voice. Where the ghoul should have been, he found a patch of Death’s Dilemma.
“You said that wasn’t possible—”
The buildings dissolved. In their place, the walls of the Membrane grew. Thick curtains of flesh cordoned off the alley, preventing him from going any further. He stumbled, fell to his hands as the ground gave way to gray matter.
“No, no!” He pulled back, ripping his fingers out of the tough folds. “Herbert, help,” he cried. Maybe the old man was somewhere nearby. I can’t go back.
Thump, thump, thump. Atticus’ eyes darted back and forth as he turned and searched for the source of the sound. White sand cascaded in front of him from the vermillion heaven above.
Thump, thump, thump. Atticus knew the noise but couldn’t place it. The Membrane grew over where the shadows had been. But he could still see them there, behind the translucent film, clawing at it.
Thump, thump, thump. Atticus closed his hand. Hex’s hand still held it, even though she was gone. He went backward, back the way they’d come, hoping to stumble into Bedlam. As the gray matter sucked on his ankles with every plodding step, he sensed the pull of the Abyss on his very bones.
Thump, thump, thump. It’s behind me, he thought, turning around. Out of the darkness, a shepherd came, cracking its crook against the ground. It walked with its head down, hair and hat hiding its face. From the pockets of its coat, pink bandages hung, swaying back and forth.
“Hold it,” Atticus said. “Stop.”
The shepherd outstretched its arm and pointed at him. Holding that position, it ran. Before Atticus could do anything, the shepherd was already there, choking him—it’s long, painted fingernails gouging his throat.
“Get off me, god damn it,” Atticus rasped. The creature lifted him by his neck. The veins in his forehead bulged. Legs flailing, he punched its arm and spat in its face, but the shepherd would not be moved. It was going to do what it had to—
Atticus shot out of bed and crashed onto the floor. The pus sacs on his legs burst. He willed his eyes to sight, to see where he’d ended up now. Another room, not much different from the last. It may have been the same from before, Atticus couldn’t be sure; but instead of it just being Gary visiting him, he now had James and the stranger, Hex, as well.
“You can stay,” he grumbled, speaking to the woman. “Don’t smell so bad with you here, perfuming up the place.”
“Appreciate that,” Hex said. She crossed her arms, both of which were Corrupted, and smiled.
The woman was young, pretty, but appeared as though she didn’t want to be. She wore a plain green dress that kept her modesty intact and her figure featureless. Her hair was a mess of dyed blue braids and strands going every which way. What she had, regardless of how it looked on her, wasn’t cheap, but unlike those as well off as she probably was, she didn’t wear make-up to make up for her flaws. It was the kind of confidence that men wouldn’t understand, because what she did, she didn’t do for them. Atticus knew this, but only because Clementine had taught him how to see it.
“Do you know who I am?” she asked.
“No.” Atticus gently ran his finger along his neck. Someone had stitched it back up.
“I told them,” Gary said, coming forward like a witness to give testimony. “They needed to know.”
“He did.” Atticus gave a weak nod to James. “She didn’t.” He touched the arrow holes, felt their fatality with the tips of his fingers.
“Explains a lot,” James said. He crossed the room and dropped to his knees. “What the hell?” Carefully, as though trying to comfort a cactus, he put his arm around Atticus. “You don’t want to talk about it, do you?”
“Don’t know if I should.” Atticus’ eyes went back and forth between Hex’s arms. “You must be real popular with the Night Terrors.”
“Popular with most,” she said. “I can get you to Blythe.”
Atticus scowled at the woman. Sighing, he said, “You don’t know me. Don’t worry on my wants.”
“They killed you and your family. Took their bodies but left yours. Your friend here brought you back. Said he can bring them back, too. You just need them bodies.”
Gary coughed and bit the inside of his mouth. Atticus had known the ghoul long enough to know he was hiding something.
“I can get you to Blythe,” Hex carried on.
“You trust her?” Atticus slowly stood. Using James for support, he made it to the bed.
Back when he worked for Poe, he would’ve kept clammed up, wouldn’t have said a damn thing around that damn woman. But to make sense of this secret, he had to share it. Dead or alive, it wasn’t a burden he could bear alone.
“It’s been awhile.” James sat beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched, like the old days. “I know a lot of people I didn’t before. I trust her, though. She’s—”
“I can speak for myself,” Hex interrupted. She pulled open the door, left, and came back with a rickety chair. “Let’s hope it holds,” she said, as she took a seat, weight giving it the shakes. “Name’s Hex, which I’m guessing you gathered. Kind of name you only need to hear once to remember. I own a few businesses. A jewelry shop, a tavern, and the inn next to it.”
“That where we are?”
“The inn?” Hex shook her head. “No, this is my home.”
“Look about the same.”
“Part of the attic. It’s unfinished,” she said, offended.
Is this what’ll be for me from now on?
Blackouts and backroom gatherings? He squinted at Hex, and tried to look past her, through the doorway. How many more rooms like this will there be until it’s all over?
“James and I met each other a few years ago, back when my husband was living,” she continued. “Dead now, though. Obviously.”
“You don’t sound broken up over it,” Atticus remarked. He closed his eyes and saw Bon’s face, sizzling flesh oozing off it.
“I’m from the coast, down south a ways. He found me there and never brought me back. He mined those parts, mined the people that took interest in the trade, too. He was a kind man, taught me a lot. But there wasn’t much love between us.”
“He died and left everything to her,” James said. “She opened up shop here in Bedlam. Took me and Elijah in after… everything that happened. Hex has no love for Eldrus. Atticus, she knows how to get back at them, and has the money to do it. We’ll need more preparation if we’re going to get to Blythe. Hell, or even get out of Bedlam.”
“All right,” Atticus said. “But I’m not leading some rebellion. I saw the way the crowd was looking at me. I’m not doing that.” He furrowed his brow and, to Gary, said, “You’re awfully quiet.”
The ghoul cleared his throat, tainting the air with his cough. “I thought you were dead for good.”
“No, but I saw something this time. It was more than passing out.” He ran his hands through his oily hair and realized how badly he must smell. “You sure you told them everything?”
“More or less.”
“I imagine if someone told me all that, I’d have a hard time believing it.”
“I watched you die twice, Atticus,” James said.
“Once was enough for me,” Hex quipped. “Gary’s a ghoul. Not all that hard to believe someone can come back.”
“I never died,” Gary corrected. “Ghoulism is different.”
“The Membrane? The Abyss? Mr. Haemo?” Atticus expected outrage. These were matters of the afterlife, after all, but they couldn’t have appeared any more unimpressed. Were they planning a conspiracy? Mutiny? He looked at his friends and, for another paranoid moment, saw enemies.
Gary nodded. “All of it.”
“I’m a selfish woman,” Hex said, shifting on the chair. “I’m helping you because if you can’t die, then you’re my best bet at getting my brother back.”
Atticus raised an eyebrow. “We’re not in the resurrection business, ma’am.”
“He’s not dead, I don’t think. Ichor, my brother… the last letter he sent me was about the plantation. Carpenter Plantation. The one outside Cathedra where Blythe’s at. Got it out, somehow, the letter. Said they were holding him prisoner there with others. Protestors.”
“That’s where Clementine and Will are.”
“Lots of bodies go through there. Ichor said the land around it is sick. Cathedra is a proud place. Eldrus or not, they don’t take what the soldiers are doing there lightly.”
Gary, twitching, said anxiously, “Hence the protests.”
“I want to see the letter,” Atticus said. The warmth coming off James comforted him. “A lot has happened a lot faster than I can handle.”
Hex nodded, saying, “I understand.” She stood, headed for the door. “Think of it as a contract. I’ll pay you in weapons and supplies. We’ll both get what we want.”
“I’m not interested in turning the murder of family into a partnership,” Atticus spat angrily.
“We’re down a horse,” James said. “We didn’t bring much with us. I trust Hex, Atticus. You brought me here for my connections. She’s one of them, and I trust her. Things have gone… unexpectedly… but I don’t know if we’ll get this opportunity again.”
“Mmm.” Atticus swallowed hard. A few stitches snapped; his neck opened up where they broke.
“What did you see?” Gary followed Hex with his glassy gaze until she left the room. “When you died, what did you see?”
“You holding something back?” Atticus gripped the bedsheets as he spoke. “Can’t get you to shut up half the time. I’m not right, I know that, but neither are you. Not since Mr. Haemo. Are you sick from the ritual? What?” Atticus exhaled and got to his feet. “Close that door and say what’s on your mind, god damn it.”
Gary did as he was told and slammed the door shut. Pulling up his pants, which were halfway down his bony ass, he said, “The ritual took a lot of me, boss.” He lifted his shirt. His chest was flayed, and half his ribcage was exposed. “A lot of ghoul flesh went into finding you. But I’ll be fine. Did you see the Membrane when you slept?”
Atticus lowered his head. He felt like an asshole; so, like an asshole, he just nodded weakly.
“Until you woke up on that bed, you were gone. Body went stiff and cold. The Abyss is trying to get you back, but somehow, you’re fighting it off.”
“Like a cat. Nine lives,” James added innocently.
“Nine or nine thousand, I don’t know. But you’re not dying right away. It’s like you’re getting used to it. Next time, it’ll take longer, I think.” The ghoul grabbed his head and groaned. “Did you see it? The shepherd?”
“Yes,” Atticus blurted out, nodding as he spoke. “Yes, yeah, I did. The first time I was down there, and then just now. What are they?”
“They are their name. I’d heard of them, but Mr. Haemo… we… he explained… explained it to me.” Gary stopped speaking and, when he’d stopped stuttering, started again. “Fuck, sorry. Don’t mind…”
Atticus cocked his head. “What’s wrong?”
Gary ignored him and said, “When something escapes the Membrane or the Abyss, the shepherds follow. They give you some time to die again, but if you don’t, then they come for you. They won’t kill you, Mr. Haemo said. They’ll just take you, all of you, body and soul, back to the Membrane. If that happens, that’s it. No ritual can pull you out again.”
“Are you still alive when a shepherd sends you back to the Membrane?” James asked, his voice quivering.
Gary covered his face as though he were about to cry. “I don’t know,” he whimpered. “Atticus, if you saw one, that means it’ll be coming for you soon, too.”
“If I bring Clementine and Will back, they’ll have shepherds of their own, right?”
Gary stared at him blankly.
“Right?” he snarled.
“Yeah.” The ghoul picked a tooth out of its gum and flung it at the floor.
For the first time since he woke, he thought of Bon’s glove, which no one had bothered to strip off him. The murder was no more than a memory that, like a knife, would dull after daily use. But this trophy, on the other hand, would outlast all recollections. For as long as he controlled it, the glove’s texture would hold its history. He touched it, tightened it, and as he went back once again to the bridge, found himself imagining what else he may add to his new collection.
“Can the shepherds be killed?” Atticus said at last. He splayed his fingers to stretch the glove’s leather.
“Everything can die. It’s just a matter of finding their weakness,” Gary said.
“We better hurry then,” Atticus said, hand balling into a fist. “Before they find mine.”




CHAPTER XII

Getting out of Bedlam was going to be more difficult than it should’ve been. Atticus had been dead through most of it, but during the night and the dawning hours, his resistance had inspired a revolt. Those who’d watched him kill Bon without recourse from the other soldiers took this as permission to be shitheads. They marched through the streets, stirring up the anger the festivities had settled.
According to Hex, who’d ducked out to have a look shortly after she found the letter from her brother, “Gravedigger” had been written in several places across the town.
“Someone probably heard Bon call me that,” Atticus mumbled, when Hex had told him what she’d seen.
“You’re their hero,” she joked, as she hauled crates full of random pieces of armor out of the basement.
“Not my intention.” He moved to take the crate, but she, like Clementine, hadn’t the stomach for unnecessary gentlemanly gestures. So he scratched his crotch instead and said, “His ‘brothers’ should’ve stopped me.”
“Well, you see a good thing and you take it.” She dropped the crate and disappeared down the stairs for another one. Shouting, she said, “He had it coming. Just no one knew when it was going to get here.”
When the morning fog had finally rolled in, blanketing Bedlam in otherworldly breaths, they mounted their horses and made their move. Soldiers patrolled the streets, drawn swords sneering silver in the pale light.
Hex, who’d cloaked her new companions from head to toe, kept them to the denser parts of town. She made sure to point out the graffiti across the buildings and ground, which read “Gravedigger,” just as she’d claimed.
“How are we going to get out of here?” Gary asked, from the middle of their procession.
Atticus’ heart dropped. The last time the ghoul had left Gallows’ graveyard had been over thirty years ago. He kept expecting Gary to abandon ship and swim for safer shores, but still he stayed.
“Very carefully,” Hex said. She led them off the main road and down to the riverbank. “We’re a ragtag-looking group, what with all these cloaks and this secrecy.”
“Have any friends in Cathedra?” Atticus asked, grateful that the surging river masked the sounds of their horses.
Hex shook her head. “None worth more than how far I can throw them. I can sweet-talk us out of a bind. Maybe. But once we reach the woods, we’re on our own.”
Near the edge of Bedlam, where the river widened under a collapsing archway, the fog sat thick and unmoving. It was as though some ancient spider had passed through, leaving its web atop the waters, to catch insects who’d thought they’d slipped their captors.
Hex and James rode side-by-side, buddy-like, and steered them in the right direction. When they told Atticus and Gary to go left, they went left. And when they told them to go straight, they went straight. And then when they told them to quit their jabbering, they did that, too.
The leather armor irritated Atticus’ wounds. He tried to explain to them he didn’t much see the point in armor, but then Gary made a point himself that, even if Atticus couldn’t die, he wouldn’t be much use to anyone if he lost an arm or a leg. They still hurt, though, the wounds—still throbbed with gut-wrenching pain, but he was getting used to it. His father once told him a man could get used to anything given enough time. He’d always admired how philosophical his daddy got before the belt came out.
“Eat,” he heard Gary whisper behind him.
The fog was too dense to see him, but nevertheless, Atticus knew the ghoul was staring him down. He fumbled for the satchel at his side and slipped some bread into his mouth. If he was constantly coming back from the dead—a concept he wasn’t willing to even begin to process—then he needed to keep his body in working condition.
“When Clementine and Will come back,” Gary had said before they left, his voice shaking, his eyes elsewhere, “what do you want them to see? Take it from me, love isn’t that blinding.”
A shush shook Atticus from his thoughts. He leaned forward, hand tightening around the machete’s handle. Hex only had three swords, and Atticus passed his to James on account of being dead and all.
Another shush. A new set of hooves were clapping ahead. Neighing. Atticus strained his ears to overhear what was happening behind the river’s noises. Slowly, he cantered forward, machete out, hoping Gary behind him had the same idea.
The wind kicked up, caught his cloak and made it snap. Curtains of mist wavered back and forth across his path, wetting his face with its delicate fabric. He could make out two shapes now—Hex and James—and then two more ahead of them, tall and imposing.
“Stop,” one of the shapes boomed, the clink of steel the punctuation to his sentence.
Atticus took a few steps forward and stopped. Close enough to make out their armor and adornments, he saw that the shapes were soldiers of Eldrus.
Gary trotted up beside him and planted his horse in front of Atticus, as though to hide him.
“What is this?” the soldier with the loud voice asked. His face looked as though it’d been carved out of rock, or dipped in acid.
“Why can’t you all just listen?” the second soldier added. He held his sword like it were his dick—proud but without a clue as to how to use it. “Turn back—”
The ugly soldier raised his hand to interrupt. “Who’s this you have with you, Hex?” He squinted his bloodshot eyes. “That you, James? You’ve got sand, I’ll give you that. There’s a warrant out for your arrest, you know that, right? Plenty saw you there on the bridge.” The soldier paused, stretched his neck, and got pissed. “Who’s that behind you?”
A mosquito landed on Atticus’ wrist and had a nip. The machete felt light in his hand, but he put it away. It was too easy to become the thing he hunted. The last thing he needed or wanted was a trail of bodies by which those seeking revenge could find him.
“Just friends passing through,” Gary said.
I can’t keep having these delays. Ignoring the soldiers’ shouts to do otherwise, Atticus rode forward, between Hex and James, until he was within killing distance of the men.
He dropped his hood and said, “I expect you’re looking for me.”
The ugly soldier pulled his sword back. One swing and he’d hack Atticus’ head clean off. “Might be.” He took in for a moment the ruin that was Atticus’ neck. “Drop the weapon. Get off your horse. Jonathan,” he said to the other soldier, “grab that one back there.”
“No, you stay put.” Jonathan stopped Gary, who’d gone sideways, to hide his ghoulish face.
Atticus slid off his horse, machete back in hand.
“Drop it,” the ugly soldier barked. He put himself into a stance the royal must’ve found fancy. The fog rolled past, unimpressed.
“Bruce, what’s the word around the campfire?” Hex turned, and crossed her legs. All that black armor on her made her look like a bug.
“Don’t you start,” the ugly soldier, Bruce, said.
“That he’s dead, right? Killed Bon and died elsewhere.”
Bruce’s mouth hung open; a mosquito buzzed by it. “Someone helped him off that bridge. A woman. Too dark to tell who.”
“I’m guessing I don’t need to spell it out for you.” She dropped off the horse. Her feet hit the ground hard, mud exploding out from under them. “I’ve done a lot for you. Hey, Jonathan,” she said, noticing he’d been shuffling closer to Atticus. “This man burned Bon’s face to the bone. You think he gives two shits about you? Let’s rethink this, boys.”
Bruce furrowed his eyebrows. His face stayed like that a bit, as though it were putty. “Not going to happen. I can’t do that.”
“You saying him killing Bon wasn’t, in some way, a favor to you?” Hex fiddled with the sheathed sword at her side. “Favor to your wife, I imagine. Didn’t he beat her bad? Didn’t I patch her up?”
Bruce growled, raised his hand as though to hit her.
“Jonathan, you know James here,” Hex carried on.
James smirked. “Boohooed in my arms one night after Bon went to work on him. What’d you do with that dress Hex made you? What’d you do with all that time I bought you?” He sounded tough, sounded the way Atticus had always intended for him to be.
Hex sighed. Before anyone could react, she drew her sword and stuck it to Bruce’s gut.
“‘Gravedigger’ is dead, or just about, to most. Bon was a matter of revenge. Bedlam just took it the wrong way. You bring him in, you’re just going to make everything worse. Let this go.”
Bruce bit his lip. Hex put some pressure on the sword, working the tip of it into his armor. “Dead or alive, it doesn’t matter which. We just need a body to show. I’ll forget this happened, Hex. I’m willing to.”
“No one knows we’re here.” James kept his eyes locked on Jonathan as he spoke. “We’re just passing through. We won’t be back. Let us leave before the next patrol comes. The fog’s going to clear soon.”
Jonathan’s lip trembled. With fire in his eyes, he stomped forward and ripped James off his horse. “Asshole!”
Mud splattered over James’ armor. The ground sucked him into place. He moaned and rubbed at his spine.
Jonathan stood over him. He raised his sword up, ready to drive it through James’ heart. “What’d you do to Elijah—”
Atticus barreled into Jonathan. The sword flew out of his hands and crashed into a pile of rocks.
Bruce tried to make a move, but Hex drew back and busted him in the mouth with her sword’s pommel.
Atticus punched Jonathan in the stomach. Lifting him a few inches off the ground, he threw him into the river. His screams came out garbled as the currents crashed into him, taking him further downstream.
“Stop, stop,” Bruce begged.
Atticus glanced over at Hex, who was straddling the soldier. Her hand’s Corruption glowed like an ember as she pressed it against his face.
“What’s it going to be, eh?” She leaned forward, blue braids like blue ropes touching his cheek. Her throat quivered, bulged slightly. “Take my house. I’ve others. You see that one there?” She nodded at Gary, who’d finally come to join in the fun.
Gary peeled back his hood, his ghastly visage made all the worse by the fog that passed in and out of it.
“He’s a ghoul,” she said. “And Gravedigger, there? Well, I don’t rightly know what he is, but he’s still kicking when anything else would be gathering flies. James’ exploits aren’t any mystery to you, and my stirrings, well, you know all about them. This is the company I keep. Does yours measure up?”
Bruce shook his head.
Contented, Hex leaned back. Her throat returned to normal as she let out a cough. “Then you better get on your feet, soldier, and fetch a towel for your friend. I don’t want him to catch a cold.”
An hour south of Bedlam, in the oldest part of the surrounding woods, Annaliese’s Deceit cuts through. Seldom traveled, the forgotten trail stretches from the church of Cathedra to the roaring cataracts near the Nameless Forest. Smugglers once used the path as a means by which they could trade their goods to the towns and villages along the way. But when the trail started eating the smugglers, the criminals of the Heartland turned to more obvious but less murderous routes to pitch their pilfered wares.
After Atticus and his companions cleared Bedlam, that’s where they found themselves, each in quiet awe of one another’s capabilities.
“This is the quickest route to Cathedra?” Atticus asked. He still had his machete, and now Jonathan’s sword as well.
They’d been on the trail for fifteen minutes. Already, he felt cut off from the world. It seemed segregated from the rest of the woods, as though it’d been pushed out, like a splinter from a cut.
“Don’t know much about it,” he added.
“No,” Hex grunted. Her horse struggled with the uneven terrain. “But no one’ll see us coming. And it runs right behind Carpenter Plantation.”
Gary coughed until he had everyone’s attention. He said quietly, “Know anywhere a guy can get a bite to eat?”
Atticus noticed how disgusted James looked when the ghoul had said that; cannibalism had never sat well with the boy.
“There’s an old graveyard a few hours in. Bet we can find something there for you to munch on,” Hex offered, not missing a beat.
“How long’s it been?” Atticus fell back and rode beside Gary.
“Since Bedlam. I think that’s part of the reason I haven’t been right.”
“Where’s Elijah?” Atticus threw the question out, to see how much James would fumble for an answer.
“Never… never… never came back to Bedlam,” he said, going red in the face. He took a drink of water. “Gave him up.”
“What’d you do to him?” Atticus saw the ever-steadfast Hex glance back. He didn’t like being out of the loop. When they made camp, he’d be sure to right that wrong. “That soldier, Jonathan, said you did something to him.”
With a burst of anger, James shouted, “I hit him.” He stopped his horse. He squeezed the reins until his knuckles went white. “I got tired of it. You were right. Been waiting for you to ask. I broke his nose. His hand and foot. Couldn’t take it. Sleeping around and… and the manipulation.” He rubbed his face. He’d have a few hives soon, be out for the whole night when he finally turned in. “I don’t want to talk about this right now, Atticus. I don’t want to get into this with you.”
“That’s fine,” he conceded. You don’t need to prove anything to me anymore, he thought, but didn’t say.
“I don’t mean to interrupt,” Hex said, “but these trees—” she pointed to a cluster of engorged oaks that had grown into one another, their bases twisted into petrified sneers, “—stay clear of them.”
Atticus smashed a mosquito sucking on his neck. “Why’s that?”
“They’ll eat you,” she said, her grin almost as large the one on the grotesque growth. “As old as they are, these Adelaide, they’re surprisingly spry.”
A few hours in, just as Hex had promised, they came upon a graveyard that had been built twenty or so feet off of Annaliese’s Deceit. Only a few headstones remained there. Ten to fifteen carnivorous Adelaides sat around the perimeter as well, doing their best to look as maniacal as possible as the group settled in.
“He’s different,” Atticus said to Gary. He watched Hex and James from the far end of the graveyard. “She is, too, in her own way.”
The ghoul grunted. He paced back and forth, stopping sometimes to sniff the air and sample the soil.
“How long have you had the hunger?”
Gary shrugged and settled on an unmarked mound. “Since the snake, actually.” He looked at the sun, and sighed; deeds such as these were often done in the dark.
“You put us at risk.”
“No, I would never. I wouldn’t do that.” Gary’s glassy eyes went wide. He couldn’t cry anymore, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. “I didn’t want to take away from what you had to do.”
Gary clawed through the topsoil. Dirt and grass flew every-which-way. His tough ghoul flesh flexed and tightened, taking on the earth’s various tones. How many graves had he gone through over the years? Atticus wondered. And would he ever stop to lie down in one of his own? He himself could stop, Atticus thought, but what would happen if he did? Once he found Clementine and Will, would he even have the chance to speak to them? Hold them? Or would that be when Death finally arrived, to collect what was owed? Atticus considered what would happen to him if he were to leave them to the Membrane, to spare them their painful rebirth. He considered this, and then scratched his head until it bled.
“Shallow, and fresh,” Gary said. He was four feet into the ground when his nails caught on a coffin. “Someone’s still kicking around in these woods.” He cracked the front of the coffin and said, “Oh, shit.”
Atticus furrowed his brow at the ghoul. He leaned over the grave. The coffin inside was already covered in the Adelaide’s roots. “What?”
Gary pulled back on the cracked wood until it snapped off. Inside the coffin, a little girl lay, her hair turned gray from the cobwebs spun across it. She wore a woman’s dress, her mother’s maybe, and held a bundle of rosy Peace against her chest. She couldn’t have been dead more than a week.
Gary turned her over, where he found the little girl’s broken spine jutting out against her dress. “I don’t want to do this,” he said. “It’s disrespectful.”
“There has to be someone else.” Atticus eyed the graveyard and knew by the state of things there probably wasn’t.
“Nothing I can get anything out of.” Gary touched her cheek. “Every meal is a murder, you know.”
Atticus wiped his eyes. The little girl reminded him of Clementine and the time they spent together the first summer after they met, rough-housing.
“You know, I know, that she could come back. Everyone I eat I take that away from.” He shooed away the spider who’d webbed up her hair. “Her dad might be out there now, gathering up ingredients.”
“I don’t think so, Gary. Bringing someone back is a selfish thing. You see to it they’re laid to rest for good. I need you with me. And I imagine her dad, whatever his plans may be, only wants the best for her. I don’t think having another go at this world is that.”
Gary fell back on his heels and placed his trembling hands atop his thighs. “That makes you a hypocrite.”
“I know.”
“What if… what if Clem-Clementine and Will… what if you find them but it’s too late? And we can’t… do another ritual?”
Was it sadness that caused his friend to stutter when mentioning his family? It seemed closer to guilt than grief, but now wasn’t the time to ask, so Atticus said, “I have to try. No one’s going to do it for me.”
Gary nodded and leaned into the grave. He put both hands on the little girl and lifted her out of the coffin. Like a doll, he laid her on the ground carefully.
“When’s the last time you ate a child?” Atticus asked, gripping Gary’s shoulder.
“Long before I met you.” Gary slid off her dress and placed it back in the coffin. “I don’t want to stain it. Meant something to someone.”
“I know.” He squeezed his shoulder, patted his back. “I imagine you’ve seen all manner of awful things.”
Gary wiped his salivating mouth. He picked up the little girl’s pale arm. The faint hairs that ran along it glowed golden in the afternoon light. “Everything ends for a reason. Things aren’t meant to go past their expiration.” He pressed her flesh to his lips. “I’d turn away.”
Atticus shook his head as the ghoul’s teeth came out. “I don’t think I will.”
It took about twenty minutes until the little girl was gone. Gary placed her bones back in the grave, buried the coffin, and used what little dirt was left over to cover up the mess he’d made. The ghoul looked better than before, more like his usual self. But now that Atticus thought about it, there appeared to be more to his starvation than a lack of opportunity to feast. It almost seemed like penance.
Two mosquitoes buzzed past Atticus and Gary as they walked to the center of the graveyard. Hex and James were small figures in the distance, coming off the Deceit.
“How you like being dead?” Gary asked, throwing his hood over his head.
“Haven’t had time to think about it. Not sure I want to.”
They reached the horses, which were tethered to the only tree that appeared as though it wouldn’t gobble them up. Atticus gave the horses some of their own food; otherwise, they weren’t likely to eat.
“It’s like I’m getting chance after chance after chance. Like I’m rebounding from the Membrane.” He showed his neck and the three arrow-holes. “They’re healing. Slowly, but still. I got to thinking on the way here. Do I need all this? If someone cuts my heart out, will I keep coming back. What’s the thing that truly fuels this mess of flesh, you know what I mean?” He paused a moment. “No, I don’t want to think about it, being dead. Or not dead. That’s when complications will set in. When I’ll inherit my legacy of decrepitude.”
“I can respect that.” Gary took out his sword, gave it a slow swing. “Haven’t had to use one of these in a while.”
“You never died, that right?”
Gary aimed the sword at the nearest Adelaide, as though he meant to spar with it. “Like I said a million times before, ghoulism is different. It’s a disease.”
“Came from… what’d you say his name was? David? Dandy Dumbass? No, what? Deacon, right?”
Gary laughed and sheathed the sword. “Yeah, Deacon Wake. Dandy Dumbass was his brother.” He snorted. “I’m thinking about him, too. He went to the Membrane. But he didn’t die. Somehow, he found a way in. That’s how he contracted the disease.”
“The shepherds get out somehow. Makes sense.” Atticus swallowed hard. For a moment, he’d forgotten he was hunted.
“That thing is out there, Atticus. We’re not going to let it get to you.”
“Appreciate it.” Atticus nodded at Hex, who, with James, was almost close enough to hear their conversation. “This has gotten bigger than I like.”
“She’s a good woman. James looks up to her, like a sister. We need her, and I can tell you like her, so you’re just distrusting her for the hell of it.”
“We’re not tracking Gallows’ most wanted. These are soldiers of Eldrus. It has to be bigger if we’re going to finish… How do you think Deacon ended up in the Membrane?” Atticus changed the subject, as Hex and James were in earshot of them.
Gary shrugged. “That was a long time ago. Story changes depending upon which ghoul you ask.” His speech became rapid, excited, as though he were sharing something important. “He was killed somewhere up north, I know. I heard he used a black chalice to open the gateway to the ‘margins and the folds,’ but who the hell knows where that chalice is, if it even exists? Eldrus, maybe, what with that old coot Amon collecting up relics and all. Would make sense. Few said they’d seen something of the like in Ghostgrave.”
“That’s okay, Gary, I’m not planning on going into the Membrane again,” Atticus said, screwing up his face. “What you and Mr. Haemo did should still work, right? You’re talking like it won’t. That’s the second time today you said something.”
Gary nodded, looked away; nodded and smiled some more. “Yeah, yes, of course. Sorry. Ghouls get anxious after eating. It’s… no, no. It’ll still work, Atticus. Nothing’s changed.”
“Howdy,” Hex said, stomping across the graveyard. She rubbed her stomach. “Better?”
“Yeah,” Gary said. “Thanks, Hex.”
“No problem.”
Staring at James, Atticus said, “How’s the trail looking?”
“Fine,” James said, still sore about when he’d ambushed him on Elijah. “Gets rough, but we’ll manage.”
“All right boys,” Hex said, crossing her arms across the black breastplate. She blew one of her blue braids out of her face. “We’ve got about a day until we hit Carpenter Plantation.” She went around them to the horses. “There’s a good place to camp about thirteen hours from here.”
“You been here a lot?” Atticus stole a glance at one of the Adelaides, which had opened its mouth slightly, to suck in a snake.
“Off and on.” She smiled. “It’s good to know your getaways. My husband understood that. Anyways, let’s get to it.” She slapped one of the horses on its rear. “We need to catch up with the rest.”
Atticus’ hands were fists before he had a reason to use them. “What?” His neck tightened until some of the stitching snapped again. “The rest? Hex, I like you, but if you’re holding something back… I won’t.”
She waved him off and started rummaging through the saddlebags. “You’re my best bet at getting my brother back, like I said in Bedlam. But I financed a team before I met you. I was on my way out when James came storming in, asking after Bon. After you agreed, I told them to hold their position a little longer until we arrived.”
“Didn’t think to mention that earlier?” This woman, he thought, is using me. If I have to kill her, I might lose James for good.
“I… thought I did?” She smiled and mouthed an apology. “There’s at least fifty soldiers stationed there. Probably more, now. Carpenter Plantation is a corpse factory. Bodies are coming in daily from Holy Child knows where. But that’s all we got so far. It’s a big secret they’re doing a shit job of hiding. I like to think we’re a capable bunch, but we aren’t breaking in just the four of us. You’d do anything to get your wife and son back, yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“Then do this, with me, with us. I could be asking you to do a whole lot worse.”
“Hex,” Atticus said. “I saw what they put in one of the bodies. Looked like something straight out of the Nameless Forest.”
“It is,” she said in a cheerily, sardonic way. “They’re trying to grow another one.”




CHAPTER XIII

They built a fire in a fallen Adelaide and huddled closely around it. Its nearby brethren wailed over the desecration, but Hex assured the men this was the only way the trees would learn to respect them. Atticus didn’t put much stock in the statement, so he offered to keep watch while they slept.
“Mighty big of you,” Hex said, face sweating from the fire. “But this is fool-proof, I promise.”
“Eh.” Atticus leaned in a little. “This Adelaide isn’t dead yet. I can hear it whimpering. The only message you’re sending them out there in the dark is that we deserve to be eaten.”
“It’s fine.” She smiled, dug her heels into the leafy dirt. “We’ll douse it in the morning. Takes more than a fire to do these things in. This is just to tell them we mean business.”
Atticus gave up. “Whatever you say.” He touched the hole in his chest from Blythe’s kunai. The wound he’d had the longest seemed to be healing the slowest. “The Nameless Forest. I don’t see the point.”
“Can’t go wrong with a plan that doesn’t make sense,” James piped up. He’d settled down some since they made camp. They’d called it quits for the night outside a dilapidated cabin and woodshed. Both were too far gone to lie down in, but James took to them all the same.
“Blythe said they were transporting the roots in the bodies to avoid anyone catching on.” Atticus remembered Brinton, the no-good nobody who’d spun this all into motion. “So either the bodies are part of the process, or there’s something else to it.”
Gary cleared his throat as he inched closer to the flames. Ghoul flesh was thick and didn’t hold much heat, so he took advantage of the chance to cop some anytime he could.
“Still doesn’t make sense. Let’s say they are the vermillion veins. As soon as people see them start growing, they’ll tear them out, most likely,” Atticus said.
“Sounds like they’re sending them all over as well,” Hex said. “That’s too wide a net to manage. But in Ichor’s letter, he was convinced they were from the Nameless Forest.”
Gary raised his hand and said, “Think about it. When’s the last time anyone’s seen the veins? The Nameless Forest has about a million stories to its name. Nobody’s gotten much further than the outskirts in who knows how long. We’re going off myths here.”
“Ah,” Hex interrupted, smiling. “Not true. King Edgar had himself a sojourn in that fanciful place.”
“So they say.” Atticus thought on this for a moment. “Does add up with what his soldiers are doing. But how’d he haul all that out of there? And what for? Clementine hacked off Bon’s arm and he used the stuff to grow it back.”
“New resource, maybe. New drug, like you said, to heal.” Hex leaned back, gazed upward into the star-pricked sky. “A new distraction to draw us away from what’s really important.”
“They killed us for it. It’s important.”
Hex’s face went limp. She dropped her head, and the tough woman act went along with it. “Sorry,” she mumbled. And then, standing up: “I have to piss.” She looked at Atticus, took her sword, and then disappeared into the mourning night.
“I miss them,” James said. “I didn’t want to say anything. Figured you didn’t need that. But I miss them, Atticus. I do. You were… are my family. Clementine and Will… when I sleep, they’re all I see. It makes me sick.” James covered his mouth. Tears streaked down his knuckles. “I know you don’t want to hear it. That’s fine. But I’m not just here to help you. I’m here for them, too. To get them b-back.” He shut his eyes tight and started to cry. “I’m sorry. I’m s-s-sorry I left you. All of you.”
James wiped his nose on his arm. Holding his forehead, he whispered, “That night, when we broke into the barn. It was Elijah’s idea. Not mine. I lied to you about that. I was just protecting him. Again, like always. I was going to… to see you that day. But he said we should rob Brinton, first.” He cleared his throat, took a deep breath. “If we hadn’t broken in, none of this would’ve happened.”
He went still, letting his words wash over Atticus, and then, all at once, began to bawl. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so, so… so, so… so.”
Gary moved closer to James, and put his arm around him. James buried his face in the ghoul’s rotted chest and soaked his innards with a flood of tears.
Patting his back, Gary said, “When I went into that kitchen and found all three of you, I thought that, maybe, that was it. I thought it was the end. You, your family, gave me something to live for. And seeing you there, all of you, dead… Almost nothing has hurt as much as that. Thought about killing myself. I did. I wanted to. Holy Child, did I want to.
“This, this is your journey, Atticus, we know that. But know that you’re not doing it alone, whether you like it or not.” Gary paused and closed his eyes. “However it ends, you’ll have us. Right, James?”
James nodded as he pulled away from the ghoul. “Sorry,” he said, smiling. “Needed a good cry.” He pointed to Gary’s ribcage. “I think I got some snot your heart.”
Gary waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. Hasn’t worked in ages.”
Atticus sat there in silence, the flames of the fire licking his feet. His friends were waiting for him to say something, but what could he tell them? It hadn’t even crossed his mind the effect the deaths of Clementine and Will would’ve had on them. He’d brought them for their company and for their skills, not for the investment; for the connection to his wife and son.
He shouldered the hurt like he would’ve a corpse—on his own and with every intention of burying it himself. But he wasn’t the Gravedigger anymore. He’d outgrown that role, just as he had the role of Hangman for Poe in the days best left forgotten. He was Atticus now, a mere human without a local legend behind which he could hide. Immortal, maybe, sure, but what did that matter if he lost his humanity along the way?
Atticus sat there in silence. Shedding the last of his old, thick skin he said, “Thank you. This is about all of us doing what’s right. You didn’t do nothing wrong, James. You never did. And I’m sorry I made you feel like that. And Gary… you son of a bitch.” He smiled at the ghoul. “I can’t repay you enough. I wouldn’t be here if not for you, both of you. I don’t know what’s going to happen when this is over. I don’t know if that’s when my time will run out. But I know that, when we bring them back, they’ll be okay, because they have you two to keep them out of trou—”
Gary’s grin became a grimace as he said, “Atticus? What?”
Behind James, about four feet away, a shepherd stood, the Adelaide around it gone quiet. It tipped its crook forward, pointing its bloody top Atticus’ way.
“Oh shit,” Gary and James said in unison, looking back.
“You can see it?” Atticus wondered where Hex had wandered off to. He grabbed his sword and machete. “You can see it?”
Paralyzed, James and Gary sat there, mouths agape, as though in the presence of a deity.
“You can see it?” Atticus shouted, snapping his head to the left as Hex came out of the bushes.
Buttons unbuttoned, she shouted, “What in the fuck is that?” She grabbed her sword and held it in both hands.
“That’s it, that’s the shepherd.”
A clammy gale blew through the Deceit. The trees flattened as it rushed toward the shepherd. When the wind hit it, the creature’s hair parted and, in one slowed second, Atticus saw, for the first time, its face.
The shepherd’s eyes and mouth were sewn shut. Its forehead had been split down the middle. Inside the gash, there were trinkets, mementos. A lock of red hair, an old toy. A piece of parchment, and part of a painting, too. The painting he recognized—it’d be the same Mr. Haemo had used to track him in the Membrane—and then he remembered the other items as well. Clementine’s hair, and a toy of Will’s Atticus had made himself. There was something else in the gulf, something oval-shaped, like an egg or an organ, or a curled-up infant.
But before he could make sense of it, sinewy streaks of color shot from the ground and wrung the shepherd out of existence.
“Are you okay?” Hex asked no one in particular.
What was that in its head? “When it had me alone, it was ruthless. Maybe it was a warning just now. Or maybe it knew it couldn’t kill us all.”
“Maybe it can only hurt you,” Gary whispered.
“We’ll stay up.” James nodded.
“Won’t sleep none anyways,” Hex said.
Gary crossed his arms and put his back to the fire, going sentry-like for the night ahead. “You’d do the same for us. Get some rest, Atticus.”
Their intentions, good as they may have been, were no match against the fatigue. Half past the Black Hour, they began to drop like flies. James first, then Hex. Gary held out the longest, but mid-sentence, mid-joke, the ghoul’s resolve gave and forty winks turned into forty thousand.
Atticus was sitting with both hands on both of his weapons when he heard Hex mumble, “You don’t smell so good.”
He looked over at the woman, who was face-first in the bags they’d brought, which she now used as pillows. A blanket was in a tangle around her ankles. She’d been slowly kicking it off over the course of the night.
“I think you caught a whiff of yourself is all,” Atticus said.
“Mmm.” Hex licked her lips and forced one eye open. “Could be that.” She stretched out her arms. “You’re rotting somewhere. Let me see you.”
It was his legs. The long ride through the Deceit had left them swollen and raw. Pulling his pus-soaked pant leg back, he spotted a patchwork of splotches across his skin. The smell of piss and rotten meat sent his stomach reeling.
“I didn’t have much to treat you with back in Bedlam. Supplies were getting scarce. Honestly, didn’t even know if I should. You looked dangerous.” She sat up, tied her hair back, and got serious. “Got to cut out the necrosis. The way James described them, the snakes sounded like Malingas. It’s a strange venom, theirs. Kills flesh quick, but lingers after treatment. We might have to do this again. You ready?”
“Here?” Atticus wondered how many more times he’d have to die until infection and pain were no longer a part of the equation. “I suppose.”
Hex yawned and gave herself a few slaps to the face. She tore into the bags she’d slept on and pulled out a black case. “Old World doctors used these. Handy to have around.” She undid its clasps and pulled it open. “This is what I was before I left the south. A healer. It’s what they told me to be.”
“Your family did?” Atticus sprawled his legs out, while Hex did a quick inventory of what she’d packed. “Where’s home?”
“Angheuawl. Say that five times fast. It’s a little place in the swamps before Kistvaen’s foothills. Not much to it. You keep moving through or you’re there in it forever. One of those places.” She closed the case, came over, opened the case, knelt beside him, and took out a thin scalpel. “Nothing like a little flaying to bring friends together.”
“How old are you?”
She pulled out a vial, doused the scalpel in what Atticus identified as a sanitizing solution. “Twenty-seven. You?”
“Thirty-five and some change.”
“Strip,” Hex said, waving the scalpel. “Don’t worry.” She nodded at James and Gary. “They’ll be out till morning.”
Atticus undid his pants and, carefully, so as to not irritate his legs further, slipped out of them. “Not much gets to you, huh?”
“Not much, no.”
“On account of your upbringing?”
“That, and what was passed down to me.” She licked her teeth. “Ichor’s the same. We weren’t really all that close until I was married. Then I couldn’t shake him. Guess he felt he had to protect me.”
Atticus twitched as she touched his legs. They looked like pincushions. Any other time, he’d be counting bite marks, tallying up the fangs for future boastings. But with Clementine gone, he didn’t much see a reason to.
Hex lingered on a black patch of skin near Atticus’ knee. “Nicholas Harrington was my husband.”
“Sounds familiar. Can’t say from where.”
“That was the case with most. Drove him mad. Never got to be the big-shot he’d hoped to be.”
She continued to chart his flesh, testing each stretch with the tips of her fingers. The smell was getting to her. She kept holding her breath, until she couldn’t.
“Your other wounds look good, on your neck and shoulder. Just the legs have gone bad.”
“Do what you have to. It’s a mystery to me what I’m capable of healing anymore.”
His heart skipped as she started to quietly count the places she needed to remove.
“Giant snake was one thing. The Night Terrors chasing after it… Never known one to let a human go.”
“Seen plenty back home.” She mouthed the word twelve. She prodded the last of Atticus’ necrotic flesh, making him cringe. “Seen plenty kill us ‘Corrupted.’” She laughed and held out her crimson arms. “I guess they didn’t know what to do with me.”
“I appreciate what you’ve done for us, Hex.” Atticus took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the thick, burning bark taste of the campfire. “We’ll get Ichor back. I apologize for mistrusting you.”
“Getting a man to take his pants off is one thing, but getting a man to let you cut into him… I figured I had your trust, Atticus.”
She put the scalpel to his skin and scraped away some dark crust. With her other hand, she pulled out a thick rag and threw it at his chest.
“Bite down and don’t pass out. I need you keeping an eye on things in case that shepherd friend of yours decides to show up again.”
“I’ll trade you this rag for some anesthetic.”
“That’s for all of us after the plantation. This won’t kill you, so I can’t bring myself to waste it. You understand?” She shrugged. “Most likely, this won’t hurt. It’s dead tissue. No feeling. Problem with Malingas venom is that it heightens the sensations around the decayed site, to avoid its removal.”
Atticus balled up the rag. “Then be precise, or I’m going to start singing.” He wedged it in his mouth.
Hex laughed and leaned in. “I bet you have the voice of an angel. Bite down, big guy.”
She brought the scalpel in sideways, catching it on a hunk of dry, dead flesh. It passed through painlessly, slicing off the foul gristle and exposing more beneath it. He didn’t feel much at first, only the dull tug every time she tore a piece off him. But as she went deeper, the scabby chunks held on tighter, as though they’d grafted themselves to the tender flesh they hoped one day to spoil.
Hex stopped and chewed on her lip. “This is strange.”
Atticus spat out the rag. “What?”
“Your body.” She squinted, and got closer to the putrid patch. “It’s… it’s trying to absorb the dead parts.”
“What?”
“Here, scoot closer to the fire.”
Atticus did as he was told. Leaning forward, his untrained eyes only saw a glistening gash that hurt like a son of a bitch.
“Here, and here.” She pointed the scalpel at the last bits of dead tissue. Fresh flesh had begun to grow over it. “Humans can’t break down necrosis like this. It’s too much. That’s what this is for.” She wiggled the scalpel. “Your body is attacking it, absorbing it.”
Atticus remembered what Gary had told him his first night in Bedlam, after the snake attack. “I’d go through the motions,” the ghoul said. “You might be dying and not even know it.”
“If you leave it, necrosis can spread. Poison you. Kill you.”
Atticus reached for the rag. “Keep going then.”
Hex looked almost disappointed. “You sure? In your case, I think you’ll be fine.”
“I can’t be relying on this. I may recover, but every time I die I’m putting myself at risk.” He scanned the dark for signs of the shepherd. “I have to go through the motions. It’s going to heal me, but if I’m spiriting off to the Membrane every five minutes until it does because of infections or bleeding… then that’s when they’ll have me.”
“You’re a brave man,” Hex said, nodding. “You’ll get them back. We’ll make you a hero yet.”
Atticus laughed and told her to get on with it.
She slid the scalpel back into his leg. “What’s it like? Death and the Membrane?” She continued to saw slowly. Fresh blood bubbled out and dripped over his thigh.
Fuck you, god damn bitch, Atticus screamed in his head, as she peeled back the last of the dead tissue.
“One down, eleven to go,” she said, giddily.
“They’re lonely.” He threw the rag into the fire. She poured a foamy concoction over his leg. “Both of them. God damn, woman!”
“Hush child, you’re going to wake the neighborhood.” She tilted her head at a stirring Adelaide. Its roots curled and uncurled, like fingers flexing before a kill. “What’s it look like?”
“Funnily enough, you’re the first to ask.”
“Not surprised.” She reached into the case and pulled out a thick roll of bandages. “James doesn’t have the stomach for it. And for Gary, this is his afterlife. Don’t think he’s ready for another.”
“But you want to know?”
“I want to know everything about everything.” She lifted his leg, brushed off the mosquitoes that had landed on it. “I come from a curious family.”
Do I want to tell you? His was a secret only the dead truly know. Perhaps it was privilege that gave him pause, but how could she appreciate what he told her? Hell, how many more are out there that are like me? Realizing that secrecy was, in part, what had resulted in his family’s demise, he described what he’d seen.
While he walked her through Pulsa diNura, Hex finished tightening the bandage on his leg. She smiled as he spoke, her tongue slightly out, like a child enraptured by a fairy tale. At times, her eyes would flash blue, like jewels catching wintry light, but Atticus was too invested in his story to stop and ask what that was all about.
“Did you happen to see god while you were there?” She put the roll of bandages down and picked up the scalpel again.
He followed her hand as she deliberated back and forth between her next necrotic victim. “No.”
Choosing his knee, she dug the scalpel in and said, “That’s a shame. If we could haul its corpse up out of there, people might get the point.”
“Penance, you mean?”
James mumbled something in his sleep. The only time he did that was when he was dreaming about his father.
“Nah. They stopped worshiping god years ago. It’s all the Holy Child and the Hydra, sorry, ‘Mother Abbess Justine’ now. The people of Penance just haven’t realized it yet.”
“Wonder what that must feel like? To be worshiped?”
Hex took off a large chunk of skin. He punched the ground and growled.
“Probably a little bit like what you’re going through right now. Being taken apart and put back together until all the flaws are the ones you can’t see.” She poured liquid on his leg and broke out the bandages. “Better watch yourself, Atticus. The Gravedigger’s graves might just become gateways to heaven.”
“Nobody’s deifying me,” he said, helping her tie off the cloth.
“Nobody’s going to ask if you want to be. Two down, ten to go.”




CHAPTER XIV

Cathedra crowned the hill ahead. With the help of the rising sun, the town blinded Atticus and the others who looked at it. Cathedra’s stark white walls and towers were modeled after Penance’s own, because many years ago, according to Hex, this was supposed to have been the new home of the city-state. At the time, the Holy Order of Penance had fallen ill, sickened by the beliefs and practices of the old priests and exemplars who refused to give up their positions. Their decisions led to the destruction of the city’s economy, as well as most of its food supply. The relentless blizzards that barraged the city-state thereafter for months at a time only added insult to injury.
“God is in the hearts of all who follow him, but not in the heart of the land itself,” Hex said, quoting something as they stood staring at the distant town. “That’s where the name came from, you know? Heartland.”
When it became clear to the rest of the world that Penance, for the first time in a long time, was actually going to go through with something they said, Hex told them the Night Terrors responded. They left Cathedra alone, but struck at any organizer for the mainland movement. The Divide became hotly contested, resulting in the demolition of several bridges that spanned the river, as well as the deaths of hundreds of Corrupted and Terrors alike. Old World fears resurfaced concerning the creatures. Afraid they would become targets themselves, Hex explained that many supporters turned on Penance. Desperation led to a restructuring of the Holy Order. Like all religious blowhards, they took no responsibility for their actions by decreeing that what had transpired had been, in the end, the will of god.
“The Heartland would be a very different place if it had all worked out,” James said.
They continued down the Deceit.
Gary nodded, scratching his horse behind the ear. “Wouldn’t be much room for people like us, Atticus.”
“Not sure there is now.” Looking at the town, Atticus wondered how something so beautiful could remain beautiful so many years later. “Where’s Carpenter Plantation?”
“Annaliese’s Deceit winds around back of Cathedra,” Hex said. “The plantation sits about two miles outside of town. It’ll get dense again and then marshy. That’s where my team is. From there, we go half a mile south and we’re at their front door.”
“This team made up of people you know?”
Atticus had one last look at Cathedra and the tiny figures on the road, before the Deceit closed around him, swallowing the view.
“Some. They’re led by a man named Warren. Real big fella. Met him near Hrothas a few years back. Team’s mostly his. Warren’s a good guy. He’ll do just about anything for a bit of coin.”
“How much did this search and rescue run you?” Gary asked, ducking before his head collided with a low-hanging bough.
“A bit,” Hex said, grinning. “But I’ll make sure to get my money’s worth.”
Atticus searched the trail for signs of the Adelaides, but the last one he’d seen had been a few hours ago.
“If Cathedra catches wind of what we’re doing, they going to stop us?”
“They’re protesting, remember? Nah, they’ll join. Banking on it, actually.” Hex paused, said something under her breath about Ichor. “For Cathedra, it’s not about what Eldrus is doing at the plantation. They don’t give a damn about that. They’re still preparing for the day Penance comes. So anything that gets in the way of that is a problem. Real shallow folks that only care about appearance. I kind of think it’s them that’s given Penance a bad name, and not Penance itself. I mean, how often do you really run into someone from that place?”
“Faith’s a hell of a thing,” Gary said.
Hex hummed and, clicking her tongue, hurried her horse. “Ought to find a way to bottle it. I’ve yet to find a better anesthetic.”
“Aren’t you a little heretic?” Atticus said, teasing her.
Even now, he found himself surprised by the woman’s openness. He expected she was the kind of person that, when she spoke her mind, everyone listened; not because they agreed, but because it would be better than the beating they’d get if they didn’t. It was the kind of confidence that attracted people and alienated friends.
Maybe Ichor’s all she’s got, he thought, watching her braids sway with every gallop. Or maybe he’s all she deserves.
Hex giggled and put her hands together as though to say a prayer. “Aren’t we all heretics in our own ways?”
“I’m not,” James said proudly, though his nervous tone suggested otherwise. “I still have faith.”
“Good, James,” Atticus said, smiling at the boy. I hope you’re never given cause to lose it.
Annaliese’s Deceit didn’t know what color it wanted to be, so it tried them all on at once. As the trail went wide outside of Cathedra, the leaves alternated between dark oranges and vibrant greens, subdued yellows and yearning reds. The soil, too, ran the spectrums of brown and gray, creating a path that it almost seemed a shame to trample.
When things had quieted down, Atticus asked Hex who Annaliese was and what her deceit had been, but she only shook her head and said, “At this point, that story is as good as gone. Sure left some nice things behind to look at, though, didn’t she?”
Fifteen minutes from their rendezvous, Atticus got to thinking about Clementine and Will. He’d been avoiding it and most things associated with their memory. Talking seemed to help some. He’d said more words in the last few weeks than he had in the last few months. But at best, disclosure was a dam built to hold back an ocean. Yet he couldn’t always think of Blythe, either. He could only mutilate the soldier so many times in his mind before he started to repeat himself. So fifteen minutes from their rendezvous, Atticus got to thinking about Clementine and Will, and wished he hadn’t.
He’d never even seen Will down there. As far as he knew, Clementine could’ve taken the plunge into the Abyss moments after he abandoned her. There was no telling they even wanted to come back. All he had was what he knew, and how much of that remained true in a place like the Membrane? The longer they stayed, the longer Death would erode them, break them down, until, one day, they became something he would be better off leaving behind.
Death had made him doubtful, pitiful. He abhorred it.
“No, no,” he said under his breath. I just need to find them. Once I see their bodies, I’ll know.
There was a rustling somewhere off the path. Atticus straightened up. Slowing his horse, he searched the area. He sought out the sounds, his gaze moving between the skinny trees and the razor thin grass that grew wildly amongst them. Probing the gaps in the Deceit, he caught glimpses of the landscape beyond, sun-shocked and shimmering. It was a sight for his sore eyes that he hadn’t seen since Will’s birth, when he put behind him Poe’s bounties and shakedowns.
A branch snapped, and ripped him from his reverie. He shifted his attention to the source—a few trees bound at their canopies by black ivy. He’d touched the stuff once. It took two months and a whole lot of prayers and promises before the itching stopped. No, there wasn’t anything there. A soldier, he thought, spying, maybe, or an animal stalking, more likely, but no, there wasn’t anything.
But it was when he’d made up his mind and went to turn away that it was there. The shepherd stood between the trees, covered in fungus from the brim of its hat to the heel of its boot. It was the same he’d seen last night, but it seemed like it had been here for years. It was watching him, following him with eyes it didn’t have.
The horse kept going until he couldn’t see the shepherd anymore. He glanced back the way they’d come, but it wasn’t giving chase, and he knew that was the point. Every second he spent looking over his shoulder was a second lost to seeing the thing that was in front of him all along.
A few miles and many memories later, the land grew soft and the air turned damp. Before them, a stream babbled in protest at the branches and rocks that sat in its way. A turtle roamed the banks, its parasitic shell greedily gobbling up what had been washed onto the shore.
“There,” Hex said, at the head of the line, wheeling around. “Past here.” She pointed at the tops of two tents hidden amongst the foliage. “They’ve probably seen us already, but even so, don’t do anything stupid. I’ll take the lead.”
They steered their horses northward, until they found a place where the stream was shallow and not coated in leeches. Atticus followed behind Hex, reins in one hand, machete in the other. He could hear Gary and James whispering amongst themselves, one telling the other—he wasn’t sure which—everything was going to be okay.
Somewhere in his soul, Atticus heard a whispering, felt a hungering. He reached into his pocket, pulled out Bon’s glove, and slipped it on. If he tried hard enough, he could still conjure up the smell of the soldier’s burning flesh.
Past the stream and berry-choked bushes, they found several men, surrounded by sagging tents, sitting in a circle, warming their hands by a pile of heat rocks. Some had been cracked open to get at the last of the warmth inside. Each man was armed and armored; a few even had shields. They didn’t so much as budge when Atticus and company came bumbling in.
“Good afternoon to you,” Hex said to the men. She hopped off her horse and let it graze about the camp. “They’re with me.”
The men nodded, and grunted. They made room for her to sit, but she thanked them and stood instead. Three more, archers, emerged from the woods, one carrying a fawn, while the others each held a dead Eldrus soldier over their shoulders. Long lines of blood ran down those archers’ backs, from their victims’ mangled mouths.
Atticus got down with Gary and James, and kept close to Hex. The archers dropped the bodies near one of the tents and stripped them. They piled the soldiers’ clothes and weapons separately and kept any valuables for themselves. Afterwards, they spat in their lifeless faces, dragged them back into the woods, and rolled them into a large pit.
“How do you like our grave, Gravedigger?”
Atticus turned to a tent and found there was now a massive mountain of a man standing outside it. The shit-eating grin on his face told Atticus this was their leader, Warren. His arms probably weighed more than James and Gary combined. Hundreds of scars ran across his bulging muscles, as though he’d been put together from the parts of others. His hair was long, pulled back tight into a greasy bun, and his beard hung like moss off his chin. He looked like what most men of Gallows had hoped one day to be, before the drink had drowned their dreams.
“Kind of you,” he finally responded. “Seems a bit cramped.”
“Oh yes, there are a few down there already. Stragglers. These soldiers are due back this evening, so it’s best you arrived when you did. We have to get moving.” Warren grinned. Half his teeth had been busted. “I’ve got to see it, Gravedigger. Won’t you show me?”
Atticus, looking at Hex, said, “What’s that?”
Warren rubbed his hands together, almost did a jig he was so excited. “You know, the whole not dying business.”
Atticus’ face turned red, as though he’d swallowed some horrible swill. He was about to make a big deal out of what was, admittedly, a big deal, but instead pointed to his neck. “This?”
“Oh my, that looks troublesome.”
Warren laughed as Atticus pulled up his pant leg.
“We’re getting a peep show here, boys.”
Warren cringed when he saw the skin underneath.
“How are you still standing, my man? You don’t look like the toughest cat in town.”
“Hold on,” Atticus said. “How the hell do you know who I am?”
“Look,” Hex said, interrupting, “we’re here for Ichor, not to measure our dicks.”
Warren, staring at his crotch, mumbled, “Thank god for that. I’ve had enough embarrassment this week.”
“Show us the plans,” Hex commanded.
“Who are these others with you first?” Warren made a motion for his men to stand, and they stood. “Why are they with you to begin with?”
“James,” she said, pointing to James, “and Gary.” She nodded at the ghoul. “Gravedigger was coming this way, anyways. Blythe stole something of his. He means to get it back. A man who can’t die is a man I want at my side.”
“Can’t argue with that.” Warren bit his lip, picked at a callus on his meaty hands. “You got a ghoul with you?”
“You getting squeamish, Warren?”
“I just like to know what I’m getting into. You a ghoul?”
Gary nodded, sending a part of his spine through his flesh. “You going to do something about it?”
Warren shrugged and shook his head. “Not unless I have to. This is a merry band of murderers and monsters we have here. Follow.” He pointed to the tent he’d come out of. “Step into my humble abode.”
There was a woman in the tent, Warren’s second in command, Francis. She sat at a small table, pouring over the blueprints of Carpenter Plantation. She, plus the men outside and the three women he saw coming in from the field, put the team at twenty. Hex had told them to expect at least fifty soldiers at the plantation. The odds didn’t sit right with Atticus.
“Gravedigger?” Francis was about the size of Warren, except she was more fat than muscle. She looked like a toad sitting on that stool of hers, and when she spoke, she croaked like one, too.
“Starting to feel popular around these parts.” Atticus did a double-take of the tent as Warren drew back the flap. “Big place you got here.”
“Better than the one I’ve got back home,” Warren said. He went to the table and waved them over. “They’re fine, Francis. What Hex wants, Hex gets. For a little more coin, I offered to give her a striptease, but she didn’t bite.”
Francis rolled her bulged-out eyes. “Keep saying stupid shit like that and she just might.”
Warren went solemn. “Don’t mind her. She’s grumpy. Come here, come here. Have a gander at the grinder we’re about to throw ourselves in.”
“He’s a ghoul.” Francis repositioned herself on the stool, perturbed. Pointing at James, she added, “He’s too young.”
“And he can’t die,” Hex said mockingly. She looked at Atticus. “What’re you getting at?”
“I like to know who’s tagging along and why. If Hex wants you, fine. That’s fine. But I heard you say something out there about how Blythe stole something. What did he steal?”
Atticus gave no response.
“I’m not trying to get in your personal business. I’m forming squads, so I need to know where to put you.”
“Blythe killed all of us, my family.” He pulled down his armor and shirt, revealing the crater in his chest. “He left me and took their bodies. I’ve come to get them back. To see they’re laid to rest right.”
Francis opened her mouth and then shut it. It was probably the first time in a long time something had left her at a loss for words.
“You really did die?”
“I did.”
“Hey now, how’d you come back?” Warren asked.
Atticus shrugged. “Unfinished business, I suppose. I don’t care to know until what I need to do is done.”
“I know where to put you,” Francis said, softening up some. “Commit this to memory, everyone who is coming. Eldrus couldn’t have picked a better place to do terrible things. You see it? The architecture? The insanity of it? Look, look at it.”
It was true, every word of what the woman said. Carpenter Plantation was madness made manifest. The blueprints stated there were three floors and a basement, but all Atticus saw was a cramped labyrinth of walls and half-rooms, with hallways that ran in circles and staircases that led nowhere. There were pits that plummeted into the basement, and areas on the third floor that were inaccessible altogether. In places, doors lined the floor, leading to crawlspaces where one could scurry like a rat the length of the place. And elsewhere, there were rumblings of a second basement—the scrawl beside the plans demanding it be placed on the third floor… upside down.
“Guess they never heard of the word ‘attic,’” Atticus said. “Where’d you dig this up?”
“We got it from an old man we interrogated,” Warren said. His face went dark. “Nice guy. He had quite the collection of Old World memorabilia. He said he kept the blueprints updated. It was a project of his. Damndest thing, though. We went easy on him, didn’t we, Francis?”
She nodded.
“We went easy on him, but the excitement was too much. His heart gave right out. He just keeled over his coffee. Scared the hell out of me.”
Francis sighed and said, “We did right by him, though.”
“We did do that, we did. He was a sweet old man. Didn’t have anyone, and we didn’t want Eldrus grabbing up his corpse, so we gave him a proper send-off. Francisco, that was his name.”
“Well, aren’t you sweethearts?” Hex said.
“Honey, not all monsters are monsters.” Warren bit his lip and then continued. “It’s not just the plantation’s construction that’s got us worried. You can hear things coming from it.”
Francis nodded. “Screaming. Wailing. For most of the night, that’s all there is. No animals come near the area anymore because of it.”
“And they’re taking corpses?” Gary asked. He sounded worried, as though Eldrus would eye his husk and get the need to have it.
“Mostly,” Francis answered. “Dead body is a dead body. You put it in the ground and you forget about it, like a seed that’s never going to grow into anything. But some of the protestors have gone missing after a rally. So they’re not above taking the living, either.”
“It’s because they have an excuse with the protestors,” James said, biting his thumb. “They’re interfering, trespassing. Whatever they’re up to in the plantation… with those plants… they’re terrified of it getting out.”
“Something about it has them spooked,” Atticus said. “This is a delicate thing they must be doing.”
“Ichor,” Hex whispered. “Have you heard any more about him?”
Warren shook his head. “Nothing. We know they still have prisoners.” He looked at Atticus. “We know Blythe brought in the last shipment. There’s still hope for the both of you.”
“Better be.” Hex rubbed her fingers together. “I’m getting what’s mine, whether it’s my brother or the coin I put in your pocket. We’re not leaving here empty-handed.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Warren said.
“So you know about the plants? The vermillion veins?” Francis was slow on the draw, but she caught up all the same. “James, is it?”
Atticus raised his hand and responded instead. “I saw them, in the dead body they brought back home for me to bury. Blythe and Bon, I mean. My… wife cut off Bon’s arm and I saw them grow it right back, the veins did.”
“I think they’re from the Nameless Forest,” Gary threw in.
“Yeah,” Hex said dryly.
“Well, I could see that.” Francis tapped on the table with her thumb. “We’ve heard about the growths. Sometimes, they come through the yards in Cathedra, like roots trying to spread. When the soldiers find out, they dig them up and more or less quarantine the spot.”
“And we’ve been thinking,” Warren said, “that, sure, Carpenter Plantation does have that kind of cozy, crazy charm to it that makes it perfect for bad business, but there’s got to be more. Nameless Forest or not, whatever they’re doing to the bodies, it must come from there. They set up in that place not by choice but by necessity. Eldrus knows better than to trifle with Cathedra.”
“Eldrus has been sending soldiers into the Heartland for a while now,” Atticus said. “Blythe told me that what they were doing, putting the veins in the corpses, was to stop the land from dying.”
Hex added, “Ichor said they’re trying to throw together another Nameless Forest.”
“Well, I could see that,” Francis said again, “but I don’t see why they would. You said they healed a man, didn’t you?”
Atticus nodded. “I did.”
“It could be they’re putting this crap in the ground to call on later. Has some sort of will, don’t it? Or can be controlled, at least. Eldrus has been wanting the Heartland awhile now. If the towns don’t give and keep trying to push them out, they could just call on these vermillion veins and that’d be that. Can’t rebel if your town is overgrown. Can’t fight back if the soldier you’re cutting at can’t be killed.”
“You’re so smart, Francis,” Warren said, leaning and planting a wet one on her forehead. “Hex, I love working for you. Makes me feel less like a mercenary and more like a do-gooder.”
Hex laughed and shook her head.
“Are you okay?” Atticus whispered to her. She didn’t look it.
“Yeah,” Hex said back, without opening her mouth or speaking at all.
Atticus raised an eyebrow “How the hell did you just—?”
“Sir.” One of Warren’s men hurried into the tent. “Sir, we saw a woman outside the camp.”
Warren perked up. “What’s that? Eldrus?”
The man shook his head. “Might be a villager. Long coat, big hat. Shepherd, maybe. Want me to follow her?”
Warren nodded. “Just to be sure.”
Atticus swallowed hard and said nothing.
“All right, enough chit-chat,” Warren said, returning to the table. “Francis, tell us our teams and how we’re going to help these fine people.”
“Okay, listen closely, because the rest of us aren’t as patient as Warren and I. Hex, the prisoners are being kept on the third floor. Gravedigger, the shipments come out of the back of the house, but there’s some strange tunnel connected to the basement, so that’s where we’re thinking everything is being loaded.
“I’m going to split you all up, because while these aren’t Eldrus’ finest, they are better than most. Hex, you’ll go with Gary, James, Marco, and myself. Gravedigger, what you want is heavily guarded, so you’ll need a tougher crew. Take Jessie, Miranda, Elizabeth, and Warren.”
Warren nudged Atticus. “Looking forward to watching you work.”
“We are the Cabal,” Francis said. “For as long as you’re with us, you’re one of us. Don’t make it personal. We shoulder each other’s burdens. So yours are now ours. We’re expecting about thirty-five soldiers. Most likely we’re going to have to kill them all.
“Two of ours will go in disguise, thanks to those our archers caught. There’ll be five teams altogether.” She pointed to the blueprint. “Hex, you’ll come in from the east, through the kitchen. Gravedigger, you’ll circle around back and wait until the grounds are clear, then you’ll work your way through the study.” She dabbed her finger on the small compartments shaped like stars on what was now their map.
“We’ve been hearing a lot of construction, or deconstruction. It’s hard to say. They’re either building the place up or tearing some of it down. It probably won’t look like what you’ve imagined. So don’t lose your head and stay close to your team. I’ll explain the rest at sundown.” Francis looked over at Atticus and his companions. “Gravedigger, I hope you don’t mind dying, because you might be doing a lot of it tonight.”
“I don’t,” Atticus said.
“Good, that’s good.” Francis finally got up from the table. “Because I’d rather it be you than any of mine. You can appreciate that, can’t you?”
“Just get me to my wife and son and I’ll fall on every sword that’s put in front of me.”




CHAPTER XV

In the cold dusk and descending gloom, Carpenter Plantation waited. Its shiny eyes cast their burning gaze over the property, to singe the shadows until they showed the secrets they kept. Screams, desperate and disbelieving, bellowed out of its locked-up mouths, to be heard by those chanting outside the gates, fevered and frothing.
Atticus and his team lay on a hill, surveying the eastern side of the estate. Somewhere, an order cracked across the grounds. Ten men poured out of the slave shacks at the end of the house. They hopped on their horses and rode down the quarter mile stretch to the gates. The protestors hooped and hollered as they neared.
Several soldiers emerged from various doors, the sounds of their chainmail preceding them. They started patrolling the length of house, up and down the wraparound porch. Occasionally, they would survey the hills around the place, where sentries should’ve been posted and were not; because the Cabal had cut their throats.
The other teams moved through the outskirts, bunching up against the wall that blocked off parts of the estate. Atticus blinked, and then they were gone, into the tunnels they’d dug under the weakest, most overgrown points. It was a short crawl, he was told, but for the sake of cover, they suffered the thorns on the other side of the wall until the coast was clear.
Voices rolled off the second floor balcony as three soldiers stepped onto it. A painted-over door opened on the side of the third. Someone with a bucket slung a gallon of red water over the edge.
At the back of the house, where four carriages were parked, massive steel doors in the earth flung back. A group of three Eldrus soldiers sprinted out, horsed-up a carriage, and drove it through the doorway, down a ramp and into the basement. Ropes attached to the doors pulled them back, to seal off the loading area.
“It’s like they want people to see how it works,” Atticus whispered. “Couldn’t be any more inconspicuous if they tried.”
Jessie, Miranda, and Elizabeth—Warren’s so-called Deadly Beauties—simultaneously looked at Atticus and told him to shut the fuck up. He didn’t have a lot of time to get a feel for the women, but by the way they carried themselves, he was sure he was in good hands.
“Don’t be rude,” Warren said, not bothering to lower his voice. “You know why that is, Gravedigger? Why they’re running around, showing everything off?”
He didn’t.
“Because nobody knows anything,” Jessie answered instead. She looked younger than James, even with the armor on, but Atticus was pretty confidant she could give the boy a run for his money.
“No plans, no one really in charge.” Miranda slid back, holding tightly to her bow. She was the oldest of the group, at a whopping thirty.
“It’s all word of mouth. No records, yeah? And the assumption it’ll get done.” If Hex had a sister, it was probably Elizabeth. Her ears, lips, and nose were heavily pierced. He’d only spied a few, but her arms were covered in enough tattoos to hide her Corruption. “No one knows anything, yeah? That’s why. There’s nothing to know.”
“Can’t get blood from a stone,” Atticus said.
“Everything bleeds,” Miranda said, rearing up. “And there’s always something you can do with what comes out.”
Warren tapped Miranda’s head. “Should’ve named you all the Chatty Cathies. Wait for the signal before you sing.”
“Gary and James better be all right,” Atticus said, to no one in particular.
“If they have a lick of sense,” Jessie said, mocking Atticus’ accent, “they’ll come out just fine.”
“I wouldn’t worry, Gravedigger.” Warren nodded toward the front gates. “Hex alone is a one-woman army. I just sent Francis with her so she wouldn’t pitch a fit. See the new shift there?”
At the gates, the protestors had been flanked by fifteen of Eldrus’ soldiers who had come from Cathedra. The demonstration was on the edge of dispersing, what with all the dirt kicking and hand wringing.
“Hex said fifty soldiers. You said thirty-five,” Atticus said through his teeth.
“Never was good with math. Watch closely,” Warren said, grinning, “and you’ll see a firework show that puts Bedlam’s to shame.”
When the reinforcements had the protestors shaken from their perches outside the gates, the soldiers took up their spots and formed a barricade between them and the bars. There was shouting and there were blows. One wise soldier went to his knees and touched the ground. He seemed surprised by what he found there, so he showed it off to the rest. His brothers looked at his hands—they were covered in something—and started to panic.
“See that fella right there?” Warren said, pointing to a male protestor in bright red. “That’s one of ours.”
The protestor pulled back his arm and threw something, a pouch perhaps, at the gates. In one hellish second, green flames shot out of the ground and immolated the soldiers. Helmets and breastplates fell to the ground as their bodies were melted instantaneously.
“Brimstone and Rapture,” Atticus said, in awe. “How did you even find those powders?”
The protestors had coated the grounds in Brimstone, and the cabalist in disguise had ignited it with a pouch full of Rapture. The fire only burned where the accelerant had been poured, and like all things heated and hateful, it burned out quick.
In fifteen seconds, the fifteen soldiers were no more than one puddle of flesh and fat, sticking to the soles of the townspeople that now trampled through them.
“Miranda, sing us a song,” Warren said.
As the protestors rocked the gates and worked the locks, the mounted guards on the other side were shouting something to those patrolling the house. Miranda stood up, nocked an arrow, and shot it at a guard on the grounds. Before it met its mark, the soldiers on the second floor and those circling the first hit the ground, too, each with an arrow through an eye or throat. The Cabal archers elsewhere had a song to sing, too.
“Let’s go, Gravedigger, yeah?” Elizabeth said, kicking his ankle.
Warren urged them up, so they got up. Under the cover of Miranda’s volleys, they rushed down the hill, surprising the few soldiers that hadn’t yet been skewered. Atticus’ legs were tight as he bounded towards Carpenter Plantation. Each step was like another snakebite. If he closed his eyes, he saw them there, the Hissing Monarch and her brood.
I’ve come so far, he thought. Two teams emerged from their tunnels beside the walls. It’s almost over, Clementine. We’ll be going home soon, Will.
When the front gate burst open, Atticus drew his sword. Protestors rushed the estate. The mounted soldiers hesitated for a moment, waiting for orders they knew would never come, and went at them. Eldrus rode the townspeople down, hacking off heads and arms, showering themselves in Cathedra’s blood. The fallen begged for mercy, but the best they got was a hoof to the mouth and a throat full of teeth.
By the time the soldiers on horseback realized what was happening behind them, the Cabal were already at the house. Atticus and his team clambered over the railing of the wraparound porch. To their left, more of the Cabal intervened in the front yard slaughter, ripping the men off their horses. To their right, the teams from the walls converged at the back of the house.
“Through there,” Warren said, shouting over the screaming and the sounds of footsteps in and outside of the house. He ran to the end of the porch, where it stopped at a discolored wall. “Paint’s still fresh.” He kicked the wall with his massive legs, flinging back what was now clearly a door. The chain locks lolled off it like tongues. “Skedaddle, god damn it!”
Atticus and the Deadly Beauties bounded through the doorway, leaving the cacophony outside for the chaos within. The study they entered was egg-shaped. The room held one desk with a chair, all iron-maiden-like. There were bookshelves bolted into the ceiling, far out of reach and long since emptied. Glancing down, Atticus spotted a window in the distressed floor. Behind it, a precious specimen lay crumpled and stiff: a pair of women’s underwear dyed in menstrual red.
Warren shouldered past his people, slammed the door shut, and threw the desk in front of it. “No one’s stabbing me in the back.”
Something hit the ground hard on the floor above and rained dust down on their heads. Elizabeth said, “Let’s get going, yeah?” and then shut up quick as the door they needed to go through slammed back.
Three soldiers ran into the room and stopped, surprised to find the Cabal there.
They drew their swords at about the same time they drew their last breaths, give or take a few seconds. Elizabeth punched one in the face and pulled him down on her sword, sending it out his back. Atticus vaulted across the room and, with the machete he’d brought, split open a soldier’s gut and spilt his innards. The last man tried to escape, but he slipped on the steaming intestines. Atticus crawled over his body, grunting as the soldier tried to kick him off, and broke his face open.
“Hell, I like your spirit,” Warren said.
“Thanks,” he said, tightening Bon’s glove on his right hand.
He stopped feeling so sore about being separated from Gary and James. It was better this way. He felt less responsible for their wellbeing, and they probably felt the same about his.
“If we’re quiet, we should miss most of the action,” Jessie said. She slipped past Atticus and leaned out the doorway. “It’s clear.”
“There’s more going on here,” Atticus remarked, machete in one hand, sword in the other. “This is an assault, not just a rescue.”
“Well, we’ve been gathering information and planning for about two months now.” Warren looked at Miranda and Elizabeth; they went to the doorway and joined Jessie there. “Now’s not the time, Gravedigger.”
“Hex waited two months to get her brother back?” Atticus persisted. “Does she even got a brother?”
“Three months, really,” Warren said, holding up three fingers. “She delayed some to bring you along. But brother? I’ve met a man named Ichor who said he was her brother. They were at each other’s necks. Literally. Teeth and knives and all that jazz.”
“You reckon she’s here for other reasons?”
“I reckon she is. Hex is a person of ulterior motives. We all are, in our own ways.”
Soldiers ran through the hall outside the study.
“Does it matter, Gravedigger? You’re using her, after all, to find your family. Just like she’s using you to sweeten the pot, to make sure the mission is completed.”
It doesn’t matter, Atticus heard Clementine whisper in his ear. You’re so close. You’ve come so far. Nothing stands between us now, other than the remains of those that would try.
“Hey, dead man,” Elizabeth said, “you first.”
Miranda nodded and, with her, the Deadly Beauties parted. “Earn your place,” she said, as though she resented his presence here. “Earn your myth.”
Though he thought myth was a stretch, Atticus let it go and took the lead. The hallway outside the room was narrow and split into three different directions. The walls themselves were the color of rust. They stretched into the attic, so that the ceiling here was the roof itself. Prison bars had been installed into the walls on the second floor. More soldiers, apparently not looking down, hurried past them.
Atticus put his finger to his lips. Some of the blood from the soldier he had crushed had stuck there. The taste of him made his tongue curl. He waved Warren and the Deadly Beauties forward, shrinking into himself as they passed. Even now, after everything, it didn’t sit right with Atticus to be taking orders. He’d sworn off letting others run his life long ago. It was too easy a role for him to slip into, the simple servant, dutiful and dangerous; Poe had known that, and had milked it for all it was worth.
Warren went to where the hallway branched, closed his eyes, and chose the leftmost path. “This should cut through the center of the house, to the sleeping quarters. If we’re quick, we’ll cross paths with Francis and Hex.”
“Could be a lot of soldiers still there,” Atticus said.
He heard a tapping. The shepherd was on the second floor, staring at him through the prison bars. Shit, shit, shit. The team was too focused on the hallways in front of them to notice it.
“Front of the line, Gravedigger,” Miranda said, not letting him off the hook. She smiled when she said it; probably could tell she was pissing him off.
Atticus looked back at the second floor, but the shepherd was gone. It won’t try nothing here, he thought. It can’t with them around. If it comes down here, I’ll have them kill it.
“You got a name, Gravedigger?” Miranda asked.
“Gravedigger is fine,” he said, going down the hallway.
He expected Warren to put a stop to the Beauties’ behavior, but he didn’t seem to care, and, really, Atticus couldn’t blame him. If he met someone claiming immortality, he’d put them to the test, too.
“Got a good ring to it, yeah?” Elizabeth said, taking out the piercing in her lip and slipping it into a pocket. “Real broody. People will like that.”
The team worked their way through the winding hallway. They couldn’t take more than a few steps before it would abruptly change directions. Screams and clashing steel pierced Atticus’ ears, the sounds being more amplified here. He had a sour taste in his mouth, and his stomach felt sick. But it would be over soon, and he hoped it wouldn’t take long to put this—Eldrus, the Membrane, the vermillion veins—all behind him. He could do that if he needed to, suppress and deny. He’d gotten good at it. He would have died a long time ago if he hadn’t.
The hallway split into three more corridors. They took the one that went past a small chapel. Peeking inside, Atticus found an altar bathed in candlelight, with a skull on a bundle of vermillion veins atop it. Cracked stained-glass windows hovered over the cramped spot, imposing their forgotten deities onto this offering.
“What… please… don’t.”
Atticus stopped, doubled back. At the end of the chapel, in the last pew, a young soldier sat, bawling.
“Please,” he blathered on, coming shakily to his feet. He dropped the sword he held. “Please, I’m sorry. We… we stayed in this house too long. It changed us. I don’t know anything.”
Miranda sighed, handed Warren her sword. She raised her bow, nocked an arrow, and shot the soldier in the neck. Blood spurted out across the altar, across the face of the crucifix behind it. The young soldier fell to the ground, disappearing into the dark there. They didn’t bother to check his pulse.
The sleeping quarters made about as much sense as their plan to slip through them. Chain-bound beds, twenty in all, dangled from the ceiling. There were doors, too, in the floor and the walls, some of which were ajar, most of which went nowhere. Garish stone slabs shot out of the ground, the blood on their edges a testament to their sharpness.
“I don’t see any signs anyone slept here,” Atticus whispered.
“Can you blame them?” Warren and the Deadly Beauties parted and scoured the quarters. “We didn’t tell you the story of this place.”
“Didn’t care enough to ask.” Atticus opened a door in the floor, but there was only dirt behind it.
“Not much for details, are you, yeah?” Elizabeth tapped one of the beds. “They’re upside down. Bedposts, see, flipped around.”
“Gravedigger strikes me as a thoughtful man,” Warren said, as though Atticus weren’t there. “Single-minded, but thoughtful.”
Atticus’ arms went taut. “Do you have a problem with my being here?” He imagined what damage he could do with them, the sword, and the machete.
Warren smiled. “The old man, Francisco, said it happened long before the Trauma, back in the days when they kept slaves.”
Miranda interrupted. “We don’t have time for this.”
Warren nodded, shrugged. “Might be relevant. Why don’t you scout ahead, sourpuss?”
Miranda gave him the middle finger and marched to the end of the room.
Warren laughed. “I should be harder on the Cabal, but I’m just too damn nice.”
“You’re buying time,” Atticus said, realizing how much the man had been stalling lately.
“Hush now,” he said, giggling like a schoolgirl. “But, yes, yes I have. I don’t have to pay if the person’s dead. The more we stall, the more that fall. The Cabal isn’t the securest of jobs, right, Jessie?”
Jessie clicked her tongue and pretended to hang herself with a noose. “Right, boss.”
“Most of the men you saw were hired-on. We four and Francis are the backbone of this operation. Maybe you’d like to join us?” He waved off the offer. “Anyways, the story, Gravedigger. The Carpenters went into business with a family from a distant country. Can’t remember why. Can’t make heads or tails of that nonsense. The Ashcroft family, that was their name.
“So the old man I told you about, Francisco, he said the Ashcrofts sent two people to the plantation. Ruth and her uncle, Amon. He showed me the records. It’s kind of amazing what’s survived over the years.”
“We’re good to move,” Miranda said.
Warren winked and sent Elizabeth and Jessie to her. He shouldered up next to Atticus and walked with him to the end of the sleeping quarters.
“The Carpenters did well, but somewhere along the line, the father of the family, Abel, lost his mind. He became obsessed with Ruth Ashcroft, and then, and Francisco couldn’t ever figure out why, he turned on her. Amon left at some point, but it seems like Ruth may have stayed.
“Abel became convinced there was something wrong with the house, and that the girl had put it there. But he didn’t leave, man. No, sir. He stayed and remodeled everything. Francisco said Abel was at it for years, tearing the place apart.”
“A man needs a hobby,” Atticus said. His eyes darted back and forth, following a sound somewhere ahead.
“He stayed with the house, because he was trying to stop whatever was inside from getting out. Clearly, the poor soul was insane. You and I both know there’s better ways to handle things like that. But not Abel, no sir. He lived here until he died, constantly building and repairing, turning this plantation into an unsolvable maze, to keep the thing from leaving.”
“You thinking Eldrus found what Abel was trying to hide?” Atticus didn’t need to ask. He knew this was exactly what Warren was getting at.
“I’m thinking that, if he wasn’t as crazy as a shithouse rat, then, yeah. Whatever he was hiding, it was either too cruel to just kill him, or too simple to just leave. Yeah, I’m thinking Eldrus found something and they’ve conscripted it to their cause.”
“The vermillion veins,” Elizabeth said, raising an eyebrow.
“My Deadly Smarties.” Warren shook his head, too pleased with himself to stop smiling. “All right, people. Break’s done. Let’s get to kill—”
An Eldrus soldier ran screaming into the room and cut Jessie’s head in half. The top of her skull spun off, slinging a spiral of blood over her wide-eyed sisters. As her body hit the ground, they could hear, and then see more soldiers—five, no. Ten… twelve. Fuck!—burst into the sleeping quarters.
“Jessie!” Elizabeth lunged for her corpse.
Miranda grabbed her and dragged her back to Atticus and Warren.
“You mother fuckers,” Warren bellowed.
Atticus’ neck twitched with every squirt of blood that spurted out of the girl’s bisected head. Her severed brain slid out. A soldier crushed it under his heel and smeared everything she had ever been across the floor.
The soldiers didn’t speak, just swarmed. Atticus and the others broke apart, forcing the wave of men to do the same. Three soldiers converged, each taking a turn slashing at him. The sword shook in his hand as he deflected their blows. He couldn’t hold it much longer, not without his other hand. So he swung his machete and let it loose mid-swing, catching the red-headed soldier in the thick of his thigh.
The man stumbled back, went to one knee. Atticus hoped for a break in their attacks, but the other soldiers continued unabated. Their swords sang and shivered. Atticus ducked, gasped as he felt the wall at his back, the wall they’d been pressing him toward.
“Fuck!” he said, all teeth and spit.
Elbows bent, he didn’t have enough room to do much with his sword. He shimmied down the wall, bounced off it, and crashed into one of the suspended beds. A hot, wet pain slithered through his gut. Looking down, he saw a sword there, bleeding him like a stuck pig. The soldier holding it grinned, his eyes lost in the dark that circled them.
Somewhere, someone shouted Atticus’ name. He stumbled, the tug of a current at his ankles, at his knees. The sleeping quarters flickered and pounded. Something swelled and popped like a balloon. Another sword, the other soldier’s, the bearded one, in Atticus’ side, through his lung. He wheezed, fell forward, sending the blades in deeper, severing tendons, splitting muscle. He heard a throbbing, a thumping. A cracking like a crook beating at the door of his soul.
Atticus died for a moment, and lived again. He reared up, ripped himself free. Like a man possessed, he shrieked and flailed, drenching the redhead he’d thrown the machete at in hot cruor. He ripped the machete out of the soldier’s thigh, whipped around, and chopped off the dark-eyed soldier’s hand at the wrist.
The bearded soldier stabbed Atticus again, through his stomach. As he twisted the sword in deeper, Atticus hacked at his bearded face, cutting off his nose and lips, until the soldier finally stopped and fell to the floor to die, disfigured.
“You piece of shit,” the dark-eyed soldier cried.
Stump in his arm pit, he slashed with his bad hand at Atticus’ chest. The sword grazed his breastplate, but got his attention. When the man came back for a second strike, Atticus knocked his sword aside and rammed both his weapons into the dark-eyed soldier’s gut. He stood there for a moment, churning the soldier’s stomach with steel, and breathed in the coppery smell of death. It was his now, the life in the man’s chest, and he’d keep it forever.
Atticus kicked the man into the corner and turned around. Warren, Miranda, and Elizabeth grunted and yelled as they traded blows with the six soldiers still standing.
“Gravedigger,” Warren called, taking a soldier’s arm and breaking it. He moaned as another soldier snuck up and cracked his head with the hilt of his sword.
Miranda backpedaled, went to her knees, and fired at Warren’s bludgeoner. The arrow ripped through his eye socket and killed him quick.
Elizabeth shouted, “Watch out,” but Miranda was too slow. A stocky soldier from behind ran his sword into her shoulder. She shrieked, her neck stretched to the point of snapping. Tears in her eyes, she feebly pawed at the blade, unable to reach it.
A feral beast, Atticus bounded to them. Elizabeth saw him coming and fought her way toward him. She repelled one soldier, riposted the other. Grabbing one of the suspended beds, she pulled it back and let it rip, causing it to smack into the stocky soldier that had Miranda impaled.
“Get up,” Elizabeth said, air catching in her throat as she sidestepped a soldier’s thrust. “Get up,” she begged Miranda, who stood there unmoving, alive, but paralyzed with pain.
Atticus stumbled. His ankle bent until it sprained. His eyes fluttered. The Membrane kept getting in them, like stinging drops of rain. He saw it on the wall, in the ceiling, its fleshy pillars and piles of trash. He slashed at a soldier and fell short, his torn lung doing him no favors.
Atticus crashed to his knees and died again. He saw Pulsa diNura on the dried lakebed, same as it was and would probably ever be.
“Clementine,” he shouted, but before his words could be heard, he was in the sleeping quarters again. He was coming back quicker now. His resistance to death growing stronger every time his heart stopped.
A soldier fell in front of him. She writhed on the ground. Looking up from the blood-soaked, corpse-clogged floor, Atticus watched Elizabeth and Warren close in on the last three soldiers.
A greedy thought clotted up his mind: I need more.
Atticus started to crawl over the corpses, towards the three, no, two soldiers still standing. One, a captain by the bulkiness of her armor, caught him out the corner of her eye. She turned.
Before she could make her move, Atticus stabbed the machete through her shoe. He then pulled it out and pushed her down and, grabbing onto her leg, heaved himself onto her.
She went for a dagger, but he grabbed her wrist and used that to propel himself forward. Her face, so panicked and red, and cheeks, tear-streaked and quivering… He had to have it. He had to eat it.




CHAPTER XVI

“That’ll do for now,” Clementine said, caressing his face.
She smelled so good, but where was she? Not here, not beneath him; that was the captain, still struggling so sweetly. In her eyes, maybe.
Atticus put his forearm to her throat and pulled back her lids. In the pupils, perhaps, mingling with her soul, coming through from the Membrane. She wasn’t there, but she was near. Somewhere below, in the basement, with Will. But no, not here, not in this distraction.
“I’m sorry,” he said, ashamed of what he’d become. He took the dagger she’d been reaching for and slit her throat. “I’m sorry.”
Warren’s trembling arms wrapped around Atticus and pulled him to his feet. Though he couldn’t see them, he could hear what sounded like hundreds of mosquitoes congregating over the corpses, laying claim to what was now their new, bloody mecca. It made him think of Mr. Haemo and all the favors he’d have to do to get the giant insect to perform the ritual one last time.
“Jessie,” Atticus said, the girl’s body bringing him out of his thoughts.
He looked at Warren, who held him from behind, and Elizabeth, who had just put down the last soldier. He lingered on Miranda. She was moving now, but not much, and she kept touching her left arm, which had gone limp and rubbery.
Warren let him go and walked away. “Miranda, what’s wrong?” The big man had big tears leaving bloody smears down his face.
“They killed Jessie,” she said. She unlaced her bracers and pinched the skin on her left forearm. “They killed her.”
Elizabeth was shivering. She stepped over the bodies towards their fallen friend. She started stripping off pieces of armor as well. They fell with a splash into the pools of gore.
“Don’t do that,” Warren said to her. “You’ll need it.”
Elizabeth shook her head. She ripped off her breastplate. The blood that had collected behind it spilled out and soaked her feet.
Atticus wheezed when he breathed, on account of only having one functioning lung. Most of his armor, that patchwork of colors and craft, was damaged, so he removed those pieces. He left his legs protected, as well as one of his arms. Bending down, he took the captain’s helmet and slipped it over his head. At this point, he need only worry about the essentials.
“I can’t feel it,” Miranda admitted when Warren went to touch her left arm. “I can’t move it.”
He sighed and spun her around to look at the hole the soldier had put through her back. He pulled out a pouch and poured some powder from it into her wound.
“Nerve damage. Leave the bow. Your sword arm is still good?”
She nodded.
Elizabeth knelt beside Jessie’s body. She rooted around her neck and inside her breastplate. Something clinked. She pulled out a necklace made of shells.
“Can I wear it for a while?” Miranda asked.
“Of course. Seventy-five percent yours, anyways.”
“You were there, too.” Miranda hobbled forward. Elizabeth met her halfway and fastened the trinket around her neck. “Can’t believe she kept it.”
She smiled, put her forehead to Miranda’s. “We all kept something from back then.”
“She died the way she would’ve wanted to: spectacularly,” Warren said, his lip quivering. He was trying to make the others feel better, but as for himself, he was on his own. “Through hell, we find heaven.”
“Through hell, we find heaven,” Elizabeth and Miranda repeated as one.
“I didn’t know her,” Atticus said, breaking his silence, “but I wish I had. I know that hurt too well.”
“You really can’t die, can you?” Elizabeth said. She pulled Miranda in close and patted her back, shushing her cries.
“Couldn’t even if I wanted to.”
“Lift up your shirt,” Warren said. He wiped his eyes, snapped his head to the doorway as though he’d heard someone. “Lift it up. Quick.”
Atticus did as he was told. The shirt was sticky, ruined, so when he was able to peel it off, he dropped it to the floor. Warren covered his mouth, while Elizabeth and Miranda gawked at the blasphemy of flesh that was his body. Two wicked slits, one in his chest, the other in his stomach, pumped out blood like a spigot. Large gouges and deep lacerations ran across his purpling flesh. The injuries from Bedlam had opened up as well, the arrow holes now glistening and smelling sour. His neck had more or less healed, but still the wound from Blythe’s kunai remained untouched. It seemed he could fix what needed fixing now, but the past was beyond him, forever damaged.
“You keep nodding off, Gravedigger. Are you okay?” Warren said. He seemed as though he wanted to touch Atticus, to marvel at what, surely, this man of muscle and brute strength could only dream of.
“Yeah, just dying is all.” He looked at his stomach wound and noticed it had already started to shut. “It’s getting easier. Maybe I’ll explain it better when we’re done.”
Warren nodded and looked back at Jessie’s corpse. Voice quivering, he said, “I’d like that. I think we all would.”
After ten minutes of pitch-black hallways and above ground sewage tunnels, Atticus and the others finally reached the swimming room. Surprisingly, the pool was still filled, but the water looked more like ink than anything else. The numbers on the side of the pool varied between two and fifty-five feet, sometimes directly after one another, as though the owner hadn’t been entirely sure himself of its depths.
There were a few bodies bobbing in the kiddy-pool, blood from their backs streaking across the black water.
“Couple of our own,” Warren said, recognizing the cabalists. “Third team. They cleared the place.” He craned his neck. “Whatever killed them left.”
Noticing there was no obvious way out of the room, Atticus said, “Where to?”
Miranda started to cry again. Like a reflex honed from years of looking out for one another, Elizabeth immediately went to her.
“I’m fine,” she said, flicking Elizabeth’s nose ring. “Just need to think of something else.”
“There’s one way into the basement. Francisco said it was the most fortified. So, he had another suggestion.” Warren rubbed the back of his head. He hissed as he touched the tender skin there. “A secret passage, in this room. It wasn’t on any of the maps, he said. Something he found a long time ago and kept quiet about.”
“You sure it exists?” Atticus said.
He followed Warren and the others to a second, smaller pool. It was empty, a few people in width, about three feet deep, and held a garden of Haruspex drops.
“Saw a man take a bet and bite into one of these,” Atticus told them. “Lost his mind before the bulb left his mouth. Lost the bet, too.”
“Great story,” Miranda said snidely.
Elizabeth nudged her and told her to stop.
“Gravedigger, find the deepest marker and stand on it.” Warren crouched down, his hands hovering over the Haruspex. “Elizabeth, Miranda, go to the east and west walls. There should be pentagrams on them.”
Ten, thirty-three. In the dim light here, Atticus had to squint to see the markers on the pool’s edge. Five, eleven, five. The black liquid smelled like run-off, he thought, or some by-product. Eighty-eight, seventy-two. He straightened up as a ripple broke across the surface. Ninety-nine. He backed away, just in case something got grabby in the grubby muck. Zero, negative four, negative thirteen. He rounded the corner, sprinted, rounded the other. One, two hundred.
Elizabeth shouted she’d found something.
Six hundred and sixty-six.
And then Miranda did as well.
Atticus covered the last stretch of the pool and returned to that telling number: Six hundred and sixty-six.
Elizabeth stood on the tips of her toes. Arm outstretched, she pressed her hand against a patch of cracks high on the wall. “This is it, yeah?”
Warren nodded and said to Miranda, “And you have yours?”
“It’s here.” She was standing near the doorway, looking at something beside a light switch.
“Gravedigger.” Warren reached into the Haruspexes and something clicked. “Put your weight on the numbers.”
Atticus did that.
“Miranda, go for it.”
And so she did.
“Elizabeth… Wait.” Warren tilted his head.
Thump, thump, thump—the sound rang out through the halls they’d left behind.
“Soldiers,” he said.
But Atticus knew better.
“All right, press it,” Warren said, sounding rushed. “No one moves until I say.”
Elizabeth, grunting, rammed her palm into the pentagram. Without missing a beat, the room went to work. Grinding gears inside the floor gave the pool the shakes. Behind the walls, ropes tightened, stretched. A death-rattle gasp, a snake-rattle shake. The Haruspex pool’s bottom dropped back like a plate and plummeted the plants into the dark below it.
It was said that, by the plants, one would see their death. Atticus kept that detail to himself.
Warren told them that was enough so, equally intrigued, they hurried over to him. Taking a stone out of his pocket, he crushed it, blew on it until it glowed, and dropped it through the opening. A sharp din sounded as it hit the wrought iron staircase hidden a few feet further down.
Thump, thump, thump. The shepherd was getting closer.
“I’ll go first,” Atticus volunteered.
Holding her arm, Miranda’s eyes lingered on the entrance to the poolroom. “What is that sound?”
“Rather not know.” Warren nodded at Atticus. “Hop to it, then.”
Thump, thump, thump. It was right outside the door, just out of sight, grinding the end of its crook into the ground.
Atticus stepped into the pool, sat down, and threw his legs over the edge of the opening. He gripped the sides, turned around. Lowering himself into the dark below the pool, he watched the door, his heartbeat now matching the cadence of the creature that had come to collect him. Quiet as he could be, he let go and fell onto the rickety staircase.
The air in the dark below, in the secret hell of the house, was clinging and cold, like something that’d been left alone for far too long. Dead as he might be, Atticus had to cover his nose to get away from the smell here. The thick musk of mucus and milk was just a little too much for him to take.
“It’ll do,” he whispered, looking up into the swimming room. “One at a time, though.” He grabbed the glowing stone and held it outward, seeing where the stairs led to. “Don’t know how much it’ll hold.”
To avoid putting too much weight in one place, Atticus started down the staircase. Miranda dropped, and then Elizabeth and Warren. Atticus couldn’t hear the shepherd anymore, and no one said nothing about it, so he put it out of his mind.
Warren nudged the Beauties until they gave him the thumbs-up. “Okay, if we follow this and hit the switch at the bottom, we should come out into a storeroom, right next to where we need to be.”
“Most of the soldiers will be there,” Atticus said. He took a step; he heard what sounded like breathing.
“Probably twenty-five or so, yeah?” Elizabeth blew on her hands, to burn the chill of battle. “A few stragglers, maybe.”
Warren nodded. “All the teams were told to converge on the basement after taking their points. Hex and your friends may or may not be there. Depends on Ichor’s health.”
“Hey, Gravedigger,” Miranda said, “how’d your family die?”
“Two soldiers from Eldrus put us in a predicament.” Atticus was surprised Warren hadn’t already told them his story. “And then they put us in the ground.”
“You crawled out, though.” Miranda sniffed her nose, calmed a tremor in her cheek. “How?”
“I don’t know,” he lied.
And she knew it. “What makes you different from your ghoul friend?”
Atticus sighed. “If I knew how to bring Jessie back—”
Miranda shook her head, looked away.
“I’ll take vanguard,” Warren said.
Atticus went sideways and let him pass.
“I want to show you guys something.”
The wrought iron staircase slumped and swayed as they plodded down its steps. Atticus had heard breathing before. He continued to hear it now, coming from inside the crumbling walls. Someone was sniffling as well. Thinking it was Miranda, he thought nothing of it, until he glanced back and saw that it wasn’t.
“I’ll be,” Warren said, stopping where the staircase went wide. He pressed his face to the wall, picked away at the bricks. Looking through the hole, he said, “The old man Francisco was right.”
Elizabeth stopped and said, “Not a good time to be withholding information, boss.”
Smiling, Warren stepped back and waved Atticus over. “Cathedra thought this place was haunted. The noises they heard coming out of the plantation didn’t start when Eldrus showed up. They’d—come here, Gravedigger—they’d always been here.”
Atticus went over to him. Before he looked in the hole, he said quietly, “You all right?”
Warren kept on smiling, but the smile seemed sadder now, forced. “Oh yeah. Thought you might appreciate this.”
Atticus put his eye to the peephole, to see what haunted this forgotten hollow. The space beyond was larger than he expected. With the support beams and scaffolding that ran along the untouched earth, he had a feeling this was meant to be another room for the house.
“What am I looking—”
And then Atticus got his answer. A glistening sack of a man sat up out of the shadows and turned. The man’s face was no more than ears, jaws, mouth, and nose. His brain was there, though the top of it was pulled back by wires that were fixed to the gray flaps and tips of his skull. His arms weren’t arms, not anymore, but shredded pieces of skin, like ground beef, stretched to impossible lengths. They ran like straightjacket sleeves across the floor, feeding directly into the foundations of Carpenter Plantation. As for legs, he had none. The man had nothing below the torso, except for a steady spurt of black fluid that squirted out the bottom of his spinal cord.
“What is this?”
Atticus’ shoulders dipped as Elizabeth and Miranda leaned over him. He gave up his position to the Beauties and joined Warren, who was further back on the staircase.
“Abel, the master of the estate.” He put his hands on his hips. “He became the thing he hated. The old man said he’s been haunting this house for hundreds of years. Hell, he might’ve been the only evil thing left in this place until Eldrus arrived. I guess he got comfortable.”
“You trying to learn me something?”
Warren shrugged and said, “I saw what you’re capable of. You have your purpose. When you’ve done what needs to be done, you should be done.”
“Kind of you. But you’re singing to the choir. That’s the plan.”
“That stuff in the pool, that’s from him, yeah?” Elizabeth said, peeking back.
“Yeah,” Warren said. “I guess Mr. Abel used to be a force to be reckoned with. But time got him, like it gets us all.”
“He did this to himself, then?”
Atticus was getting impatient. Warren’s delays, however strategic they may have been, were starting to piss him off.
“Well, no, not entirely. There was a letter Francisco recovered. Abel threw a few parties before he boarded the place up for good. Letter talked about a woman in black that showed up, a local Witch of some sort. Guessing she offered him power and turned him into that Horror. He’s been stuck here ever since.”
Atticus started descending the stairs. “We should put him out of his misery.”
Warren laughed and followed after him. “Misery is all he has. It’s better he’s forgotten. People can do a whole lot with a little bit of misery.”
The stairwell ended at a brick wall flanked on all sides by engraved plates. Warren put his ear to the wall, said he heard nothing, and pressed the plate that was more faded than the rest. The wall shook. The outline of an archway formed at the center of it as bricks pulled away from one another. Without warning, the entire wall collapsed, spilling the ancient bricks into the room beyond.
“Fucking shit,” Warren said, coughing as a cloud of dust blew into the hidden stairwell. He kicked at the bricks until there was enough room to cross the wreckage. “So much for subtlety.”
Atticus was the first to go through. He was too close to Clementine and Will to hang back. The longer he waited, the less there’d be of them, and himself.
There was a storeroom on the other side, like Warren said, but instead of supplies it held rows of cots. But how anyone could sleep here, Atticus couldn’t figure, because the air was like molasses. Thick, clammy, the soupy atmosphere had given rise to the hundreds of mushrooms and fungi that sprouted from the floors and walls.
From where he stood, he spied a large room through the doorway yonder. It was the basement, lantern-lit. This was where the carriages had gone into at the back of the plantation earlier. Muffled shouts and buckling wood told him there was a barricade somewhere, most likely between the soldiers and the cabalists ordered to get in.
“We still have the element of surprise, yeah?” Elizabeth said.
“Might not hear us,” Atticus said.
He marched between the beds. Belongings were stacked under most; the soldiers to whom they belonged unlikely to ever claim them again.
“Got to be quick.”
“Blythe’s yours,” Warren said. He and Miranda caught up with Atticus. “But don’t leave us hanging, Gravedigger. If we call, you come.”
Atticus nodded, said ‘of course,’ but didn’t really mean it. He pushed through the shower of spores that the mushrooms kept coughing up and went to the doorway. The basement was huge, triple the size of the house and only half furnished, as though necessity had forced it beyond what had originally been intended. Long, tall curtains sectioned off portions of the basement, like sheets left out in the sun to dry.
But what he initially mistook as a poor excuse for privacy, he quickly realized was something else entirely. Stepping out of the storeroom, he saw that the curtains weren’t curtains at all, but massive sheets of fungal growth. And all of them were exhaling in unison towards the back of the house, feeding something yet unseen with their toxic breath.
“Hold them back! Hold them!”
Atticus followed the shouting, the strained groans. To his right, through the gaps in the fungal walls, he saw a barricade. Ten or more soldiers manned the mess of desks and chairs that stood in front of the chained double-doors.
Now that he had his bearings, Atticus looked to his left, where the sheets were blowing toward, and knew, further back, he’d find the carriages and, inevitably, the corpses.
“Leave them,” Warren said, surprising him. “They didn’t hear us, which means neither did Blythe.”
“Let the men break through and chop them down,” Miranda said, her arm limp at her side. “Or vice versa.”
“Whatever pays the bills better, yeah?” Elizabeth chimed.
Miranda shook her head. “Yeah.”
“We’ll watch your back, Gravedigger,” Warren said. “Press on and get what’s yours.”
Atticus avoided touching the sheets as he steered himself towards the back of the basement. Even being near the fungal walls made him feel faint, sick in the head. How many are there? he thought anxiously, passing between one after the other. More spores rained down on him from mushrooms above. With every layer he passed, the fungal walls grew darker in coloration, their exhalations weaker. Were Warren and the Beauties still behind him? He couldn’t tell and didn’t care enough to turn around to check. His wife and son were up ahead, and the shepherd. The shepherd.
Thump, thump, thump, he thought, thinking he heard that familiar call not far off. It’s down here with me. It’s going to try to take me as soon as I have them. I know it.
Wood buckled behind him. One wave of screams crashed over the other. The barricade had broken, and soon, so too would the loyalty of those who had manned it.
A terrible thing was easy to shoulder, as long you didn’t shoulder it alone. With every crack of the shepherd’s crook—Fuck, it’s close, Atticus thought—he, now sole proprietor of certain miseries, suffered an onslaught of old agonies.
Thump: There, in his hand, his father’s knife, and in the other, Poe’s.
Thump: There, in his ear, Will’s voice, and the sound of toys overcome by work that didn’t need to be done.
Thump: And there, in every piece of him he had left, his daughter crying, her life as long as her fit.
The fungal walls continued to transition in color, until they were ashen and riddled with black, gawping growths. Atticus stopped, thought he caught a glimpse of the shepherd between the rows. New voices now, he heard, not far from where he stood. He followed the fungal wall as it ran unyielding alongside him, searching for a breach to breach.
“There,” Warren said, apparently still behind him. “Right before it dead-ends.”
The boss man was right. There was a desk. Beside it, an opening that had been cut into the fungal wall.
Atticus hoofed it, his helmet sitting loosely on his head. The voices were getting louder—was that Blythe on the other side?—and he heard horses snorting amongst a general commotion.
We’re here, Clementine told him. Take us home, my love. He started crying for the hell of it, taking pride in the fact he still could, and walked, weapons at the ready, into the loading area.
It took Atticus a moment to register what he was looking at, because it wasn’t something he’d ever seen before. It was a tree, or maybe it was a hand, twisting out of the ground. From its branches—or were they fingers?—thirty corpses hung, their naked bodies like fruit still waiting to ripen. There were no ropes around their necks, though. What kept them in place were the thick bundles of vermillion veins running from the tips of the branches, feeding into and latching onto their gaping mouths.
Where are you? Atticus felt cold, weak, as though all he’d been through was finally catching up with him. There were soldiers further back, in the loading area, by the metal doors, stocking the three carriages there with coffin after coffin. But they hadn’t seen him, and, really, he didn’t give two shits if they had.
He wandered over to the tree. It had no base, he realized, coming to the place it had ruptured out of. How large was it? How far down did it go? Was it some alien appendage? He gazed upon it’s rotten canopy, that arthritic nest of knuckles and human-shaped nails. Where are you?
“Gravedigger,” Miranda whispered. She sounded scared that they would be spotted.
Atticus ignored her. A hush fell on the soldiers ahead, so he was sure they’d already been seen. It didn’t matter. It was going to be over soon, anyway. He searched the corpses like they were cattle, weeding out those that had the defect of not being Clementine or Will.
“What the hell is this?” a soldier belted.
“Shit, hurry it up! Hurry it up!”
And then Blythe: “What’s wrong? Oh, who’s that over there?”
Where were they? He wheeled around the gateway, not afraid or reluctant to skirt the edge of it. He couldn’t begin to guess how far down the tree went. Miles, maybe. Eternities, even. He couldn’t die, but he wasn’t impervious to imprisonment by way of a bad fall, so he stepped back.
Thump, thump, thump.
And then the pounding of boots.
Where were they? Plenty of kids, with their distended bellies, apple colored and shaped. And teenagers, too—cut and stabbed and bludgeoned. Atticus could feel a finger being pointed at him, words being spoken of him. Where were they? He stepped over a root, an arterial thing. Older folks, hanging better off the boughs than the skin from their bones. Youth, he needed youth. The machete started swinging of its own accord, a response to the guard he saw in his periphery. Where were they? A woman, Clementine’s age and build, but, no, wrong color, wrong hair. A birthmark behind the knee. That tell-tale sign. Just had to find it. Unique to her. Unique and perfect. Will? A young man, throat bulging, vermillion liquid leaking from his ass. No, not him. Where were they? Where were they? Thirty, forty, no thirty here. Was he too late?
He wheeled and wheeled, a sky of heels. Where were they? Red hair, there, red hair. It sparked his heart. He stumbled over a root to reach it, but that’s all it was. A severed head, a mess of hair, with a neck that’d gone soft and separated from its body long before he’d gotten there. It was a woman, but it wasn’t his woman. Where were they? Where—
“Gravedigger?” Blythe cried out to him. “As I live and breathe. What are you doing here?”
Atticus spun around, every muscle in his back trembling. Blythe. The son of a bitch stood there, arms out and exhilarated, as though he’d run into a friend he hadn’t seen in years. The man was unchanged. It seemed no amount of depravity could messy that fresh-face he had.
Atticus started to wheeze when he breathed. Still bare-chested, he glanced at his side and saw the slit that led to his lungs had reopened again. He decided to let it bleed, to give the bastard a good show before this grueling play came to its much needed end.
Blythe set the lantern he was carrying at his feet. It lit up the cloak he wore, shone some light into the hood over his head.
“I apologize for not giving credit where credit is due.”
A few soldiers sauntered over to him, but he told them to get back to the carriages.
“Hi, there,” Blythe said, suddenly addressing Warren, Elizabeth, and Miranda. “Like I was saying—” he turned back to Atticus, “—I apologize for not giving credit where credit is due. We received a warning yesterday morning about a riot in Bedlam. Said some suspicious figure named ‘Gravedigger’ might be headed this way. That was you, wasn’t it?” He laughed, and as he laughed, Atticus realized the man was completely unarmed. “I didn’t even make the connection. What’s your name…? Doesn’t matter. Man, oh man, how… how are you here?”
Atticus dropped the sword, the one he’d stolen from the poor sap of a soldier by Bedlam’s river. If he was going to kill Blythe, it was going to be with something that was his from home.
“Where… are… they?” He could barely speak. His soul burned so hot that it charred his speech.
A horse neighed. A carriage door slammed shut. There was a banging, too, on the huge, metal doors that led outside, to Carpenter Plantation’s backyard. The piles of unused coffins, dark, like they’d been left out in the rain, shook beside them.
“Go ahead,” Atticus said to Warren and the Beauties. His eyes never left Blythe’s. “I’ll… I’ll be fine.”
Warren nodded. With Elizabeth and Miranda, he went not to the carriages, but back the way they’d come, to assist the other cabalists, who, after Jessie, maybe didn’t seem too expendable to the big brute.
“Interesting choice.” Blythe leaned back, watching them navigate the fungal walls. “And here I was thinking we were under attack because of what we were doing here.” He batted away a mosquito. “Where the hell are all these things coming… I’m sorry. Where are they? Gravedigger, what do you mean?”
He held the machete out, walked towards Blythe until the soldier took a step back. “My wife and son.”
Blythe furrowed his brows. He stepped forward, so that the tip of the machete was touching his chest. “You’re not here for revenge?”
“Oh, I am,” Atticus said, licking his lips. Blythe’s life was making him hungry. “But I can wait on that. Give them to me. Give me my god damn wife and son.”
“What did Bon tell you? You’re the Gravedigger, right? You killed him and he told you…? Huh.” Blythe’s eyes darted back and forth in his skull. “Your wife and son are where we left them. At the kitchen table. In the chair and on the floor. Where you ought to be.”
“Don’t lie to me,” Atticus snarled. He pulled the machete back and socked Blythe in the jaw.
Blythe reeled. He knocked over the lantern and stumbled toward the tree. “Not bad for a dead man. Sheesh.” He stretched his mouth out. “You are dead. I killed you. Looks like a few others have, too. What are you? A ghoul? Like that friend of yours?”
“Where are they?” Atticus repeated.
The soldiers had finished loading the coffins into the carriages. For some reason, they had stood up another six of the coffins in front of the metal doors.
“No small talk. No more delays. Tell me!”
“You boys done back there?” Blythe yelled, ignoring him.
The soldiers in the loading area gave him the thumbs up and dispersed into the carriages. One hung back, to open the massive metal doors.
“Hold it,” he said, pointing up. There was movement in the tree limbs above. “One more for the road.”
A corpse, a teenage girl, plummeted from her branch and crashed between Atticus and Blythe. She crumpled like a doll, her broken legs going every which way legs shouldn’t. The vermillion veins that had held her up were still dangling out of her mouth, like parasitic anemones. The growths sat there a moment, stilled, and shivered to life. With a slurp, they retracted into her mouth and down her throat. Her legs quivered, corrected themselves; bones snapped into place, and the skin they’d punctured repaired itself. She didn’t live afterward, but she looked better than before.
Blythe waved. “Come get—”
Atticus stepped in front of the girl, blocking her from the soldier who’d started over.
“—Never mind.”
The soldier stopped, shrugged.
“Have a safe journey, Johnny.”
Johnny smiled, nodded, and turned with a skip back towards the doors.
“Your wife and son aren’t here. We killed them, yes, but we didn’t take them. I don’t know what to tell you, Gravedigger. I don’t know who told you that we did.”
Grinding his teeth, Atticus twisted his arm back and forth; the machete blade caught the lamplight and blinded Blythe.
Clementine? He bit at the inside of his mouth and drew blood. Will, I’m here. He searched the tree again, Blythe staying where he stood, but his family wasn’t there. Maybe the fucker had told the truth. Maybe they had never been. Answer me, he begged. Please. But they’d gone quiet. Because he’d failed them.
The soldier, Johnny, flung back a lever. Slowly, the loading area doors pulled back. The sleepy light of dusk wandered into the basement and stopped at the standing caskets. Outside, on the threshold, a handful of cabalists waited.
“Let me… have at the coffins,” Atticus said, desperate.
“They’re not here. I’d tell you.” Blythe began to back away. “You want to bring them back. Like how you came back.” He laughed, took a few more steps away from Atticus. “I’d like to see that. I’d help you for that reason alone. But you’ve gone quiet, Gravedigger, so I’m thinking you’ve realized you’ve been misled.” He slipped a hand into his cloak. It closed around something. “That’s Bon’s glove, isn’t it?”
Gary. Atticus remembered how jumpy the ghoul had been every time he brought up Clementine and Will. How unlike himself he’d been ever since he came out of the Membrane. He lied to me. Him and Mr. Haemo both. Why?
What did they do to them?
The cabalists from outside marched down the slope, shouting at the soldiers in the carriages not to move.
“The Rapture and Brimstone at the front gates was impressive,” Blythe said. He went to pull his arm out of the cloak and—
Atticus ran forward and stabbed Blythe. He rammed the machete upward, into his ribcage. The soldier gasped, the hood falling from his head. With his last bit of strength, he revealed what he’d reached for inside his cloak—a syringe—and stuck it in the slit of Atticus’ throat. He pushed down on the plunger and smiled a bloody smile.
“What did you…”
The liquid inside the instrument drained into his skin. Immediately, his neck went numb. He ripped the machete out of Blythe and cleaved his skull.
After his neck, his face froze, too. Playing out before him was a scene he’d seen before. The cabalists were mumbling to themselves, inspecting the freestanding coffins while ordering Eldrus’ carriage not to move. His eyes became as rocks, his tongue a slab of stone. The numbness worked him over like a bad drink. He heard what sounded like wood splitting and fell to his knees.
“Get back, get back!”
Atticus couldn’t turn his neck anymore, so he turned what he could of his body instead. Each of the six coffins exploded open. Hundreds of vermillion veins blew out of them. They gored the cabalists, running through them as though they were paper thin. The veins shot every which way, the force of their stretching ripping apart the men’s bodies. Arms and legs and entrails spilled across the basement, while impaled torsos, stuck on the net, wept blood onto the quivering strands.
Atticus would’ve dropped his jaw if he could have. He heard Warren coming—that booming voice of his preceding him—but when he raised up to find him, he found the numbness had overtaken him completely.
“Burn it,” a carriage driver shouted.
As the vermillion veins lost their grip on the basement’s walls and fell to the ground, lanterns and burning rags were hurled from the carriages. End over end, they flew through the air, crashing into the stacks of unused coffins. The coffins erupted into massive flames.
Thump, thump, thump.
Atticus cried out pathetically. He could feel the shepherd’s crook pounding the floor, but couldn’t move at all to find it.
Thump, thump, thump.
The fire slithered out of the loading area, towards the claw-like tree. And like a claw, it splayed its branches, shook, and retracted into its ancient gateway, taking all the bodies still attached with it.
Thump, thump, thump.
Atticus screamed. The fire crept toward him, ready to overrun him. Warren!
Warren! He thought and wanted to say. This can’t happen. Clementine. Will.
Thump, thump, thump.
A shadow grew over Atticus. Out the corner of his eye, he saw the crook and felt its crack. I… I’m sorry.
From behind, the shepherd laid its hand over his face, took off his helmet. It pushed its finger into his mouth and gums. With its other hand, the shepherd pushed through the wound in his side, dug into his lung, and started scrambling his insides.




CHAPTER XVII

The inferno spread fast. It shot across the basement and over the fungal walls, creating a deadly display of colors that almost made Atticus forget how much he’d fucked things up. When the fire started towards them, he prayed, begging for the ashy release of immolation. But the shepherd saw it coming. With a jerk of its head, it willed the fire away from them.
There was no pain as the creature lifted Atticus by his gum and lung. He should have felt something. The serum Blythe pumped into him was used to enhance sensation during vivisections. Yet, he didn’t.
As the basement burned around him, the Membrane began to materialize in billowing clouds of smoke.
“Why you always have to make things so complicated?” Clementine had asked him, that day he’d gotten stuck in Brinton’s grave. He never gave her an answer, because he never really had one. For as long as he could remember, that’s how he always did things. It worked for him. But as he swayed there in the shepherd’s hold, too feeble to fight back, he decided to try the simpler alternative.
He was going to give up.
The serum was already starting to wear off, but at that point, it didn’t matter much. The Membrane had begun imposing itself upon his reality. The fungal walls lost their mushrooms and became fleshy instead. The ground sucked inward, becoming like a narrow throat, resembling the tunnel he’d fallen through when he’d first died. Another town of trash materialized in the dark distance, where the metal doors to the outside should have been and were no more.
Atticus didn’t need to make this journey, make himself some sort of rumored hero, just to find them. He just thought they deserved better. Was the Membrane really all that different than life? It was same the shit-show, but without the dressings. Clementine and Will could make him forget that, though. Forget everything. Everything he’d done to find them, everything he’d become to save them.
“A shepherd watches over her flock,” the creature whispered into his ear. It sounded like his wife and son, and its breath smelled like theirs, too.
Atticus could turn his head, so he did. “You come to put me back with the rest of the sheep?”
The shepherd said, “No,” and lifted him higher. “You are a wolf. A shepherd watches over her world, to protect it from things like you.”
In the gash that ran down the shepherd’s head, he saw distilled memories gathered inside, like rivulets of water, beaded on grass.
“Take me to them,” he said. “I won’t fight you no more.” The fire closed in, the basement almost completely engulfed. “I just want to be with them again.”
The shepherd shook its head. It’s sewn-shut eyes and mouth fluttered as it said, “Too bad.”
A mosquito buzzed past Atticus’ face and landed on his shoulder. The Membrane heaved forward, became more defined, more distinct, as it grafted itself into his mind. Wind rushed past him, into him. The shepherd hummed a spell to take them back to that terrible place.
Fire snapped at his feet, rushed up his legs. Sacs of pus popped on his thighs as his hard skin cracked in the heat. Any other time, he’d have fought the shepherd tooth and nail. But he’d been fighting long enough. And maybe he didn’t deserve them after all.
The mosquito lifted off Atticus’ shoulder. A pillar of smoke shot upwards, enveloping them. The shepherd shrieked. It tore its fingers out of his gum, pulled its fist from his lung.
Atticus fell. When he hit the ground, the image of the Membrane was dispelled. Arms his again, he pulled himself across the scorching earth, until he backed against something hard and boney. Ignoring it, he fumbled at the ground, for his machete.
“He’s mine,” the shepherd roared from somewhere in the gritty smoke.
A clicking laugh cut through the smoldering air. All at once, the smoke parted around Atticus and the shepherd stood aside. And there, framed by fire, Mr. Haemo stood, the six-foot mosquito’s frantic wings beating back the hungry blaze.
He lowered his skin hood, offered a claw to Atticus, and said, “Deus ex mosquito.”
“You can’t,” the shepherd shouted, breaking the stitching across its lips.
Mr. Haemo pulled back his claw and stepped over Atticus. He stood up to the shepherd and then knocked the hat off its head.
“You sure about that?” The giant mosquito bent down, so that his proboscis touched the shepherd’s chest. “Your kind are worse than my kids.”
The shepherd reached for its crook. Before it could grasp it, Mr. Haemo grabbed the shepherd by the crack in its head, where the memories and trinkets of Atticus’ clan were wedged. With a roar, the mosquito ripped open the shepherd’s head, sending its blond hair every-which-way. A deluge of imitations poured down its face. A lock of Clementine’s hair, a piece of Will’s jeans; an apron, wedding ring, and a flower; Will’s first lost tooth, fairy coin and all, and Clementine’s last letter, addressed to Vale. Where did it get these? Why did it have them?
The creature went limp and slumped to the ground. As the fire climbed over the shepherd’s corpse, it dissolved into orange dust.
Atticus was right enough to walk again, so he got up and grabbed his machete. He could hardly open his eyes, so bright was the blaze. He went the opposite way of Mr. Haemo, to where Blythe lay, burning like Bon had. He tore off the soldier’s cloak, beat the fire out of it, and threw it over his head and shoulders. Two trophies. One for each of you, he thought, appealing to his family, his brain bubbling like the fungal walls around him.
“Come to me,” Mr. Haemo shouted through the blackening smoke.
There was fire everywhere, enough to reduce the plantation to cinders, which was most likely Eldrus’ intent the entire time. Because he hadn’t had a shirt on, Atticus’ skin had been cooked to varying degrees. The heat was too hot to think straight. He found himself wandering, searching out spots where he wouldn’t roast completely if he stood there. Hopefully, Warren and the Beauties got out. They were good people. Or good bad people, at least.
Mr. Haemo buzzed through the choking, swirling death and grabbed Atticus by his arms. “Surprised to see me?”
“A bit.”
Mr. Haemo pulled Atticus close to his disgusting insect body. “Figured you would have gotten my not-so-subtle hints. Hold on tight.”
“Let me be, god damn it,” he said, unable to break free. He screamed as the fire climbed up his leg.
“There’s hope for you and yours yet.” Mr. Haemo’s wings became a buzzing blur. They started to lift him and Atticus off the ground. “Hear us out first, before you pitch a fit?”
“Us?”
Atticus’ feet left the floor. They rose to the ceiling. He looked over his shoulder, to the hole the vermillion hand had grown out of.
“You and Gary. You lied to me, you fuckers.”
Mr. Haemo dove through the flames, towards the metal door that led outside. Atticus dangled from the creature’s claws, which were a few inches deep into his skin. A searing itch of pain shot through his body as small fires started on his feet and thighs. He beat himself against himself, against the fungal walls. All this skin was getting in his way, he thought, the basement rushing past him, a blinding orange blur of spores and secrets. If only he could do without it, this skin.
Atticus gasped as they flew past the metal doors, into the backyard. The air froze his bones. Mr. Haemo brought them to the slave quarters and landed. He pulled his claws out of Atticus. With a quick whisper, the blood slithered up his claws and into his proboscis.
Taking a deep breath, Atticus fell to his knees and screamed. Every inch of him hurt so bad he couldn’t help but cry. When he had hope, when he had purpose, he’d been able to suffer through the suffering. But not now, not anymore.
Carpenter Plantation moaned as its roof buckled and caved in upon itself. Waves of fire shot out of the house’s crackling corpse. The second floor sagged, slouched. The third split, slid forward, crushing the porch and the bodies on the front yard. Smoke exploded upward and joined its thick, entwined brethren blackening the night sky.
“Falling apart so fast… you’d think the house wanted this,” Mr. Haemo said. He threw the flesh hood over his head and added, “Here come your cronies.”
Out of the smoke, several people ran. Cabalists, he realized, as he tried to rub the sting out of his eyes. Mr. Haemo made a sound behind him. When he looked back, he found the mosquito had vanished into one of the rickety, run-down cabins behind them.
“Can’t be seen, not yet,” Mr. Haemo said from the shadows of the slave quarter. “Might want to cover up yourself.”
Atticus fell back on his heels. He unfastened Blythe’s cloak and dropped it beside him. He took off Bon’s glove and rested it in the grass. By the hellish light, he read himself as he would a map, touching every bleeding landmark that gave definition to his body. Gallows: A rotting crater in his chest, surrounded by faint scars from days past only he could see. Bedlam: A stretch of necrosis from foot to thigh, with a slit-neck crowning his arrow riddled torso. Cathedra: A bruised wasteland of skin, charred and tendon-tight, cut to the quick, down to the deflated lung sacs like smashed mushroom caps. He would heal, but he wouldn’t forget, just as a land doesn’t forget the wars waged upon it. Will wouldn’t have seen the scars, Atticus figured, but a woman’s eyes, Clementine’s eyes, peered much deeper. She would’ve seen them and thought differently of him. The notion alone hurt more than the violence chronicled in his skin.
The cabalists were coming. Gary was among them. He’d grab the ghoul by his neck when he was close enough and choke the truth from him. But maybe Blythe had lied. Maybe they were still down there, in ashes, or bound up, boxed up, bobbing along whatever road the carriages took. It had all happened so god damn fast. And then there was the shepherd, who died by diabolical intervention. What for? How come?
Atticus gripped the grass and howled. This isn’t over, he thought, face quivering between a sneer and a smile. Though he had nothing but the word of the monster who’d murdered his family, he decided that they hadn’t been there; couldn’t have been there. They would live again, where the living belonged. Not where the dead were digested and shat out into the infinite unknown.
Atticus smiled and sneered, sneered and smiled. He wiped his nose and told his soul to stop its ramblings. Hungry as it was—he laughed and stood, drenched in sweat, and grabbed his trophies—it would have to wait.
“At-Atticus?”
That had been James’ voice. Atticus hunched forward and squinted. He didn’t know most of the faces of the approaching cabalists, and the dark sure wasn’t helping any. But, wait, there he was. James. And Hex. But she looked different. Not so cock-sure. She hadn’t found her brother, he reckoned. If she had, she’d left what remained of him inside the house to burn.
James went ahead of the cabalists, shouldering past a large shape that must’ve been Warren.
“Are you okay?” At arm’s length, James stopped and gasped. “Atticus, what the hell happened to you?”
Atticus ignored him, focusing instead on James’ arm and hand. His Corruption was patchy, marred by defensive wounds. His hand looked like a fist, but that was only because he was missing most of the fingers on it.
“I guess I’ll have to get good with my other hand.” He forced out a laugh. Eyes widening, he said, “Did you find them?”
Atticus stared at James, teared-up, and said, “No. No, I didn’t.”
Gasps, whispers. Those cabalists who didn’t know him were close enough to see the extent of Atticus’ wounds. Not including Warren, Elizabeth, and Miranda, who were at the rear of the group, only four cabalists remained of the twenty-five brought here, and there wasn’t much left of them, either.
“Gary,” Atticus said, calling him out.
The ghoul didn’t respond, nor did he move. He just stood there, slack-jawed, mouth still blood-wetted from a mid-battle snack. With a dead gaze, he appealed to Hex beside him. She shook her head, turned to Warren, and whispered something that made the others, Warren and the Beauties included, disperse.
“You all have been treating me like a god damn fool.” It took everything Atticus had to hold back from going off. “Gary.” He sighed. “Gary, you haven’t been right since the ritual.”
Hex stirred. Her eyes turned a darker shade of blue; her braids tightened.
James went sideways, looking back and forth between the ghoul and Atticus. Then he stopped and craned his neck toward the cabin where Mr. Haemo hid; strange noises were coming out of it.
If he waited for Gary to say it, they’d be there all night, so Atticus said it. “They’re not here. They never were. Where are they?” He walked past James, and got in Gary’s face. “You said you couldn’t bring them back because the soldiers took their bodies.”
He prodded his finger against the ghoul’s ribcage. “They’re not here. And you knew it this whole god damn fucking time.”
Atticus slammed his palms into Gary, pushing him to the ground. “What did you and that fucking mosquito do to my family?” He stood over his friend like an executioner would a prisoner on the chopping block. “You lied to me. You’ve never lied to me before. What the fuck did you do, then? Answer me!”
“I’m… I’m sorry.” Gary crawled backwards. Carefully, hands out in case Atticus came after him, he got back on his feet. “I don’t know why I did what I did. I didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t want to hurt you. Man, I swear it, I didn’t. We did, we did bring them back.” The ghoul nodded; a centipede crawled out of his nose and into his mouth.
“Gary,” James said, breathily.
A crash came out of Carpenter Plantation. The house coughed a fireball at the smug moon on high.
“You did?” Atticus’ heart started to beat fast. “Were they not like me? What happened?” And as he finished asking the question, his mind went ahead and gave him the answer. “Shepherds.”
Gary nodded and said, “The shepherds, yeah. It worked, they were fine. I did what you asked. I helped them first. They were fine. Out of it, but they were okay. We dusted them off and put them to bed and went to work on you. The shepherds came and grabbed them in the night. Only caught a glimpse of them and then they were gone.
“Atticus, listen, I didn’t know about them, the shepherds. And Mr. Haemo, he said he forgot, wasn’t even sure if they were still around. He’s a son of a bitch, but he loves that blood well. And resurrection rituals drain it quicker than anything else.”
“I don’t care about that,” Atticus hollered. “That’s why there were no corpses. You left Clementine and Will alone and the shepherds took them, body and soul, back to the Membrane.” He raised his hand to strike Gary, but stopped himself, knowing it would do him no good, at least for right now. “Why didn’t you tell me? You wasted my time!”
“You weren’t supposed to come back,” Gary shouted. He panted as his words rung out across the yard and surrounding forest. “We tried for days to reach you. Nothing. No signs. Nothing. The blood well was breaking down. We had to stop.” Gary started to smell the air, to smell, undoubtedly, the presence of Mr. Haemo. “But the words finally took, delayed as they were, and you came crawling out.
“I wanted you back. You’re my best friend, Atticus. But when we couldn’t reach you, I thought, well, maybe that was best. You’d be with them. But then there you were. I had to say something.”
“The truth. I would’ve appreciated the truth,” Atticus growled. “What did you think was going to happen when we got here? Did you think I’d die before I found out? Is that what you thought? You selfish shit. Were you going to eat me when this curse of mine gave out? Prolong your living some?”
Where was his machete? He looked around for a weapon. His soul was hungry, and though Gary had no life to take, he could make do with the scraps left in that corpse of his.
“Atticus, wait,” James started.
“Shut the fuck up, James,” Atticus snapped back.
“I thought I could buy some time.” Gary took a few steps backward. “I thought Mr. Haemo could find another solution. I don’t have a good answer. I thought if I told you, you’d kill yourself.”
“You didn’t tell me about the shepherd until it came for me.” Atticus grabbed the ghoul by his throat. He pushed his thumb through the open airway and hooked it on a tendon. “Until I fought it off. And you knew it would come.”
Voice choked, Gary muttered, “I am selfish. I wanted you with me. And then, sometimes, I thought it would be better to let you get your revenge on Blythe and Bon and have the shepherd take you. I didn’t know you’d be fucking un-killable.” He took Atticus by the back of his hair. “So many things are happening that could lead us to them. Kill me if you want. I would. I’m not going to lie. If I knew it’d bring back my wife… my daughters… I would. I’d kill all of you. I know how you feel. God, how I miss them. But I have you, and having you helps getting me through.
“Listen, these things… I can—”
Atticus squeezed harder on his throat.
“–There may be another way. Hear Hex out. Please.”
Atticus let go of Gary and gave him one final push, like the dumbass kid he was supposed to have outgrown. He lumbered towards Hex, and she met him halfway, her pupils bluer than ever.
“I knew there was something about you I didn’t like.”
Hex’s cheek quivered. An ash landed on her lip and melted there like snow. Close enough to bite his nose off, she said, “Don’t start with me, Gravedigger. Your friend didn’t tell me or James his little secret. My loved one wasn’t there, either. You aren’t the only one suffering.”
Hear her out, Clementine whispered in Atticus’ ear. He stopped breathing and shed a tear. The mood swings were coming too quickly to predict, and the madness propelling them too strong to stifle. Get ahold of yourself, Dad, Will scolded.
“We’ve been talking behind your back. That is true.” Hex’s eyes dimmed. “But Gary didn’t tell me or James what had happened to your family. I was rooting for you the whole way.”
“Appreciate it,” Atticus said. He gave Hex some space.
“I don’t know where Ichor is. If I hadn’t waited for you, he might still be here. I’m trying not to blame you and your friends for that, but it’s hard.” For the first time, she showed James an unkind look. “But this wasn’t always about a break-out.
“Eldrus has gotten too big for its britches.” Hex spat out some blood. She had lost a tooth during the battle. “And King Edgar has lost his mind. He’s brought more than just that boy back from the Nameless Forest. Warren told me what you saw in the basement. Vermillion veins. Nameless Forest. Like I said.”
Atticus shook his head.
Again, a noise came out of the cabin, as though Mr. Haemo was getting impatient.
“Carpenter Plantation is the beginning. The first meaningful punch from the Heartland since Eldrus started this fight. You know they’re doing this in other places. It isn’t that much of a stretch of the imagination.
“But this isn’t my gig, Gravedigger. I’m a hired hand, like you were to me. My benefactors’ reach far extends my own. It’s pure coincidence things have gone the way they have. I was going to ask you this, what I’m about to say, regardless. So don’t go thinking I’m trying to exploit your family. I don’t want to have to kick your ass in front of everyone.”
“I don’t want your lip right now. What do you need?” Atticus threw his arms into the air. His side wounds stretched and shot out blood. “Are you saying you can get me into the Membrane?” He looked at Gary and James. “Is that what she’s saying? That’s all I care about.”
A murmur broke out between the cabalists, Warren, and the Beauties. They were listening, overhearing everything. Atticus finally noticed that Francis wasn’t among them.
“You have a gift. Curse, gift, whatever. A man who can’t die, who can take the worst beating and shrug it off, is a man to get behind. It was going to be Warren, but he and I don’t think that’s right. From what I heard, you have a following in Gallows. And you were on every lip in Bedlam. And you can be sure you’ll be the talk of the town in Cathedra tomorrow.”
Hex sighed and came out with it. “We’re going to Eldrus. We’re going straight to Ghostgrave. I’m not asking you to lead but to lend your image to us. You’re an inspiration. I can’t think of a stronger symbol than one that cannot be killed.
“Gary told me about all the occult crap they’ve got stored up there in Ghostgrave, and now that I know he’s been scamming you, I know why. And I’ve heard the stories, too. Come with us. Do some fighting, some inspiring, and you can have it all.”
Atticus couldn’t help it: he started to laugh and shake his head, causing Hex to shrink before him. “I’m not… I ain’t leading some fucking rebellion. I don’t have the constitution or care to do it. And I sure as hell don’t have the time it would take.” He stopped for a moment and saw that she was sincere. “Why you going to Ghostgrave?”
“To kill King Edgar,” she said plainly. “I reckon you’re not the only one who has qualms with him and his men. Listen, I also know you’re not the charitable type, but revenge gets you hard like the rest of us maniacs. I guarantee you, you’re not the only one missing your family right now. But I’m pretty sure you might be the only one among them who can do a damned thing about it.”
From behind, an insect’s clicking: “My cue!”
Mr. Haemo emerged from the cabin, in all his grotesque glory.
Hex recoiled, screaming “What the fuck is that?” as the cabalists further back shouted and drew their swords.
The mosquito took great strides as he moved towards them, his million unblinking eyes boring through those blood bags called humans.
“That’s—” Hex’s eyes glowed again, “—that’s the thing that brought you back?”
One for dramatics, Mr. Haemo raised his claw up, as though he were commanding the minions of hell to rise, and said, “One and the same.”
“Hex,” Warren belted, sword drawn. “What the fuck is that shit, god damn it?”
“Hold,” she said, eyes wide in awe.
Mr. Haemo cocked his head, twitched his wings. “Interesting,” he said, staring at Hex intensely. “You’re gifted, too, aren’t you?” He laughed and turned to Atticus. “I do like meeting new people, but hell, let’s give them a break some.”
The giant mosquito took the edge of his hood and lowered it over his face. He grabbed the cloak and pulled it tight, until it seemed as though it were going to rip.
Chanting, “Bl’xhzhka ukul’qntk,” the cloak stretched beyond what seemed possible, down his arms and his legs, until the mosquito’s entire carapace was covered in old, stitched skin. Then, the flesh began to mold itself, give detail to itself. It pushed in on the mosquito’s head, and the mosquito’s head deflated until it was more skull-like. It grew heavy on the mosquito’s shoulders, and the mosquito’s body shrank, losing a foot every few seconds, until he was the same height as Atticus. His arms retracted, his claws became fingers; his feet and legs became meaty and human. His stomach sucked inward, while his chest rippled to give the appearance of ribs. A penis far larger than normal dropped from his still-forming pelvis, and he laughed when he looked at it, pleased. Two eyes with every possible color grew in his shallow sockets, until they were lidded and lighted. When he opened his mouth, teeth pushed through his gums. And the proboscis inside his maw retracted, flattened, until it was close enough to be mistaken for a tongue.
“Better? Or did I make it worse?” Mr. Haemo chuckled, his ashy, scarred skin a patchwork of the long-dead. “Woman’s got a point, At—” he smirked, “—woman’s got a point, Gravedigger.”
Carpenter Plantation drew its final breath, and went on to die a smoldering death, collapsing completely upon itself. A wave of heat exploded across the property, leaving those that stood before it drenched in sweat. Screams rode in on the searing wind. The smoke rising out of the rubble turned to fog and, for a moment, looked like a face.
Abel, Atticus thought. Now that there’s nothing he can do, I wonder if he’s relieved?
“I’ll come with you,” Mr. Haemo offered, his human suit in some ways more disturbing than his insect form. “Been with you this whole way already.”
Atticus took Blythe’s cloak and wiped himself down. The Membrane flashed before him. Huh. Died again. He rubbed his temples as a sudden headache cracked his forehead open. I’m losing my fucking mind.
Finally, voice hoarse, he said, “Why?”
“Blood well’s busted. They’re delicate things. We overdid it.” Mr. Haemo’s voice still buzzed when he spoke, as though he had a throat full of bugs. “A mosquito needs its blood well. I’m not much without it. I’ve been watching you since you left. You’ve been tearing across the country, leaving behind so much blood it makes me want to cry.” Mr. Haemo covered his crotch and winked at Hex. “Apologies, but not really. Got a dress I can borrow?”
“Don’t talk to her like that,” Atticus threatened. “So, what? You trail along and drain those we drop? Why? You can’t get me into the Membrane. You’d have done it already.”
“Gary’s got it right,” Mr. Haemo said. He snapped his fingers at the ghoul and gave him the thumbs up. “I’ve been around a long, long time. I remember when Archivist Amon was pillaging the continent for artifacts. He’s got plenty of things we could use to tear a way into the Membrane, or at least power a blood well to make it large enough to pass through. Hell, I know for a fact that the first ghoul, Deacon Wake, had a black chalice which is up there.”
Atticus shook his head. “How?”
“Seen it. Been to Ghostgrave a few times. Before I retired to the marsh.”
Mr. Haemo strolled over to James and extended his hand. “Howdy, buddy. Long time, no taste.”
James stepped away and went shoulder to shoulder with Hex. “Fuck off, freak.”
“I need to sit down, lie down.” Atticus stared at the ground and disappeared into a reverie for a moment.
“Atticus,” Gary started. “I don’t like this son of a bitch, either, but I think this is the answer we were all looking for. I wish it hadn’t taken so long to get here.”
“I’m tired of waiting,” Atticus said, his voice cracking. “I’m tired of it! I just want them back. I’ve died so many god damn times that life is this fucking close to losing all meaning to me.” He curled his fists, told Clementine to shut up, even though she wasn’t talking. “I’ve endured all manner of mutilations. I’ve traveled I don’t even know how fucking far. And I can’t die. I can’t even give up. I’m too fucking stupid to do that, too unlucky.” He put his hands to his head. “I feel my mind tearing in two. And I guarantee you that I’ll take the worst of the parts when the time comes, because the worst is what’ll serve me best. Always have. I cannot let that happen. If I’m going to save them, I need to be what I always was to them.”
He covered his mouth, gave everything he had to hold back the tears. “You all are using me, and I don’t rightly believe you’ll come through with what you promise. But what else am I going to do?”
Atticus went quiet for a moment. He closed his eyes and saw his wife and son, sitting down at the table, eating the same old, same old and telling stories to pass the time. God, he wanted that back so bad. He’d never been happier than in those “insignificant” moments. He’d collected them, he had; like pretty, polished rocks too often overlooked in a creek bed. He’d get them out from time to time, to remember why they’d caught his eye. Dinner, farming, small picnics in fields. Bad jokes, stupid arguments. Will trying to ride a pig. Clementine trying to write a book.
He remembered when Clementine taught Will how to fight, and when Will went to practice on him after. Boy got lucky, and then knocked his daddy out cold. What was the name of the ship Will meant to build? So he could sail the Widening Gyre and see what sat at the center? They were supposed to do that one day. And Clementine was going to fight off the sea hags, because just between the two of them, Atticus had confessed to his son, Mom was the far better beater.
They were talking to him—Hex, James, Gary, Mr. Haemo—but he wasn’t listening. He was trying to remember what Clementine had told him the first time they had met, back at the abandoned swimming pool, a million years ago. She’d been so nervous, he knew that much, and he could never figure out why. She was popular enough. She’d even been the one to approach him. What had she said?
I knew before, but not anymore. Atticus looked at the people who claimed to be his friends and whom he’d once claimed as such.
I knew before, but not anymore. Atticus looked down at himself, at the body that was his but at this point could’ve been anyone’s.
I knew before, but not anymore. Atticus looked inward, at the things he’d done or sworn off, and was willing to do again.
I knew before, but not anymore. This, he realized, was what terrified him the most. That his mind would rot before his flesh would, and he would do everything he could, only to forget why he’d done it at all.
“Who’s your benefactor?” Atticus said, breaking his silence.
“I can’t say. But there’s a meeting,” Hex replied quickly.
“Where?”
“Cathedra. Two days.”
Atticus repeated again: “With who?”
Hex shook her head. “Gravedigger, I can’t.”
“You can, and you will.”
Hex sighed and stomped her feet, like a child who wasn’t about to get her way.
Finally, she said, “Geharra.”




CHAPTER XVIII

Beauty had been sorely lacking from Atticus’ life of late. He’d seen it here and there, on the road, in Hex, but it’d been brief, and quick to ugly. Now, as he sat on a bench on Cathedra’s streets, marveling at the buildings in the midnight moonlight, he knew he’d found it again. And for the next twelve hours, it was his to have.
Hex had patched him up as best she could, which was a thing of beauty in and of itself. But he’d tired of flesh and blood, of death and destruction, so when he was good to go, he had to go. Anywhere would do, he said, hurrying from the hideout they’d bought in Cathedra. Gary and James had tried to follow him, but when he started rolling up his sleeves, they went back to bed.
The burning of Carpenter Plantation had brought a lot of the town running, which was how they’d slipped into Cathedra unnoticed. At this moment, many of the townspeople were still at the property, dousing the fires to prevent them from spreading further. While others were rummaging through the wreckage for the bodies of those unfortunate protestors who’d gotten, in some ways, just what they’d wanted.
So Cathedra was quiet, almost silent, and for mostly terrible reasons. Atticus didn’t pay that much mind, though. Instead, he sat with his legs crossed, his hands folded over his knees, while the cool air give to him a much needed baptism.
This was as close as he was going to get to Penance, Atticus figured. The white buildings, somehow grand in their minimalism, were not cold but comforting. They had a sophistication to their architecture, a happy marriage of aesthetic and function. Atticus always imagined himself being a builder. He’d even tried his hand at it for a while, after Will’s birth. It never went anywhere, all that practice and studying, but he did end up learning a few fancy words to impress the easily impressed at Gallows’ tavern.
Atticus uncrossed his legs and took a deep breath. Things were better when they didn’t smell like blood. He stood up, stretched, and crossed the road. First time he saw the road, he thought it was covered in snow, but the road was just white rocks cobbled together and cleaned on a constant basis. Did they still think they had a chance of Penance moving here? Cathedra struck him like the room an innkeeper keeps ready at all times, for that special guest who will almost certainly never arrive. The people of Cathedra probably knew this, too, but there was a discipline to be had in blind obedience. And that wasn’t bad at all, Atticus thought, leaning out of the shadows to touch the sculpture of the Holy Child on the corner. Not bad at all.
Since the plantation and the offers of Hex and Mr. Haemo, he’d slowed his mind to a crawl. He had to; otherwise, he would’ve gotten belligerent and said to hell with the lot of them.
Atticus moved past the sculpture, ducked past candlelit windows. Cathedra was a wide town, spacious, like heavenly places.
How do I get up there? he wondered, gazing at cathedral upon the hill. It was magnificent. The way the world seemed to bend around it made it look alive. The stained glass windows were huge, bright; they cast their multicolored stories across the town. He couldn’t make much sense of them, but he kind of wanted to.
“Go to Eldrus and kill the king?” he whispered to himself. “I could do that.”
Somehow, after all that fire at the plantation, he was cold. He pulled Blythe’s cloak tight and studied the cathedral some more.
“You’d like this place, Will,” he said. “Sure beats all that wood of Gallows.” He smiled, almost went to put his arm around his kid.
Is that
her? He squinted at the cathedral and the tall, wrought iron fences that surrounded it. I’ll be damned. There was a statue where the street started up the hill. He couldn’t get too close. There were too many open windows nearby and not enough cover. But as he crept forward, hugging the edge of a seamstress’ building, his suspicions were confirmed.
The statue was of Justine, the Hydra of Penance, Mother Abbess, and High Priestess of the Holy Order; or at least that’s what the statue claimed on its weatherworn placard. The Hydra had developed a reputation over the years, where it was said that her appearance was always changing. Though it wasn’t illegal to reproduce her likeness, many superstitious subordinates assumed it should’ve been. That, in combination with the rumor she rarely looked the same, made images of her hard to find and even harder to trust. But this was Cathedra, Atticus figured, the would-be capitol of the Holy Order. If any place got it right, they probably did.
Justine. He’d only heard her called by her name once or twice in his life. It was pretty, like she was, or had been at the time of the statue’s carving. She was slender, elegant, with large eyes and a smile that was just as endearing as it was devious. He was certain the sculptor had taken some liberties, but even so, she didn’t strike him as the leader type. And how did she even get to be the head of the Order? It was strange standing there, in the dead of night, alone with the rare likeness of one of the most powerful people in the world. This was who he needed to see, he thought, because if anyone knew anything about otherworldly matters, it would be her.
“One at a time,” he said, slinking back into the shadows. “King Edgar first, and then you, Justine, if need be.” He collected the memory of Justine and put it somewhere safe in his mind.
“I wonder if they’ll carve a statue of me, Clementine,” he mumbled, heading back towards the hideout. “I bet Hex has her people working on it right now. We’ll be famous when you get back. Our friends back in Gallows will shit themselves.”
The hideout was a literal hole in the wall of a hole in the wall tavern that the good people of Cathedra surprisingly never remodeled. There was a side entrance near the stables that didn’t see use anymore, and Atticus went through there. Where the stable checked the tavern, a few boards were loose. He pulled those up, knocked on the door behind them, and went through when Hex opened it.
“Feel better now?” Hex asked, sounding slightly annoyed. She shut and locked the door behind him and said, “Anyone see you?”
Atticus shook his head. The room in front of him was all they had. It was small, cramped; the three beds inside it took up most of the floor space. Elizabeth and Miranda were asleep together, while Warren was sitting at the edge of his bed, which he shared with Hex. James was high on painkillers for his hand. When Atticus eventually settled in beside him, the boy was probably going to try to snuggle up close. Gary and Mr. Haemo, being the creatures they were, slept under the beds, though Atticus was pretty sure the human-shaped mosquito was faking it.
He searched the room and said, “Where’s the rest of the Cabal?”
“Paid them and sent them on their way.” Warren swallowed hard. There was a glint in his eyes.
“Won’t they rat us out?”
“No, they’re too shaken to squeal. Plus, I don’t recruit squealers.”
The big man lay back down, his massive body causing the bed’s center to sink. His head disappeared behind his wide shoulder, into the pillow.
Hex shook her head and said, “Eat something, and then get some rest.”
Atticus lingered on Warren, noticing how he shook there, sorrow freezing him to the bone. “When you’ve done what needs to be done, be done,” he said, reciting what he’d told Atticus in the hidden stairwell.
Warren snickered, and said, “There’s always something that needs doing. Always some wrong that needs righted.” He wiped something off his face. “People like us, we’ll be done when we’re dead.”
“And what about the dead? When will we be done?”
Warren shrugged. “When god gets around to it.”
Like any self-respecting secret meeting, this one was held at the Black Hour. They’d spent the whole of that next day in the hideout, so when it was twenty minutes ‘til, Atticus and Hex almost blew the doors off the place trying to get out. To no one’s surprise, three grieving mercenaries, one pain-wracked prostitute, a festering ghoul, and a blood obsessed mosquito didn’t exactly make for good company in close quarters.
With Carpenter Plantation’s fire extinguished and everyone on alert, Cathedra was a much different town this night than it had been before. Candles burned on every sill and fires blazed in every shop. There were voices all around, at Atticus’s and Hex’s backs and to their sides. It was a neighborhood watch done right, the kind that could be felt but not seen, yet respected all the same.
Atticus and Hex leaned out of the stable, searching for a good street to start down. “No soldiers or patrol?”
Hex shook her head. “The tavern owner has had a few of his bar flies spread rumors about you, Gravedigger. We gave them our old camp in the woods to find as a distraction.”
Footsteps cut her short. A couple wandered past, hands all over each other. They disappeared into the dark.
“Everyone’s spooked, but curious, too. Cathedra has no love for Eldrus, either. If we mind our business tonight, most’ll turn a blind eye.”
“What’s the tavern owner been saying about me?”
Atticus threw the hood of Blythe’s cloak over his head. He followed Hex out of the stables and down the street that ran along the back of the businesses.
Hex tugged her braids apart. Quickly, she put them into a blue bun. “That you led the attack on Carpenter Plantation. That you can’t be killed. That you wait in the graveyards at night, looking for new recruits for your cause.”
Atticus grabbed her shoulders. “Did you leave my family out of it?”
“No.”
A few more buildings and they’d be in the open again.
“No names, of course, but a monster needs a heart if people are going to follow it.”
Atticus twitched. “That’s what I am to you now?”
“You saying you’re not a monster?” She smiled, took his hand off her. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure this human business out together when it’s all over.”
If it were up to Atticus, he wouldn’t have held the secret meeting at the center of town, but as he’d come to realize over the last few months, not much was up to him anymore. Revenge had gotten him a little further than his front step, but everything after that was because of someone else. This was a personal matter, and yet it didn’t feel personal anymore. The fact that his loss had become entwined with fanciful thoughts of revolt made him want to spit.
Time was different in the Membrane, he knew that. The days he’d spent down there were no more than hours to him. But going to Eldrus and holding up his end of whatever deal they struck tonight was going to take time. If this was the course he was going to follow, it would be many more months, a year, even, before he had the chance to see them again.
Just how long in hell could one wait until they started to call it home?
“All right,” Hex said, nudging him.
They slipped into an alley between two bone-white buildings.
“We’re getting—”
Atticus held up his hand. He heard voices, chanting; feet shuffling and stomping out a beat. “What’s that noise?”
“Ah, yeah.” Hex beckoned him to follow her to the end of the alley, where an intense light was coming through. “Have a look.”
Atticus curled his lip and slipped past her. At the edge of the alley, he leaned out and had a look.
In front of a lighted gazebo, thirty or so figures swayed, humming and holding their hands high. In the gazebo itself, a man sat in snowy robes, reading from a heavy book that had to have been the Holy Order’s holy text Helminth’s Way. Beside him, a portly woman stood and sang in tongues. Even though it was gibberish, it didn’t sound half bad.
“Midnight mass,” Hex whispered. “If you’re going to get right with the lord, may as well get a head-start, you know what I mean?”
Atticus wouldn’t admit it to the woman, but the hymns, the movements—it was starting to get to him. It centered him, made him feel right on the inside. He didn’t expect that. Wasn’t sure if he liked that he liked that.
“Take it you’re not the church-going type?” he finally said.
“No, afraid not.” She pressed her body against his, as she peeked out of the alley to look at the mass. “Saw god when I was a little girl.” She glanced at Atticus from the corner of her eye. “Didn’t much care for it.”
“That so?” Wedged between her and the alley, his Corruption against hers, Atticus realized how much he missed a woman’s touch. “How come?”
Hex worked herself loose, tightened up her bun. She retreated and leaned against that building’s side door.
“Didn’t see the big deal. God seemed like an asshole, like the rest of us.” She raised her eyebrows, and smiled.
Atticus didn’t believe her, and he didn’t care if she knew it. “What’s god look like, then?”
“Has some blue to it,” she said, blowing a loose strand of hair out of her face.
“You saying you’re god?”
Hex shrugged, and said, “We’re all gods of something,” and then threw her weight into the side door, flinging it open.
Atticus took a few steps forward as Hex disappeared past it. “What’re you doing?”
Poking her head out, she said, “What? Oh.” She held out her hand, shook it until he took it. “We’re here. Come on, Gravedigger.”
Atticus dropped Hex’s hand and followed her. On the other side of the door, they entered a small workshop that time had gutted. All that remained now were a few tables, some tools, and about a fourth of the wooden floor. The rest of the workshop was cut-off by rubble and the building beside it, which it appeared to have been attached to at some point. Faint moonlight poured in from the gaps in the roof.
“Won’t they hear us?” Atticus asked, searching for Hex’s so-called benefactors.
“Not with all that praising going on out there.” She swung back around and shut the side door. “They’ll be at it for another hour.”
“They late?”
There wasn’t a lot to look at in the workshop. It was empty, flat; no corners or crevices to check.
“We’re early.” Hex found a few chairs folded up against the wall. Bringing them over to a table, she said, “Here, cop a squat.”
Atticus eyed Hex.
“What?” she said. She set up six chairs and sat in one.
He buried his paranoia and sat opposite her.
She sighed, put her hands behind her head, getting real comfortable. Smiling, she finally said, “How are you?”
“Eh?”
“How are you?”
“I’m… fine.”
Hex waited a moment, tonguing her teeth, and said, “I’m fine, too, Gravedigger. Thanks for asking.”
Atticus laughed. “What is this?”
“I’d really like to get to know you.” She leaned forward, elbows to the table, and looked him in the eyes. “Tell me about your family.”
“Heh, uh, thought I did.”
Hex shook her head.
“Well, I mean, what do you want to know?”
Hex undid her hair and started to braid it in the way she always wore it. “It’s not a test, man.”
Atticus took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “It’s not easy. I avoid it, if I can, because it makes me feel like they’re already lost. Gary and James, they’re invested, too, but, I don’t know. Pretending I’m alone in this makes it easier to focus on what has to be done.”
“I understand.”
“I, uh, well, Clementine was, is, my wife. I’d always seen her around, but we didn’t really meet until we were ten.” He smiled. “There was this Old World swimming pool outside of town, in the mire. Water was cleaner than you’d think, but we mostly went there to get away from our parents.
“One day, Clementine was at the pool. I mean, she was always there, but for some reason, that day, I don’t know. Guess I noticed her, finally.”
“The stars aligned,” Hex said.
“Hormones more like it, but yeah, something like that. I thought she was real pretty. In Gallows, everyone kind of knows everyone. Kids don’t really grow up scared to talk to the opposite sex. At that point, I’d probably seen half the town naked.”
Hex laughed. “Very open community.”
“Yeah, sure,” he said, shaking his head. “So, you know, I wasn’t scared to talk to her. But she always had her friends around. They didn’t much care for me.” Atticus paused, considered putting an end to this confession, and then went on ahead. “But I got her alone one day. Struck up a conversation.”
“You strike out?” Hex asked.
Atticus chuckled. “Big time. I’m sorry to say it, but Clementine was a bit of a bitch back then. I’m sure I did something wrong, don’t get me wrong, but I think that girl was born with a stick up her ass.”
Hex leaned in closer, chin on hand. “So, of course you fell in love.”
“That’s how it goes.” Atticus looked around the workshop, for uninvited guests, but they were still alone. “She didn’t really come from a good family. I didn’t, either. It was bad, but it was good we found each other. My parents died early.”
Atticus closed his eyes, saw his father dead on the floor, his mother standing over his body, in celebration.
“My parents died early, and a family friend took me in.”
He opened his eyes, but the workshop was gone. He was at Poe’s again, his father’s knife in hand, his mother’s blood all over his face.
“Clementine wasn’t so lucky. Her dad lived a lot longer than he deserved.”
“I’m sorry to hear that about your parents,” Hex said softly.
“Don’t be. I’m not.” He flexed his killing hand. “Poe, the family friend, raised me. Or whatever you want to call it. He’s a piece of shit. Not much better than my dad, except he never laid a hand on me. When I was old enough to do something other than chase down debts, I became the Hangman. Fancy name for a killer. Scarier, I guess. Money was good, so I got Clementine away from her dad. I did a lot of bad things for Poe.”
“Did Clementine mind? Them bad things?”
Atticus shook his head. “No, she understood. She wasn’t no saint, neither. She’s got a few bodies notched into her belt, too. Don’t get any romantic inclinations about us. We cleaned up okay, but we weren’t much more than scum.”
Hex bit her lip. “Will’s your only kid?”
“No, I mean, yes.” Atticus’ mouth hung open as he tried to come up with an excuse.
“He’s got a sibling? Listen, I was just curious about you. If this is something you haven’t told Gary or James, maybe it’s best you don’t—”
“Vale,” Atticus said, forcing the name past his lips. “Vale.” Saying it felt strange, like remembering a word from a different language; something you’d always known but at some point forgot. “Vale was our daughter. A few years before Will.” Atticus covered his mouth. “You got me on the right night to have me talking about her. You spell-weaving this out of me or something?”
Hex shook her head. “No, don’t got that power.”
“She… died.” He exhaled. His saliva was thick, tasted like sadness must taste. “Clementine fought and fought to give birth. But my little girl, my little Vale…” He tapped the table, fidgeted with his fingers. “Too small, too eager to see us. That’s what we used to say. She couldn’t wait to come out. We—” he took a deep breath, “–we got a few minutes with her.” He started to rock in the chair. “At least we got that. It wasn’t her fault, though. She didn’t know better.
“Someone was supposed to fetch the doctor, this man named Ronny, but he didn’t. Said he would, and we waited, but he didn’t. He had always wanted Clementine, always hated me for having her. I don’t know if Vale would’ve made it if the doctor had come. I wanted to kill Ronny, because I knew he’d done that on purpose, but I couldn’t. In those… in those few minutes with Vale… I knew her. And I knew she wouldn’t want that.”
Hex sat there in silence. When he stopped breathing so heavily, she reached across the table and took his hand. This time, he didn’t pull away.
“Will’s a good kid.” Atticus nodded. He liked the way Hex’s fingers rubbed his knuckles. “Clementine didn’t want to have another child, but it happened anyways. I quit being Hangman when he was born. Poe sent a few men to my house that night to help me reconsider.”
“Did you?” Hex asked, hanging on his every word.
“Reconsider? No, no, I didn’t. But I did such a good job on those men’s bodies when I was done that the mayor made me gravedigger.” He took his hand away from Hex’s. “Poe and I were all right after that.”
Hex groaned and said, “Men are stupid.”
Atticus shrugged. “Will grew up quick. For the life of me, I don’t know how it happened so fast. Doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. I was afraid, think Clementine was, too, he’d turn out like us. But he didn’t. He got the best of us. Which was good. Made us better ourselves.
“We definitely sheltered the boy. He kept hearing things about us, what we’d done in the past, and thought it was a big joke. We were just a bunch of boring farmers who wouldn’t let him have no fun.”
“No swampy pools to play in?”
“Nope. At that point, Mr. Haemo had made himself comfy in the area, so Will didn’t get to meet the love of his life there, like I did.”
“Does that giant mosquito have to come with us?” Hex asked, cringing.
“I need to have a sit down with him. I’ve got no qualms killing him at the end of this. Kind of hope I get to.
“I don’t talk about Will much, not like I do Clementine, because it hurts too much. He’s too good to be down there in a place like that. I know he isn’t prepared for something like that. We didn’t let him see the world the way it really is.”
“You can’t blame yourself,” Hex said. “If he’s your son, I’m sure—”
Atticus’ lip started to quiver. He’d cried enough, so he looked away until the urge passed.
“I don’t know if he’s down there. I know Clementine is. I saw her. She saw me. But Will? The Abyss might’ve got him. I could see him giving in. If he was lost… alone.”
“I bet he’s still down there,” Hex said, eyes going kind. “What’s he going to be when he grows up?”
“Everything. He could be, too, if he wanted. But if he had to settle on something, I think he’d be a farmer, like his old man.” Atticus bit his nail. It fell off into his mouth and made him wretch. “You want to tell me about Ichor?”
Hex leaned back in her chair. “Guess that’d be fair, on account of having you spill your guts and all.”
Atticus shook his head. “Please, don’t joke about that,” he said, grabbing his stomach. “It’ll probably happen at some point.”
“Ichor’s different.” Hex bit her lip, chewed on her words. “When we were little, in Angheuawl, he wasn’t really ever around. He was a loner. Kids used to make fun of him, beat him up. He’s very smart, but has a temper like you wouldn’t believe. I think if he had grown up somewhere else, he might’ve turned out different. All that bad business made him a bleeding heart. And all the world’s going to do to people like that is bleed them dry.”
Remembering what Hex told him awhile back, Atticus said, “You mentioned you weren’t all that close ‘til you got hitched.”
“Yeah. I got it. Made sense. Parents marrying me off to some stranger like I was some fucking set-aside bride. I’d get all brotherly, too, if I were him. But I think he did it for the wrong reasons. He was trying to prove something or something.”
Atticus thought back to Ichor’s supposed imprisonment. “Bleeding heart? Take it he’s an investigator type?”
Hex threw her hands up into the air. The chair tilted back. “Shit,” she yelled, balancing it.
“You don’t have much love for him, do you?”
Hex mouthed “No,” and snapped her head to the side door they’d come through.
“You trying to prove something, too? By rescuing him, I mean.”
“Hmm?”
Hex got to her feet, so Atticus did, too.
“Oh, no. No.”
The side door creaked open. Figures stood behind it. Atticus went for a weapon, then remembered Hex hadn’t let him bring one.
“No, I came to get Ichor to kill him,” Hex said, plain as day. “Ah, come on in, everyone.”
Atticus’ eyes went wide. “Kill him? What the hell you talking about?”
But before Hex could answer him, three Night Terrors were in the doorway. One wore the skull of a fox, the other a mask of centipede carapaces. The last one, the one who kept closest to the Fox, had pale scars running across his body. At first, Atticus couldn’t make sense of his skull, but if he had to guess, he would have said it looked kind of like a bat’s.




CHAPTER XIX

The midnight mass hit a howling crescendo as the creatures came into the room. A small woman trailed behind them, her half-lit face about as worn down as the workshop itself. She was dressed in men’s clothes, and the spectacles she wore were large enough to give Mr. Haemo’s eyes a run for their money. She, along with the Night Terrors, took a seat at the table, while Atticus and Hex just stood there, one far more shocked than the other.
“Timely, as always,” the woman said to Hex.
Atticus’ gaze moved back and forth, between the woman planning fratricide and the creatures known to kill humans. When he’d been attacked by the snake, there was too much going on to consider the Night Terrors. But now that they were in the same room as him, he felt the chill of myth and superstition; even had the goosebumps to show for it.
“Gravedigger.” Hex nodded at the chair he’d been sitting in. “I’ll introduce you to everyone.”
This feels like a god damn set-up. He didn’t have a weapon, but when it was harder to shake off a cold than it was Death, that didn’t seem to matter much. The Night Terrors followed him as he pulled out the chair and took a seat.
Pointing to the Fox, Hex said, “This is Johannes.”
The Night Terror, Johannes, was the thinnest of the murderous bunch. He wore little in the way of armor, but had a handful of daggers, knives, and unmarked pouches lining his waist and legs. There were several patches of fur still attached to Johannes’ mask. By the jagged bands of black and red that ran across them, Atticus would have guessed the skull came from a lord of the Blasted Woodland. Looking into its weathered sockets, he noticed the Night Terror had black paint around his eyes, to give a more fearsome impression.
“You’ve been through a lot,” Johannes said, offering his hand. “This must be like icing on the cake.”
“Yeah,” Atticus grunted.
He took and shook the Terror’s hand. Johannes cocked his head, as though he hadn’t heard him, and then pulled away.
“This one—” Hex smiled at the Centipede, “—this one gracing us with her appearance tonight, her name is Mara.”
Mara’s mask was a mean mound of centipede carapaces that had fused together. They were fashioned in a such way that it gave the Night Terror the appearance of having horns. Unlike Johannes and the Bat beside her, she didn’t wear armor at all. Her clothes looked like something that would’ve washed up on Bedlam’s banks, and by the way she carried herself—so cocky you would’ve thought she’d sprouted one between her legs—this was probably on purpose.
“Hex has high hopes for you,” Mara said, her voice sounding much older than her body looked. “This is Deimos.” She nodded her head at the Night Terror beside her. “He’s a real chatterbox.”
“Atticus, is it?” Deimos asked, standing up. He held out his hand.
This isn’t right. I can’t be sitting here, alive, conversing with these things. “Gravedigger will do.”
Atticus paused before shaking the Bat’s hand. From the tips of his fingers to the bones in his wrist, Deimos’ skin was covered in pale, shiny scars. He accepted the gesture, went in closer. Deimos’ skull was not one bat skull but many smaller ones, that had been fused together to give him this unnerving visage. The mask had a strange hue to it, too, like the color of disease.
“Sit, then, Gravedigger,” Deimos said, following his own advice. Beside the mask, he wasn’t all that imposing. And his kind voice wasn’t doing him any favors, either. “I do not know how much Hex has shared with you, so I’ll leave the rest to her.”
Atticus sat again and looked at the woman, the Corrupted (he had to make sure), who’d come in behind them.
“My name is Kevin,” she said, taking off her spectacles. Her eyes lost half their size when the lenses left them. She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I sit on the council of Geharra. I’ve called this meeting here tonight. I understand that you cannot die.” She put her spectacles back on. “Show me.”
Atticus tilted his head to show where Bon had opened his neck. He pulled up his shirt, to show where Blythe had gored him.
Kevin snapped her fingers at Johannes. He handed her one of his knives. She tossed it on the table in front of Atticus.
“I’d rather not,” he said, pushing the knife back towards her. “I’ve done it enough already.”
Kevin flicked the knife, sent it spinning back at him. “I try something before I buy it, Gravedigger.”
Hex said to him, “You’d do the same.”
Lip curled, Atticus leaned forward and grabbed the knife. He searched its blade for evidence of runes, of powders—things that may reverse his life-sustaining curse. Did they trust him by giving him this? Or did they trust in their numbers to overwhelm him if need be?
“We’re on a time crunch,” Mara said. Her mask quivered with life. “Hurry it up, please.”
Deimos shook his head. “Give him a moment. It’s good this isn’t something he takes lightly.”
Suddenly agreeable, Atticus pressed the knife into his wrist. “This will take a minute.”
“What?” Johannes turned his head. “Oh, no. It’s tainted with Thanatos.”
Atticus gritted his teeth. With the knife only touching his skin, he could feel a lightning storm blowing across the muscles below. “How long ‘till this shit is out of my system?”
“It’s quick.” Johannes sounded excited, like the herbalist he probably was. “Like blowing out a candle.”
“Hex, I don’t know if another one is coming—” Atticus closed his eyes and exhaled, “—but if a shepherd shows up, you take it down. You hear me?”
Hex nodded. “Of course.”
Kevin went wide-eyed and said, “Shepherd? What is he—?”
Atticus slipped the knife’s tip into his wrist. Blood welled around the puncture, thick and dark. He gripped the knife and ripped downward. His forearm split open, the seams of skin giving way to the blade. Hot, red blood poured over his flesh, like water over the edge of a tub. He dropped the knife and grabbed the wound, his hand adhering to the sticky slit. Sight and sound ceased to be, and like a breath to a flame, Thanatos snuffed his life out.
When his senses returned, Atticus found himself sitting in the same seat, at the same table, on a scabby cliff overlooking a white desert. A thin film, veined and rough, hung from an unseen place high in the sunless sky. It ran before him for as far as he could see, blocking off the desert entirely.
“Is this the Membrane?”
He stood up, noticed his forearm had already begun to heal itself. Craning his neck, he found that familiar tunnel he’d fallen through before, streaks of sinewy light inching across it.
“Guess so.”
Atticus walked over to the film. He touched it. Like the insect wing it resembled, it buzzed. Why am I still here? he wondered. The Thanatos. Looking at his slit wrist, he figured it hadn’t left his system yet. Atticus put his nose to the film. The pale desert on the other side sat quietly, a wild wind slowly undoing its many dunes. Where had he seen this place before? The first time he died, he realized, and in Bedlam, the first time the shepherd showed.
I should try to look for Clementine and Will. Atticus stepped back. If I keep using the Thanatos, maybe I can find them. Maybe I can tell them what I’m doing for them. But before he could turn away, the desert drew him back in. Small figures started to emerge from the sands. They were human, but their bodies were hazy and black, like literal shadows of their former selves. He didn’t turn away, but he did back away, because something about the sight of the shadows made him uneasy.
“Will! Clementine!” Atticus shouted. He noticed he’d drifted a few feet from the film, the Abyss’ pull ever-present.
The shadows were coming out in droves now, by the hundreds, by the thousands. They were coming for him.
“Fuck, fuck!”
He panicked as the shadowy swarm disappeared under the lip of the cliff, out of sight.
Am I stuck down here?
What the fuck did I do? Atticus went past the table and chair, to where the cliff ended and the Membrane’s tunnel began. He peered into the dim depths, searching the fleshy walls for hints of Pulsa diNura.
Take care of them, Herbert, he thought. Or whatever the hell your name was.
“Son of a bitch!” Atticus turned around and jumped as he saw the shadows there pressed against the other side of the film. There were hundreds of them, each one fighting their way to the front. Thick, glistening saliva poured out of their chomping mouths. The sight of Atticus had driven them into a frenzy. They clawed at the film in desperation, and from their desperation, Atticus could tell they were suffering.
“Are you in hell?” he asked, in awe, like a child.
Some were praying, others looked like they were trying to make the signs of Penance, but it kept coming out wrong.
Someone snapped their finger in Atticus’ ear.
“Are you there?” Hex asked.
Atticus screamed. He kicked his feet and fell out of the chair. The workshop’s floor met his face like a fist and chipped his tooth. He lay there a moment, breathing in the puddle of blood his suicide had formed.
“I’m very sorry,” he heard Kevin say. “We will never ask you to do that again. You… are amazing.”
Atticus grunted. He stood up and threw himself in the chair. He was covered in blood, and his arm had torn back open.
“Someone going to stitch me up?” He bit the inside of his mouth as the cool air got inside the wound and worked over his nerves. “I’d like to be conscious for whatever other bullshit gets asked of me.”
Hex, as always, had a small amount of medical supplies on her. It probably wasn’t a coincidence, but Atticus had, in part, done this to himself, so he wasn’t about to bitch about it.
“Hex already told you our goal: to force Eldrus out of the Heartland and kill King Edgar,” Kevin said as Hex fixed Atticus up. “We have dissidents across the Heartland, but they’re timid. The Heartland hates Eldrus’ involvement, but for most, it was an inevitability. So they’re used to it.”
Atticus looked at the Night Terrors. Every time he was reborn, he felt renewed, so with renewed confidence, he muttered, “Why are they here?”
“To keep the balance,” Deimos answered.
Mara yawned and nodded. “Don’t mistake us for our bloodthirsty brethren in the south.”
“You saying you don’t kill ‘Corrupted’?”
“We do,” Johannes added cheerfully, his fox skull bobbing up and down. “But we try to be a little more meaningful about it.”
“You’re not what I had in mind,” Atticus admitted.
Mara fiddled with her thumbs, bored. “That’s generally the goal.”
“When you sneak around killing in the dark, that’ll happen.”
Atticus thought back to Gallows, where at least twice a year, a neighbor was found slaughtered, Corruption stripped from their arms. It scared him at first, the Night Terror attacks, and then it just became business.
Mara crossed her arms. “When you’re done sneaking around, killing in the dark, you think you’ll be the same in the light?”
The Bat cleared his throat. “Our people keep the balance through whatever means necessary. All populations, be it natural or supernatural, must be maintained. The city-states and the Heartland have their place on this traumatized continent. Eldrus has forgotten its place.”
Atticus tilted his head at Hex. Rolling his eyes, he said, “Dress it up how you like, Terror, but murder is murder.”
“Are your hands clean, Gravedigger?” Johannes asked, jumping to Deimos’ defense.
“No,” Atticus said. “Haven’t been most of my life. But I know what kind of monster I am. Not sure you all do.” He looked at his arm as Hex tightened the last stitch. “I can wash this blood off all I want, but I know it’s always going to be there.” He paused. The gears in his mind cranked out a notion. “Letting Geharra go to war with Eldrus doesn’t sound like the best way to keep your balance.”
“Not war,” Kevin said. She reached into her pocket and popped a piece of candy into her mouth. “We’re forcing them out, nothing more.”
“Killing the king isn’t an act of war?”
“They won’t know it was us.”
Atticus bit his lip. “Sure they won’t.”
“The Nameless Forest changed King Edgar,” Johannes said. He touched a dagger on his belt. “It rotted him from the inside out.”
“He needs to be replaced,” Mara said. “He can’t be reasoned with. And since he brought that child back from the Forest, he can’t be reached, either. It’s going to require brute force.”
Hex took out a vial of Numb and doused his arm. “To make a difference, he has to die. The body farms and the vermillion veins, they’re only the beginning.”
Atticus tried to flex his arm, but it wasn’t there yet. “Beginning of what?”
“You’re going to help us,” Kevin demanded. “There is no turning back. If you betray us, we will chain you to a rock and leave you to burn on the sands of the Ossuary.”
“Funny you should mention a desert. No, I want my wife and son back more than…” He sighed. “I’ll do anything, even if it means I’ll regret it later.”
“That’s good to know,” Mara said. She crossed her legs, leaned out of her chair, and said, “Mass is almost over.”
“King Edgar,” Kevin began, “is trying to mobilize the Nameless Forest. We don’t know what he found when he went in there, but we do know he’s trying to bring it out.”
“Our people occasionally measure the borders of the Nameless Forest,” Johannes said. “It hasn’t moved, not even an inch, in the last hundred years. But in the last six months, it’s moved forward one mile. In every direction.”
“It’s spreading,” Mara said. “Testing the waters. What you saw in those bodies are the very same vermillion veins found in the Forest. King Edgar is preparing the land, making it agreeable.”
Johannes nodded. “They’re also weapons themselves. The soldiers are burying them deep in the earth. But you saw what happens when they are triggered.”
“It was a massacre,” Atticus said. He remembered Carpenter Plantation’s basement, the web of mutilated bodies from the coffin bombs.
“During King Edgar’s disappearance, he discovered new allies,” Deimos said, joining the conversation. “We’ve noticed an increase in activity around the Nameless Forest, too. Messenger birds and men made of veins. He’s communicating with what’s inside of the Forest. We’ve seen the rare supply line here and there as well.”
“What’s inside the Forest?” Atticus asked. “Does anyone really know?”
“Old World monsters, maybe,” Hex said. “People said a lot of them fled there after the Trauma. But they got caught in the chaos of the place and couldn’t get back out.”
“Some believe the Dread Clock sits at the Nameless Forest’s center,” Deimos said. “Some believe that’s what perpetuates the Black Hour. It’s creations, in combination with the insane things that normally live there, would make a wave of death not even the greatest of alliances could break.”
“An army.” Atticus picked at his stitches. “Except, it can’t move unless the conditions are right.”
“Immortal and intelligent,” Mara said sarcastically. “A man after my own heart.”
Kevin shook her head and said, “Tracking the corpses is difficult. Their operation is not well organized, and it doesn’t matter if they meet their exact destination as long they’re buried. So anywhere, in the end, is good. But we’re doing our best to rout the convoys, and Carpenter Plantation was a blow to their operations, you can be sure.”
“So he brings the Nameless Forest to the Heartland. Then what?” Atticus asked.
“Then whatever he wants,” Hex said. “If it works, if it’s what we’re thinking it’s like, he’ll be able to take over anything. And if it doesn’t, then the Nameless Forest will probably choke the life out of what’s left of this shitty continent. I don’t think it matters what happens. The man is insane. He’s going to go along with whatever outcome he gets.”
Atticus raised an eyebrow. “Let’s say it happens like you all think it will happen. But it’s not hell on Earth. Don’t think there’s any good that can come out of this?”
The Night Terrors shook their heads in unison.
“Balance is everything,” Deimos said. “Diversity is everything in this dying world.”
“Your movement is just, I agree,” Atticus said. He lowered his voice as he heard the midnight parishioners shuffle past the workshop. When they’d gone, he whispered, “What happens next?”
Mara straightened up in her seat, exhaled as though to say “finally.”
Kevin reached back into her pocket and laid a large, blue, slimy snail shell on the table. “You, Hex, and your men will leave tomorrow morning and go west to Islaos. You’ll make yourself known, bolster morale, give a speech, kill if you can, and be on your way. After that, you’ll double back east to Hrothas, then north to Nyxis. After every town, leave a rebellion in your wake. Eldrus will have to stretch itself thin suppressing each uprising. Like I said, our people are timid, because they do not fight for war, but equilibrium. Humans don’t stand particularly well on the middle ground. It is on extreme soil that they find their footing. So give them your image, your story, your ability, and help them understand the importance of standing up for themselves, without having to tear everything down in the process.”
“And after Nyxis?” Atticus asked. I can do this, he said to his wife and son. I can do this quickly, I promise.
“Geharra has been smuggling weapons into the Heartland for a while now. Mercenaries, too, like Hex’s friend, Warren. After Nyxis, if you’ve done what you’re supposed to do, and we’ll know, you’ll go with a smaller, more covert operation into Eldrus. As the city-state tries to quell the fighting at its gates, you move into Ghostgrave and kill Edgar. We have people inside the keep. We’ll be tracking his movements, or supposed movements, the best that we can. We will be providing that information.”
“Geharra stands to benefit a lot from this,” Atticus said, addressing the Night Terrors. “You guys not as cozy with Penance, I take it?”
“Geharra knows it place,” Mara said. “And they know what will happen if they forget it.”
“You know why I trust you?” Kevin said, interrupting the Mara.
Atticus shook his head.
“Because of your cause. It’s good for all of us, yourself included, that you can’t die, but that alone isn’t enough for me to trust you. There’s plenty of things out there that can do a good imitation of you, Gravedigger. It’s your cause. It’s simple, to the point. Heartfelt. When I look at you, I don’t see a man with grand aspirations for profits or politics. You’re going to do what you have to do until there’s nothing left of you, and then you’re going to take what’s yours and put this all behind you.”
“Yeah, that’s the plan.”
“Archivist Amon keeps his artifacts in his tower,” Mara said. “You take what you need and leave the rest.”
Atticus’ heart started to beat hard. “Is what I need in there?”
“Yes,” Deimos said. “Archivist Amon has led an unnaturally long life. And there are rumors King Edgar has tried to bring back his dead family members. But he doesn’t have your gift, so he can’t make the journey into the Membrane just by killing himself.”
Mara laughed. “If nothing else, I’m sure your mosquito friend can figure something out, what with all that fresh blood to weave with.”
Atticus shot a damning glance Hex’s way. “How have you been in contact with them? I’ve kept a close eye on you since Bedlam.”
Johannes made a clicking noise with his mouth. “Oh, Hex. You spilled the beans about our plan, but you didn’t tell him about that? You’ve got your priorities backwards, girl.”
Slamming his fist into the table, Atticus shot up and said, “What the hell is he talking about?”
“Sit down, Gravedigger,” Kevin said. “This—” she picked up the large, blue, slimy snail shell, “—we call it an heir. It lets us communicate over vast distances.”
“Where’d it come from?”
Kevin looked at Mara.
Mara shook her head.
The councilwoman of Geharra said, “Hex has been keeping in contact with us through the heir.”
“You have one of those? In that bag you carry around?” Atticus got calm, got seated.
Hex shook her head and said, “Don’t have one. Don’t need one.”
“It really only works one-way,” Kevin said, slipping the device back into her pocket. “We mostly just listen and hope Hex gets the fragments of our answers.”
Atticus grinned. “I don’t understand. You don’t have one?”
“Don’t need one. I know you’ve seen it, when my eyes turn blue like they do. I can cast my thoughts.” She struggled to find her words and then finally said it: “I’m a telepath, Gravedigger.”




CHAPTER XX

The midnight meeting came to an end shortly thereafter. The Night Terrors scattered to the wind, Mara going one way, Deimos and Johannes, hand-in-hand, the other. Kevin of Geharra went to the local inn, because she was supposed to be in Cathedra, anyways, for a symposium. Atticus and Hex stayed in the workshop awhile longer, staring each other down.
“A telepath.” Atticus ground his heel into the ground. “I poured my god damn heart out to you.”
“I can’t always control it.”
“Sure seems to come on at the most opportune of times.”
“It really doesn’t. I said I came to find Ichor to kill him, and that was true. You know why he hates me? Because he’s a telepath, too. Except, he’s better at receiving than sending. Every time he fucked up, every time I made fun of him, hated him, he knew. And I didn’t. Had no idea he could read my thoughts. Didn’t know until the day he tried to kill himself. Then he told me.”
“But you still want to kill him? I’m sorry but that doesn’t make a lick of god damn sense.”
“It’s… it’s m-mutual.”
Hex was giving him everything, and in return, Atticus knew she was hoping to buy back no more than his favor.
“We’ve been hunting each other since my wedding night.”
“How come?”
“Ichor is generally a receiver, not a sender, like I said, but during the wedding dinner, I caught his thoughts. What he thought about me, what he wanted to… do to me.” Hex swallowed hard. She mouthed the words, “Spread you open.” Her face darkened several shades of Death. “I leapt across the table and put every fork and knife I could get ahold of in his chest. He got away, though. Ichor always gets away.
“He came back a few weeks later, in the night. Husband was gone. Fought then, too. He’d show up every month or so after that and we’d beat each other to a pulp. He’d get away, or I’d let him get away. I don’t even know anymore. The only connection we have to each other is how much we hate one another.”
Atticus considered her and said, “Did you get involved with Geharra to find him? Or because you actually believe in them?”
Hex shrugged. “Both. I can’t explain it, Gravedigger. It’s… sick. But I have to find him again.”
“To kill him?”
“To try.” Her eyes went bright blue. “But maybe this time will be different.”
“All that about Ichor, what you said earlier. Him protecting you. That was a lie, wasn’t it?”
“It was. I don’t tell the truth when it comes to Ichor.”
Atticus loosened up. “Guess I wouldn’t either. You enjoy this, don’t you? This cat-and-mouse game.”
“Yes,” Hex admitted. “The more complex, the better. I’m glad he wasn’t at Carpenter Plantation. But I do worry about him.”
“Is there another person inside of you? I don’t know who you are right now.”
Embarrassed, she looked at her feet. “We all have our flaws. You’re covered in them. You enjoy killing. Don’t you say you don’t, I know you do. And, yes, I enjoy every awful thing my brother and I have done to each other.”
Atticus shrugged and then whispered, “Why?”
“The thrill of it. What do you call it? A fetish? Some degrading thing no one would admit to? I don’t know, Gravedigger. I just want us to be on the same level. That’s why I’m telling you. We’re partners, you and I.”
“You want to come over for dinner when this is done?” Atticus laughed. “I’m glad you told me. I feel like I can trust you better knowing how fucked up you are.”
Hex did a curtsey in her seat.
“Telepath, huh? How’d that happen?”
“Born that way, I guess,” Hex said.
“Can you read my mind?”
“No, not unless you can send your thoughts, too. The way it works: I transmit my thoughts, and whoever can receive usually does. More of a burden than a gift.”
“And the heir?”
“Night Terrors came up with that,” Hex said, sounding guilty of something. “Never told me where they got it.”
“Uh, huh.” Atticus scrutinized her. “You’re awfully chummy with them. Why’s that?”
“Husband was in the mining business. Had to get on their good side a few times to work some areas. Seen Mara in passing here and there. She’s not the killing type. More diplomatic.” She came to her feet. “Any more questions?”
“One,” Atticus said, doing the same. “Why’d Ichor try to kill himself?”
Hex chewed on her lip. He could tell she despised him right now, because he knew that look better than anyone else; he saw it every time the Hangman came.
Balling her fists, she said, “Because I wanted him to. I was fucking tired of his whining, the sick shit he used to pull. I was embarrassed by him, playing the victim all the time. I thought to myself, you should kill yourself, Ichor.’ And he heard that, and because I wanted it so bad, he thought he did, too. He thought it was a genuine, bona fide thought of his own.
“I’m not a good person, Gravedigger, so it’s a good thing Ichor and I hate each other. Who knows what damage I could do if I didn’t have him to hurt?”
ISLAOS
It took them three weeks before Atticus and his followers crossed into the Blasted Woodland, a blown-out mess of trees, valleys, and crags that sat on the edge of the much larger, much drier Dires. At the middle of the Woodland, a steep, Y-shaped valley stretched for miles across the emerald expanse. In it, Islaos waited at the bottom, the sounds of axes and pickaxes constantly coming up from the valley’s floor.
Geharra had been good to them thus far, that much was true. They’d come to Cathedra in hand-me-downs, and left the town looking smart. They were given, by unnamed confederates, full sets of armor, weapons, new horses, supplies, and enough money to bribe their way out of any situation from here to Nyxis.
Atticus had been given a special blade, a sword with a skull at its hilt. But it looked hokey, and he’d grown partial to his machete. He kept the special sword stowed, until someone with lower standards than himself came along to wield it.
“We need a name,” Hex said, trotting on her horse beside Elizabeth’s and Miranda’s. “The rebellion doesn’t have one yet.”
Gary raised his hand.
Hex cut him off: “And anyone who suggests calling it the Resistance is going to have my boot in their ass.”
Gary lowered his hand.
“The Cabal isn’t a household name, but some know it,” Warren said, gripping the reins tightly. His horse hadn’t taken kindly to the big man’s weight; ever since they’d left, it’d been trying to shake him off.
“We’re different now, though, yeah?” Elizabeth added.
Miranda massaged her shoulder. She hadn’t given up trying to bring life back to the dead nerves there. “Gravedigger is leading now. Let’s let him decide.”
Atticus looked at James, who rode beside him. “What you think?”
James shrugged and laughed. “I’m not the Gravedigger. That’s up to you.”
Atticus grunted. He looked at the trees, the ground; marveled at the way everything seemed to be frozen in the moment right after an explosion. The Blasted Woodland. Name made sense now. But how it happened, he couldn’t figure.
“I like the Cabal,” James said. He winced, his right hand, or what was left of it, giving him some issues. It was a good thing he was ambidextrous, or so he claimed. “But I agree with Miranda.”
“Thank you,” Miranda chirped from the back.
“It’s got to be something people can get behind. Something that’ll inspire them.” James ballooned out his cheeks and then exhaled. “How about the Marrow Cabal?”
“Why?” Atticus liked it, but he wanted James to defend it, the way he used to make him defend things back on the farm, to build confidence.
“Well, I mean, we have the Spine running through the Heartland, so there’s that. But Eldrus is making the land sick. We’re going to heal it, bring some strength back to everything.”
“I like it,” Warren bellowed. His horse neighed as he gave it an excited slap.
“All right.” Atticus smiled and nodded at James. “What do you think, Gary?”
“Hmm?” The ghoul swallowed something—an eyeball by what Atticus could see through the holes in his throat. He gave the thumbs up. “Sounds perfect.”
“I like it, too,” a human-shaped Mr. Haemo buzzed, flanking them from the side. He and his horse were so covered in blood, it was hard to tell where one stopped and the other began. “Found a lumber mill.”
“We said scout ahead, not slaughter ahead,” Hex growled.
“They might have seen us.”
Mr. Haemo balled his fist. In an instant, he absorbed the blood off himself and the horse.
“Besides, we’re going to need a lot of the sticky stuff to get Clementine and Will back.”
Ahead, the land began to pull apart, the background separating from the foreground. By this, Atticus knew they’d found the valley.
“What’s the plan, Hex?” he asked, as they brought their horses to the edge. The valley was large enough that it was almost a stretch to consider it part of the Blasted Woodland. With its rivers and lakes, fields and forests, it was a place all its own. It had a paradise quality to it, all sun and shine, which made him second guess for a moment the extent of Eldrus’ rumored atrocities here.
“We can’t even be sure how many vermillion corpses have been buried in Islaos,” she said. “This is where Eldrus started doing it first.”
“Hex, how long has this been going on for?” Gary asked.
“Maybe two or three months after Edgar got back from the Nameless Forest. Two years, then?”
“Holy Child,” James whispered.
“Rebellions take time to build,” Warren reminded them, before the accusations started.
“So no grave digging for infected bodies?” Mr. Haemo sounded sad. “What a shame.”
“Seven hundred people live in Islaos,” Hex said. “More above the valley. We have about one hundred to one hundred and fifty committed to our cause, which doesn’t mean a whole lot, other than they showed up for refreshments.”
Miranda cleared her throat. “How many soldiers?”
Hex shrugged and said, “Hard to say. It’s a wide area to police. We don’t know exactly what’s going on in these woods, either. Islaos is a frontier town, though. We won’t have a lot of pushback. People move out here because they value privacy.”
“No more killing, mosquito,” Atticus said. He noticed a trail not far from where they stood that led into the valley. “You got that?”
“I have to kill to keep this appearance, boss,” Mr. Haemo said, riding up beside him. “Taking out that shepherd for you—you’re welcome, by the way—took a lot out of me.”
Atticus cringed at Mr. Haemo’s ashy, patchy, sagging face. “I know. Thank you. You only helped to save yourself. I know that.”
Mr. Haemo tried to smile, but his cheeks wouldn’t cooperate. “Save? No. I just don’t like being weak. I can do this on my own, but it’ll go faster with you.” He paused and then said, “There’s another shepherd coming, I’m sure. Grab them by the cracks in their head, like I did. It’s the only way.”
Hex coughed, drawing attention to herself. A wave of leaves blew past, sticking a few twigs in her hair. “King Edgar has one of his famous suffer centers in Islaos. We’ll meet our contact there.”
Atticus could feel all eyes on him. He glanced back and saw Warren nodding in his direction. Son of a bitch, he thought. This was supposed to be your gig.
“Let’s go, then,” he said finally, kicking his horse toward the trail. “Before someone sees us.”
The trail was one of many that had been carved into the valley’s steep slopes. Each went to different locations above Islaos, with the trail to the distant Spine being the busiest. Where the valley was highest, elevators had been installed. In constant use, they transported workers and gathered resources back and forth between the town and the various encampments around the Blasted Woodland.
Elizabeth rode to the front of the party. “You should get some ink, Gravedigger.”
Atticus raised an eyebrow. The new armor had more or less covered most of her tattoos, but even now there were a few thick lines creeping up her neck.
“Afraid it might hurt?”
Atticus unbuckled his bracer and showed the Deadly Beauty where he’d killed himself. “Not particularly.”
She curled her nose. “You smell awful.”
“Consequence of dying all the time.”
“You’re too skinny, too.”
Atticus tugged his horse as they went around the last bend to Islaos. “You come up here to give me a hard time?”
“Just saying you look a little rough.”
Elizabeth waved at a group of women in robes coming toward them. They waved, went another way, and started whispering amongst themselves.
“Might want something to cover up all that damage you’ve done to yourself, yeah?”
“Don’t see the point. Whatever tattoo I got, it would probably just be torn off.” The hot sun was starting to get in his eyes. He lowered his head until it stopped pissing him off. “Besides, I wouldn’t know what tattoo to get.”
“Something meaningful is a good start.” She grumbled as she tried to lift the armor on her side. “See it?”
He did notice the scarred slits on each of her hands, but she was getting at something else. On her lower back, there was a tattoo of a nun with the face of a demon. In her right hand, she held Penance’s holy text, Helminth’s Way, and in her left, a rosary made out of teeth and eyeballs. At her feet, four stones—red, white, pink, and purple—were placed.
“The Bad Woman from the Our Ladies of Sorrow academy.” She covered herself, deflected the glare Miranda was giving her from the back of the line. “I’m the red stone, Miranda’s the purple. Jessie… was the pink.”
“Who was the white?”
“Emily… our friend who didn’t make it out of that place. This, and what we—” she pointed to Miranda, “—remember is all that’s left of her.”
“What’d you do with the Bad Woman?”
The trail evened out into the grassy floor of the valley.
“Put her in my skin. She’s still alive. A spellweaver wove her in, body and soul. The Bad Woman always kept a close eye on us at the academy. Always kept in range of the cane.” Elizabeth smiled victoriously. “Now she doesn’t have to worry, because we’re always together.” She took out a knife and stuck it to her side. “We don’t have a cane, yeah? But this works well, too. I make sure she gets her daily stabbing.”
“Take it you can’t feel it?”
“Couldn’t even if I could.”
Atticus was their leader, but Hex was in charge, so when she vetoed subtlety and told them to ride through the front gates of Islaos, they did just that.
“There’s no point in hiding anymore,” she told them as they navigated the throngs of people on the main thoroughfare. “We want them to know we’re here. It’ll give them a chance to change their tune.”
Islaos had a rustic charm to it that Atticus found endearing. Laid out like a star, the town was all dark wood and black knots, with each radial street filled to the brim with houses, businesses, and stalls. Eldrus’ presence was undeniable, because a few seconds couldn’t pass without Atticus seeing some armed soldier moving through the crowd or going into a shop. Nobody looked uncomfortable with them being there, but even the sick sometimes forget the disease that’s killing them.
The suffer center stood out like a sore thumb. As the first part of what people now realized to be Eldrus’ encroachment, the city-state had constructed these pantries and shelters years ago to serve the poor and misfortunate. Eldrus kept the places well-stocked and well-manned by community members, but under one condition: They did not alter in any way, shape, or form the look of the suffer center. They were not meant to fit into the surrounding environment. They were meant to stand out, black and angular, like the city-state itself, as a constant reminder of Eldrus’ charity. Most of the Heartland found King Edgar’s demands reasonable and worth the eye-sore.
Except Gallows, of course. They tore the suffer center down the first day it went it up, claiming they were suffering just fine without it.
Their contact’s name was Benjamin. By the looks of it, he was the poor bastard in the front of the suffer center swamped by the lunchtime regulars. When Atticus turned to ask Hex if there was a back entrance, the crowd of thirty went quiet and took notice of them. Whispers, murmurs. People parted, pointed. Some tried to look at Atticus, but when he caught their gaze, they quickly looked away, shaken and scared. He didn’t like this, having a reputation. He used to, back when it kept him out of fights he couldn’t win. But not anymore, especially when he didn’t even know what it was for.
“Let them through,” Benjamin shouted. He handed off some food to a few workers nearby and let them take over. Staring at Atticus, grizzled and grinning, he said, “Come down. We’ll take care of the horses.”
“It’s okay,” Hex said to everyone.
“Doesn’t look like it.” Gary made a circle with his finger. All around them, small pockets of Eldrus’ soldiers had formed. They were too far away to attack, but they were close enough to see and hear everything.
“We’ve got tens of human shields between us and them,” Mr. Haemo buzzed, several of his children humming around his head. “Let them try.”
Atticus grunted and dismounted from his horse. He took out his machete and started through the crowd. He eyed the people like grass that needed to be cut back. And like grass they shivered, and like grass they parted.
What role do they expect me to play? He heard the others drop from their horses. Undead maniac?
Reborn savior?
“They’re here.”
“—Gravedigger?”
An old woman whipped around to the younger woman behind her. “Look at his neck.”
Some men, too muscular to be begging, said loudly, “About time. I’m ready to do this.”
Atticus tried to read the faces of the people outside the suffer center, but he couldn’t make sense of them. Had they never expected him to arrive? Had they even believed that he existed at all? Maybe he’d died too much to understand those unspoken subtleties anymore. Or maybe their faces reflected his own; that is, the sudden, pants-shitting realization that now they had to make good on their not so good word.
“Please,” Benjamin said, waving them on. “Please, people, let them pass.”
“Is that the Gravedigger?”
“Is that him?”
Benjamin heard the questions and nodded to no one in particular.
“Can’t say I like being out in the open like this,” Warren rumbled.
Benjamin walked towards Atticus, hand outstretched. “You’re safe, I give you my word.”
Atticus took his hand and shook it.
“Let’s go inside, sir.”
“Gravedigger’s fine,” Atticus said. He flinched as he heard the crowd clamor at the confirmation. In his periphery, he saw more joining in. “Let’s go inside, Benjamin.”
Benjamin shuffled the Marrow Cabal through the front of the suffer center, locked the doors behind them, and led them through the building, until they emerged into a small gathering place. Several long benches stretched across the room. There wasn’t enough space to hold Hex’s supposed one hundred to one hundred and fifty loyalists. But there were enough nooks to cram together those that counted most.
“I’m so glad you’re here.” Benjamin was a young man, but to Atticus, it seemed following Geharra’s goals had aged him. The twenty-something enthusiasm was there, but so, too, were the dark circles of thirty and the creeping wrinkles of forty.
“We are the Marrow Cabal,” Hex said. She nodded at Warren, and he bolted the door. “And now you are, too.”
Benjamin smiled so hard his teeth looked as though they’d blow out his skull.
“This is James, Warren, Elizabeth, and Miranda,” Hex said, gesturing to each. “That’s Gary. He’s a ghoul. He has his shit together, though, so don’t worry.”
Gary nodded innocently and said, “I ate on my way here.”
Benjamin, star-struck, waved him off and said, “No, no. No, you’re fine. Hi.”
“This…” Hex scowled at Mr. Haemo, but he was too busy fighting with his skin suit to pay her much mind. “Just come to us if he gives you any problems.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Again, Benjamin was shaking Atticus’ hand. “Gravedigger.”
“Yeah, we met about ten seconds ago.”
“I hadn’t heard anything. I thought maybe Geharra gave up.”
“You didn’t receive any correspondence?” Hex asked.
Benjamin shook his head. “No, but Eldrus might’ve got to them first. We’ve been preparing, though. Everyone knows what’s coming. We’ve just been waiting for the orders. You saw the soldiers out front? They’ve been here for a while. I’m friends with a lot of them. Most of us are. There’s some jackasses, sure, but a lot of them are decent people.”
“Sounds like you’re having a change of heart,” Atticus said.
“No, not at all.” Benjamin sounded scared, as though he feared the Gravedigger was questioning his loyalty. “What I’m saying… what I’m saying is that it doesn’t need to be a bloodbath.”
“Whoa, hold on. Pump the brakes,” Mr. Haemo said.
Atticus held up his hand.
“The soldiers don’t want to be here, either,” Benjamin continued. “But it’s their job. But… they don’t want to die for it, you know? I think most will leave without a fight, but we have to fight. Otherwise, they won’t leave. Does that make sense?”
Atticus and Hex nodded.
“People in Islaos are worried that we’ll push these soldiers out and then worse ones will replace them. I don’t blame them. Eldrus definitely has to go, don’t get me wrong. We’ve dug up a lot of the bodies they’ve buried and I don’t even know what they’re doing.”
Hex lied and said, “We’re not sure, either.”
“Exactly. They’ve got to go. We realize this. But the people need to feel confident that this is worth fighting for. There’s been a malaise of apathy lately in Islaos. I’m sorry if I sound scattered. We’ve worked and worked to get people this far. But they need a shove in the right direction. If they fall back to their old ways, then at that point, I don’t think there’s anything anyone can do to convince them.”
“You can say it.” Atticus cleared his throat. He didn’t want his next sentence to sound as nervous as he now felt. “You want me to give them a speech.”
Benjamin nodded, put his hands together. “Please. That’s all they need. I figured you would, but I wasn’t certain. If you tell them what you’ve been through, what you’ve done.”
Atticus glanced back at Hex. “What’s that exactly?”
“The plantation in Cathedra,” Benjamin said. “The riots in Bedlam. You broke the supply lines in the lowlands. Raided the ports along the Divide. You’ve been digging up all the tainted corpses and putting them to rest in consecrated ground.”
Still looking at Hex, he said, “Yeah, seems I’ve been busy.”
“And… and—” Benjamin swallowed hard, “–and you can’t die. At least, not until you’ve avenged your wife and son.”
“Yeah, one day that day will come.” He shook his head at Hex, and then at Warren, whom he was sure was also propagating these rumors.
“You… you really can’t die?”
Atticus unfastened the straps of his armor. His chest piece cracked against the ground. He lifted his shirt.
Benjamin gasped. The neck slit, the kunai gouge, the red ravines of rot leading to his lungs—they were all there. He loosened his tassets and his greaves, and then, with his pants, let them drop around his ankles. The skin on his legs was pale and stiff, like petrified wood. Across them, the hundreds of tiny fang holes left him looking porous, spongey. The necrosis had returned, but as Hex had predicted, his body had absorbed it. What other pieces of filth were floating around inside him? he wondered. If someone cut him open, really cut him open deep, would they find a dam of decay built up inside? And what would be held back? A great deluge of insanity? Or just the dredges of his poor excuse for humanity?
Atticus came to his senses. “I really can’t die? No.” Taking a page from Elizabeth’s book, he said, “Couldn’t even if I could.”
If Atticus was going to give a speech to inspire people to get off their asses and attempt something other than look for an excuse to sit back down on them, then he was going to do it right. He had the benches hauled out of the gathering place, to the front of the suffer center. He was only going to say what he had to say once, and he wasn’t about to say it only to the so-called leaders who wouldn’t do much fighting to begin with. People would stand, and people would sit, and everyone would know what they were getting into.
“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Benjamin said as he, Atticus, Miranda, and Gary worked the last bench through the suffer center’s hall. “If we’re out in the open, then they will have to respond.”
“Let them,” Atticus said. For a moment, he worried about pulling a muscle, and then he realized it didn’t matter. “Hopefully, they’ll try to assassinate me.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice,” Miranda said snidely.
“Hey, you looking for a boyfriend?” Gary asked. “You and Mr. Haemo both have the same shitty attitude. I can put in a good word for you, if you’d like.”
Miranda smiled her first smile since meeting Atticus, and put her guard back up.
Atticus returned to the gathering place a few hours later and started to pace the length of the room.
“Feeling about as far from my comfort zone as I can get,” he said to James, who stood in the doorway. “Feels like we rode out of Gallows yesterday.”
“I don’t know a man better than you.” James came into the room, hands in his pockets. “You’ve put yourself through almost everything to get them back. No hesitation, no complaints.”
“None that I voiced.” He sighed. “Please tell me I didn’t get myself elected to be leader of some half-assed rebellion.”
“No,” James said, laughing. “You’re a convenient figure is all. I’m sure they have several ‘Gravediggers’ lined up if things go south at some point. As soon as Hex brought you back to her place in Bedlam, she went to work on your story. She has a good eye for people. I think she was going to offer you a lot of money to work for them, before she found out what happened to Clementine and Will.”
“Yeah, I guess money don’t mean much to me anymore.”
“What are you going to say tonight?”
Atticus’ mouth hung open. “Still working on that. Waiting for divine inspiration, I suppose.”
“You’re a holy man now, Atticus?” He winced as his butchered hand begged to be amputated.
“Comes and goes. All this dying I’ve done, can’t say I’ve seen god in any of it.”
“Well, I don’t know if you’re looking in the right place. The Membrane sounds like an in-between.”
Atticus stroked his chin. “Guess I got to find the correct keyhole to look through. Might be god’s not what we expected.”
James shrugged and said, “Might be that, for heretics like yourself, you can’t recognize god, even if god kicked you square in the ass. God will never live up to your expectations.”
“I suppose, little priest.”
“Hey, uh,” James rubbed the back of his head, “You know, I tried to find my family after I left the farm a few years back.”
“I figured that was part of it.” It’s time, Atticus thought. “How’d Elijah fit into all that?”
“He told me where they were. He told me a lot of things. I guess I just… I couldn’t help myself. That’s why I ran.”
It took everything Atticus had from going off. He saw Elijah in his mind’s eye and regretted every day he hadn’t dismembered him. “Did you see your family?”
“Oh, yeah.” James took out his mangled hand. With the other, he took out a vial and poured something into the bandages. “It didn’t go well. Not at all.”
“Well, having sex with your brother will do that. Hard thing to forgive.” Atticus cringed and said, “I know you didn’t know.”
James looked surprised, as though he hadn’t expected him to be so blunt about the issue. “I didn’t know. Not when we were little. But, Atticus, I have no excuse for after that, when we were caught. When Mom and Dad told us.”
“Elijah manipulated you for years.”
James’ cheek quivered. He looked away, eyes gone red. “I hate talking about it. There’s no good way to put it. I feel so fucking disgusting having done it. When were kids, okay, fine. Kids play games. They don’t know any better. I looked… up to him.”
Atticus said, “You do something long enough, and if no one says otherwise, it’s going to seem normal.”
“But how do you explain after my parents found us? They beat the hell out of me. Not him. Me. And then we kept doing it, anyways. We were teenagers. We knew better, but we did it, anyways. How can you possibly explain that?”
Atticus couldn’t, so he didn’t say anything.
“I wish someone else got it. What it’s like. I knew all this time he was using me. But I didn’t look at him like he was my brother. Dad wouldn’t talk to me. Mom wouldn’t look at me. This was before they even found out. There was only Elijah. And I knew it was sick, our secret, but he listened, he looked at me. The trade-off seemed all right.”
James sighed, pulled down on his cheeks. “I know you and Clementine and Will poured a lot into me. All your love and compassion. I can’t believe after all that running away I ran into people like you.”
“So why’d you answer when Elijah came calling?” Atticus asked. “You knew all these things, how wrong and sick it was.”
“It was like someone flipped a switch in my head. All you guys did for me… it was like none of it happened. Seeing him took me back. Caught me off-guard. And he made promises. Said we could be a family again. I did miss it, us together.”
“Do you still miss it?”
James hesitated and said, “Yeah, sometimes. It’s like it’s tainted. Sex, that is. I’ve been with other men, but even then I found myself missing him. I’m sorry, I know it’s disgusting to say that. Years of it. God. Fucked me in the head so bad.”
“Was it his idea to sell yourself for money?”
“It was both our idea. After a year of it, we weren’t intimate with each other anymore. Didn’t want nothing to do with me.”
Atticus took a deep breath. He didn’t want to hear these things, but for James’ sake, he had to.
“I did want to leave him, Atticus, about six months ago. But I couldn’t. What if I couldn’t do any better? What if someone found out? I mean, some people knew, but it was mostly a joke they really didn’t think was all that true. Him, the whoring—it became routine. My family disowned me. I disowned you. He was all I had. My body was all I had. All it seemed I was good for.”
“You turned on him, though,” Atticus said, stepping closer to James. “Why’d you do that?”
“After we broke into Brinton’s casket, it hit me. That feeling you get when you know you’ve done something just… wrong. We were breaking into your place. Your place. Being back there, brought it all back. You, Clementine. Will. Dinners and going to school and working in the fields. Everything caught up with me. And looking at Brinton, I think I saw myself in him. That’s what I had in store for me. Some asshole in a casket who no one really liked and never did much for himself. I didn’t want to die like that, be remembered like that. The whore who fucks his b-brother and robs his friends. No, I’m not that. Never was supposed to be that. I know that now.
“I struggle with it, though. I do. Did I make a mistake? Was I wrong? Maybe he’ll… forgive me for leaving him? I try to ignore my doubts.” He sighed. “Thank you for listening to me.”
Atticus nodded, pulled James into a hug.
“Thank you,” he said, holding him there. “Thank you for not giving up on us. Holy Child knows I deserve it. We’ve both been through enough.”
James smiled and said with tears in his eyes, “Isn’t that the god damn truth. I think they’re ready for you.”
“I doubt it,” Atticus said, smoothing out his shirt. “But we’ll see.”
Outside the suffer center, Islaos waited. The benches were packed, with everyone sitting so close they were almost in each other’s laps. Looking through the front doorway, Atticus saw even more behind the fifty or sixty that were seated. They shuffled back and forth, murmuring to themselves and pointing when they probably thought they caught a glimpse of the infamous Gravedigger.
Behind them, stationed along the street and atop the nearby roofs, were Eldrus’ soldiers, each armed to the gums. Out in the open as they were, it was clear they weren’t trying to hide themselves for the demonstration. Like the suffer center itself, they wanted people to know they were there, and to remember what they were capable of.
“Everyone is in place,” Hex said, coming up behind Atticus. She put her hand on his shoulder. “They’ll fall for it. Remember, don’t mention the Nameless Forest.”
“Yeah, don’t want to overdo it,” Warren said, coming from the gathering place. He stood at the threshold with Atticus and added, “Glad it’s you going out there and getting them all rowdy. Public speaking makes me want to puke.”
Atticus cocked his head and glared at the big man. “Why’d you agree to help with the rebellion in the first place? Don’t seem all that passionate about it.”
Warren shrugged. “Sounded good at the time. But then you showed up and did your undead thing. I know when I’ve been upstaged, and when I need to follow rather than lead.”
“Did you pay him off, to let me take over instead?” Atticus asked Hex.
She nodded. “Of course. He’s a greedy son of a bitch.”
Warren smiled and bobbed his eyebrows up and down.
“Put a lot of faith in me, Hex,” Atticus said.
“You haven’t let me down yet.” She paused as the crowd started to grow louder outside the suffer center. “We can make a hero out of anyone.”
Atticus put his finger to her chest. “What’s that mean?”
“Means you’re not the only one we’re hedging our bets on. Means when you get your wife and son back, I’ll do everything I can to get you out of this.”
Atticus looked back outside. People had begun chanting “Gravedigger,” each syllable slow and deep, like a hand thudding against the skin of a drum.
Hex punched his chest and said, “You’re on.”
Atticus nodded and, without hesitation, walked outside to greet those who knew him better than he did them. The crowd stopped it’s chanting. Again, there were whispers, but they were quickly snuffed out by harsh shushes. Benjamin had built a small platform in front of the suffer center, so he stepped onto that. Standing there, exposed and more or less unprepared, Atticus felt like the fool he surely seemed.
What do I say? He looked to those sitting, to those standing, and those farther off, disinterested. What have I done? He looked up, to the top of the valley, where torches burned brightly against the darkening sky.
Clementine, this isn’t me. He looked inward, to the memory of the Membrane. I can feel you laughing at me, Will. Your father’s an idiot.
“Do… you… know who I am?” Atticus mumbled, each word louder than the last. It was a start, even if it was a shitty one.
The crowd gave the only response he deserved: silence.
He swallowed hard. With a shaking hand—This is worse than dying—he pointed to the soldiers of Eldrus. “They know who I am. They know better. That is why they keep their distance and hide in the shadows.”
Those sitting whispered to themselves. Some glanced over their shoulders at the soldiers, to see how they were taking it.
When he was eight or nine, a man by the name of Anthony Proust came to Gallows once. He claimed to be the descendant of Marcus Proust, a religious zealot who tried to wipe out the Night Terrors in the south. Before reaching Gallows, Anthony had marched across the Heartland, giving speeches and gaining followers to help him take up his family’s genocidal dreams.
Atticus could still remember when Anthony came to town and gave the speech he gave. He sounded confident to the point of delusional, and though he spoke clearly, he spoke like a madman. Others would’ve been booed off stage, but when he came to Gallows that day, people listened, because Anthony himself believed he was worth listening to.
Atticus took a deep breath. He worked his words over in his head, until they lost most of his accent and took on another tone entirely. “I know that you all did not come out here to seek an easier life. These lands are hard lands, like the palms of your hands and the soles of your feet. You came out here to get away, like the rest of us across the Heartland. If Penance came into your valley, would you put up with their being here?”
Numerous heads shook throughout the crowd.
“You would think you were being overthrown. You would think you were under attack. How come…” Atticus cleared his throat. “What makes Eldrus different? We may trade and offer services, but for as long as I can remember, that has been the extent of our relationship. They’ve gone too far, have they not?”
Numerous heads nodded throughout the crowd.
“You’ve seen what they’ve put in the soil. Turning our loved ones into weapons. That’s right, weapons. I have seen what happens to those bodies when Eldrus activates them. They explode, ripping apart everything in the area. Do you want that? Do you want to have to worry about your child stepping outside and being torn to pieces because he put his foot on the wrong patch of grass? Do you want to take the risk that, when you die, you’ll be dug up and desecrated and used to kill others? They say the tainted corpses will heal the land, but all I see is an attempt to control it without us knowing it.”
The soldiers started to get antsy. Slowly, they inched forward, their weapons sheathed, but not for much longer.
“I am not asking you or anyone else to go to war.” Atticus closed his eyes and apologized to his family. “They killed my family. They killed me.”
He stripped off his shirt and showed the extent of his scars. The crowd leaned in, gasped in disbelief. Those standing, and those even further back, pushed in with the soldiers, to have a better look at this monologuing monstrosity.
“I have died more than anyone ought to. I have lived many lives from Gallows to here, and all of them were cut short by Eldrus’ swords. And do you know why? Do you… do you know why they killed me and my… Do you know why they murdered my family? Because we discovered what they were putting in the ground and refused to take part in it. What do you think they will do to you when you say no? Do you think they will care if they kill you? At this point, you’re useful to them, whether you are dead or alive.”
The crowd grew louder, more animated. People started to stand up, while others slinked off, afraid of what may come. Atticus heard doubters amongst the commotion, but even they didn’t sound convinced of themselves.
“I am not asking you to go to war,” Atticus repeated. He was starting to get the hang of this. He kind of liked how powerful it made him feel. “I know that you have friends amongst these soldiers. They are human beings, like the rest of us. But like the rest of us, most of them will do what they are told, because they have to protect themselves as well. I do not want any killing here tonight. But they cannot stay. If they do, the wounds they have made will worsen, and they will fester, until one day, our Heartland dries up and dies out.”
Atticus forced himself to stop talking. The words were coming too quickly, too easily, and Islaos had gotten so loud, he wasn’t sure they were hearing him anymore. People were shouting and throwing their hands into the air. Debates had broken out in the back rows.
One down, Atticus thought. Two more to go.
Atticus returned to the crowd. “You would not be sitting here—”
His throat closed shut. In the wings of the audience, a woman sat. She was leaning forward, but the long, blonde hair spilling out from under her large hat made it impossible to see her face. Loose bandages hung from both her hands, and across her lap, a shepherd’s crook lay.
“You would not—”
Immediately, his eyes went to the opposite side of the gathering. On the edge of it, another woman stood—another blonde with long hair hanging messily in front of her face. In her left hand, a bundle of bandages, and in her right, a twisted shepherd’s crook.
Hex came up behind him. “Is everything okay?”
“There’s two of them,” he said, his voice gone hoarse. “There’s two shepherds now. Keep Mr. Haemo close.”
She nodded and said, “You’re doing great. Just a little more.”
Eyes fixed on the shepherds, Atticus continued. “You would not be here if you did not, in some ways, agree with what is being said here tonight. People are fighting across the Heartland, but we must fight together. I would and will die a thousand times over to see Eldrus thrown from—”
A voice shouted, “And you will!”
Something whistled through the air. Atticus felt a pressure in his chest, like a palm pushing him back. He looked down and found a massive bolt from a crossbow there, inches deep into his heart. The crowd gasped, stunned. Soldiers pushed themselves towards the front, to detain the people there.
Atticus dropped to his knees, ripped the bolt out, and died. Like a curtain falling, the Membrane closed in around him.
“Clementine! Will,” he shouted. He had to take advantage of these moments. They had to know what he was doing for them. “Clementine! Will!”
He blinked his eyes. He was back in Islaos, now standing, but still shouting for his wife and son. The hole in his chest gave a glimpse of his wounded heart. Though it had been torn open, it still beat, and it still bled.
“He… he… he’s alive!”
“Look at his heart. Look at it!”
“That bolt would’ve killed a bear!”
Atticus touched his chest, seeped the blood into his hand, and held it high. “Eldrus bleeds us dry. Have my blood, until the Heartland’s flows again.”
In an instant, Hex’s one hundred loyalists emerged. They filtered through the crowd and seized the soldiers who hadn’t seen them coming. Those seated in the front hadn’t been devoted to Geharra’s cause, like the soldiers might’ve thought. They were just people passing by who needed to rest their feet and wanted to see a good show.
“Take them,” Atticus said.
With their swords, knives, and spears, the loyalists forced the soldiers into a surrender.
“But do not harm them!”
The soldiers on the roofs shouted to one another. As they loaded their bows to loose arrows on the people below, loyalists came up behind them and killed them dead.
Frantic, Atticus searched for the shepherds. Where are they?
Where did they go?
“You fucking morons! I am captain Kellin,” a soldier shouted. By the medals fixed to his breastplate, he appeared to be in charge of this suppression. “There are hundreds of us higher in the valley. You think Eldrus will let this happen?” The loyalists holding him kicked out his legs and sent him to the ground. “Let us go, and we’ll only make an example of these… deceivers who organized this mockery!”
To his left, Gary, James, and Mr. Haemo stood. And to his right, now there was Hex, Warren, Elizabeth, and Miranda.
“Go,” Atticus shouted. He waved goodbye to captain Kellin as the loyalists dragged him away into the maddening swell of people.
“Beat them back!”
The crowd, likely half of Islaos at this point, began to disperse. They tore through the streets, tackling the soldiers who were trying to flee.
“Retake what’s yours!”
Screams fell around him. At the top of the valley, in the light of the torches there, soldiers were being thrown off the cliffs, their bodies breaking on the boulders at the valley’s bottom.
“Kill them all,” he shouted, spitting the words. “Kill them!” His soul salivated inside him, its black, barbed tongue becoming his own. He smelled blood in the air, and it excited him. “Kill them, and then bring their bodies to me!”
Smiling at Mr. Haemo, he screamed, “My friends and I will see they do not go to waste!”




CHAPTER XXI

HROTHAS
Islaos had gone well.
Hrothas did not.
Atticus and the Marrow Cabal rode into the town two months later and found another Gravedigger had beaten them there. The pale skinned impersonator with bad prosthetics stood on the steps of the town hall, shovel in hand. When he spoke to his crowd, he shouted. And when the people of Hrothas shouted back, he recoiled. Eldrus’ soldiers were in attendance as well, but they almost looked disinterested in the display.
“What is this?” Atticus asked.
He and the Marrow Cabal hitched their horses to a few nearby houses. They moved down the winding avenue, towards the town hall.
Hex’s braids started to unravel and twist, unravel and twist. Her eyes went wide and, for a moment, became so blue it was almost blinding. A vein bulged on the side of her head and inched across her skull, like a worm looking for a hole to hide in.
James went to touch her arm. “Are you okay?”
Warren grabbed his hand. “She’s trying to receive. Trying to see what thoughts are out there. Maybe from the heir.”
Mr. Haemo licked his lips.
“Can she do that?” Gary leaned away from the group. “Things are getting worse up there, guys.”
“Sometimes.” Warren nodded and turned to Elizabeth and Miranda. “Right?”
“Yeah, I’ve heard her say she can do it,” Miranda said. She took out her sword, having seen what Gary had seen.
“Can you hear what that son of a bitch is saying?” Atticus said.
The crowd had morphed into a mob. If he had to guess, he’d say they were about sixty strong.
Hex moaned and blew the air out of her lungs. Her legs quivered. She braced herself against James. “He’s not one of us.” The vein in her head stopped throbbing. “I… heard something about Eldrus hiring… impostors.”
Atticus said, “I’m not the only Gravedigger, right?”
Hex shook her head. “None of them are nearby, though. They’re in the field, fighting. He’s not one of us.”
“I can make out some of what he’s saying,” Mr. Haemo said. He pulled his waxy ear further back until it started to tear away from his head. “Don’t you see they’re here to help?” the mosquito repeated, his words matching with the impostor’s lips. “We don’t need to fight back. We don’t need to… Ah, ah, oh my god—”
A wave of people crashed into the impostor Gravedigger.
“—Please, no, please. I’m not him. I’m not him. I’m not.” Mr. Haemo cleared his throat. “The rest is gurgles. And… wait for it.”
A severed arm was flung high above the mob.
“Wait for it.”
And then a handful of intestines.
“There we go. Now he’s dead.”
Turning to Hex, Atticus said, “To Nyxis, then?”
“No.” She mouthed she was okay as Elizabeth patted her back. “No, this is perfect. Just need to give them something to do with their anger.”
The mob begun to tear through the town. Doors were kicked open and windows shattered. Small fires erupted where torches were torn down. People ran into shops and came out with armfuls of stolen goods. Proprietors tried to chase the thieves, but they were beaten down by others nearby, others who had probably once bought from them before. One would’ve expected Eldrus to intervene, but instead the soldiers stood there and let Hrothas have its temper tantrum, because after all, it was their toys they were breaking.
“Idiots,” Warren shouted.
“We can’t do nothing now,” Atticus said. Somewhere in the uproar, he heard the thump of a shepherd’s crook. “Let’s go before they string us up.”
Mr. Haemo held out his hands. The skin sagged off his arms, like an old woman’s in a wind tunnel. “I got this,” he said cheerfully. The mosquito had gotten blood-drunk in Islaos. Ever since, he’d had a skip in his step.
“No,” Hex and Elizabeth said simultaneously.
But it was too late. The mosquito had shed his skin and taken to the sky. Mr. Haemo buzzed high above the black-eyed looters, his gangling magnificence going unseen. Thick swathes of his children phased into being from their unseen lairs. They formed clouds with their fragile bodies. In a matter of seconds, dark, whining nimbuses were roaming the sky, droning threats of an impending downpour.
“Don’t do it,” Hex said. She shook Atticus. “Call him off!”
“What do you want me to do? Swat him down?”
“You employed this thing!”
“We’re almost to Eldrus. If this is what it takes, then let it happen.”
“Wind smells like metal,” Elizabeth said, covering her nose.
“Geharra isn’t going to back us if we end up doing more damage than King Edgar!” She tilted her head back. “Feels like it’s going to… Oh, son of a bitch.”
From every pulsing proboscis, blood poured in choking sheets. The red rain washed back and forth, dousing the mob in the very thing they were eager to spill. Dumbstruck, the dumbasses stood there, eyes open, mouths agape, gawping and gulping down the gory shower.
“Your Gravedigger is here,” Mr. Haemo shouted.
Not one for waste of the sticky stuff, he shut down the show seconds later. But it’d been enough; he had everyone’s attention, and everyone’s horror.
The giant mosquito outstretched his gaunt, burn-black arm. “Eldrus wants you to think we’ve given up.” His million eyes got a glint to them—a sheen of triumph from their terror. “The Gravedigger reminds you the Marrow Cabal has not!”
The mob turned slowly. Mr. Haemo’s children fell around them and sucked up what they could of the blood they’d spent.
“I am the Gravedigger,” Atticus shouted to them. He was off-guard, put on the spot. He looked past the dripping mob, to the soldiers shuffling forward, swords drawn. “I am—”
Thump, thump, thump, from somewhere nearby.
“—I am here to fight alongside you.”
“What’s… what’s going on?” a man asked. The jewelry he’d stolen hung limply from his pocket.
The mob ducked as Mr. Haemo flew past them and landed beside the Marrow Cabal.
Another man shrieked, “What is that thing?” And then he slipped on the slick stones and fell on his ass.
“Is this another one of Eldrus’ tricks?”
“Holy Child, go, go! Run!”
“This isn’t worth it. What’s going on?”
“Move, damn it! Run!”
People fled in every direction, leaving a trail of red footsteps by which one could follow, if one were so inclined. Mr. Haemo’s demonstration had impressed, but it had also doused the fires they needed to keep the rebellion burning here.
Horse hooves. The clinking of chainmail. These sounds and distant orders rose unexpectedly around the mob. And then, as they grew louder and closer, a voice, raw with authority, belted, “Round them up!”
Mounted guards mowed down the milling mob. One after the other, until there was too much chaos to count, Eldrus’ finest in shining mail split the ranks. Those too slow to flee were knocked down, and quickly picked up by the soldiers on foot. Those too fast to catch caught an arrow in the calf, and quickly learned the virtues of obedience.
“We have to go,” Hex said. She looked about as pissed as she sounded.
Atticus threw out his arms. “We wasted months getting here!”
“Are you kidding me? You’re the one who just said we should leave.”
The rest of the Marrow Cabal, Mr. Haemo included, didn’t need much convincing. They were already hopping on their horses.
“You can’t die, Atticus,” Hex snarled. “But we can. Get on your horse and get.”
“This rebellion is a fucking joke.”
Thump, thump, thump.
Atticus spun around, trying to locate the shepherd. “Eldrus is just going to kill them.” Why was he fighting her on this? He didn’t give a shit.
“They were going to do that, anyways.” She mounted her horse. “Go, save them. Better yet, why not beat the shit out of your mosquito friend for getting up there and showing his ass?” She sighed. “Geharra will send more groups in to destabilize the town. It’ll help pull more reinforcements away from Eldrus.”
She went to his horse and untethered it from the support beam he’d wrapped it around. Throwing the reins at Atticus, she said, “Get, Gravedigger.”
NYXIS
After spending twenty minutes in a town that took two months to get to, the last thing the Marrow Cabal wanted was to ride for another twenty days into a town under martial law; which was exactly what had happened in Nyxis, thanks to the events that had occurred in Hrothas.
So a mile outside of Nyxis, in the folds of the farmland there, they abandoned their horses and made for a barn with a busted-up car sitting outside it. Slipping inside the barn, Atticus and the others found three old women, robed in red, sitting at a small table, reading one another’s palms. They were Hex’s contacts in Nyxis, ones which she had apparently been conversing with mentally since Islaos.
“Hex, lend me your hand,” the smallest woman said. She looked over her shoulder coyly. “You won’t worm your way out of it this time.”
Hex shook her head. “Tell you what. Get us in to Nyxis and I’ll even let you read my feet.”
The largest woman chuckled as she said, “Can’t do nothing with them monkey toes.”
“This him?” The skinniest of the three closed her hands into fists. “This our Gravedigger?”
Atticus stepped forward. Tapping his machete against his leg, he said, “The one and only.”
The skinniest shook her head. Pointing to herself, she said, “Name’s Helena. Don’t worry about the others.” She waved off the two women, who were now trying to get her attention. “Those old crones couldn’t tell you what they’re called if their lives depended on it.”
“You look like witches,” Atticus said.
“We are witches,” the smallest one chirped. “You and your dead friend over there—” she pointed one crooked finger at Gary, “—smell like borrowed time.”
Helena gasped, finally taking notice of Mr. Haemo. “We want nothing to do with him!”
The mosquito, back in his man suit, acted shocked. “You wound me, Dark Sister.”
“Interesting, yeah?” Elizabeth nudged Miranda.
“Can you get us into Nyxis?” Warren sounded impatient; looked it, too. “There were soldiers posted at every entrance. Liable to be more the longer we wait.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the largest witch said. She stood with the smallest witch. “Don’t move.”
Helena took a curved dagger out of her robes and said to Hex, “How badly you need that creature?”
“Mr. Haemo?” She glanced at Atticus, and said begrudgingly, “Pretty badly.”
Helena’s eyes went shark-black. She put the dagger away. “Next time, bug.”
Mr. Haemo smiled until the sides of his mouth split. “I’m sure.”
“Look up,” the largest witch said.
And they did.
Above them, a pentagram had been seared into the barn’s ceiling. The intricate details inside it writhed, as though each line and cut had been packed with maggots.
“Don’t take your eyes off it,” the smallest witch added.
“We need to have a talk, Hex,” Helena said. “About the company you keep.”
“That means we’d have to talk about you three,” Hex snapped back.
“You ladies going to weave us away?” Gary asked.
“Hold on,” James said. “What’s going on here?”
“Don’t take your eyes off it,” the smallest witch repeated. “Or they’ll be picking up pieces of you from here to the Divide.”
The witches closed in on the Marrow Cabal. They wrangled them into a small a circle and stood at their sides, forming a triangle around them.
“Don’t see how you’re going to get much done in Nyxis nowadays,” the largest witch said. She put her hands together as though she were praying.
“Soldiers have a stranglehold on the people. Can’t imagine many will fight,” the smallest witch said. She went to her knees and put her palms to the ground.
“Might be some merit in letting Eldrus do what they’re trying to do,” Helena chimed in finally. She grabbed her breasts and tipped back her head. “Already the world feels different, more alive. Your kind may not like it, but ours are flourishing. But no matter.” She sighed and made a clicking noise. “Even to monsters, money is money.”
James’ hand closed around Atticus’, then trembled beside him. They’d seen so many strange and terrible things of late and this was what made him sweat? At this point, Atticus himself would walk through a den of werewolves just to be through with this cursed campaign. Maybe that was selfish of him—he didn’t think of life like they thought of life—but all the traveling and the speaking and lonely nights spent thinking of his loved ones was getting mighty old.
“Keep your eyes on the sign,” Helena reminded. “It has a sister in one of Nyxis’ row houses.” She smiled. “Quite the dedicated bunch you’ve got there, Hex. You’ve even managed to make Warren fall in line.”
Warren cleared his throat. “Don’t think I’m not still a little bit sore about you dumping me.”
“You were beautiful, for a time,” Helena said, voice gone dreamy. “You’ve all been good sports, but the Disciples of the Deep have been better. Bye now.”
From the lines of the pentagram, pale, writhing maggots fell and landed on each of their faces. Insects touching his skin, Atticus’ face went completely numb. The maggots crawled over his lips, into his ears, over his eyes. He tried to stop them from getting inside him, but they got in all the same. When they touched his tongue, they turned to garbage-flavored water. When they hit his nose, they smelled of flowers and the grave. And when they wriggled into his ears, they sounded of distant horns droning in the deep of a storm.
“Ah’ka’bukal. Ah’ba’kubal. Ei’ha. Ei’ha.”
Mr. Haemo leaned into Atticus and said, “Sound familiar? I’m not the only thing that sucks life out of the world.”
Atticus could only manage a confused hum.
“G’ba. N’ta. Agulafpa.”
The mosquito spat out something. “See how long it takes to wake when we’ve landed. You think this trip is free?”
Atticus’ chest tightened. His eyes glazed over, leaving the world blurry and smeared. His heart beat slowed down, stopped altogether.
“N’ta. A’ta.”
The barn dimmed to an apocalyptic dark.
“Ah’ka’bukal.”
His feet left the ground.
“Ei’ha navul!”
And then there was a line of light dividing the dark. When it opened, it took them all.
Atticus lay in bed hours later, staring up at the sister pentagram that had brought them to this row house in Nyxis. Outside, soldiers marched past, but they never stopped to enter. Hex had told him the houses were abandoned, boarded up. And since they hadn’t entered the row house through any window or door, those passing by would be none-the-wiser to their presence here.
Atticus had been the second to wake from the witches’ spell, with Mr. Haemo being the first.
“Took a little life from us,” the mosquito had said, in his original form, as he stared out a window. “From Hex and them, mostly. Shaved off a few minutes to get us here. They won’t notice. Won’t never know unless you tell them.”
“Guess that’s fair.” Atticus went to the window. “How do you know the witches?”
“They’ve always wanted to kill me. Get at my power. We’ve all been around awhile.”
“How long?”
“Too long to be sure anymore.”
“Since the Old World?”
Mr. Haemo hummed. “They all get old after a while.”
“You still think you can get me into the Membrane?”
“Going to try.”
Atticus tilted his head. “How much blood you need?”
Mr. Haemo deliberated for a moment. “Hard to say. That blood well wasn’t of the finest stock, but I’d been cultivating it for years. The fresher, the better.” He pointed to his chest. “I keep it here.” It started to glow, become translucent. A liquid coursed behind the insect’s carapace. “I keep it close and listen to what it has to say.”
Atticus nodded. He didn’t want to know any more about that. “How do you think Hex knows them? The Witches?”
Through the window, he noted several skulls painted across the street on a nearby wall. Beneath them, it read “Gravedigger.”
The giant mosquito shrugged its slender shoulders. Lumbering over Atticus, he said, “Woman like that… she gets around. And I don’t mean no disrespect when I say that.”
Behind them, he heard Hex start to wake.
“You trust her?” Atticus asked.
“Doesn’t matter.” Mr. Haemo backed away from the window and headed for one of the doors that led out of the room. “I can kill you all whenever I feel like it. Don’t need to trust no one.”
“Kill me? Wouldn’t be so sure about that.”
The mosquito ducked through the doorway. “You hear the witches mention the Disciples of the Deep?”
“Yeah, what’s that?”
“A new religious movement in Eldrus. Wouldn’t be surprised if the witches fell in with them.”
“What do you think that means?”
Mr. Haemo shrugged. “Witches are already untrustworthy, so could be nothing. Or could be a good idea not to sleep tonight. We’ll see, won’t we?”
Atticus was still in bed, except now he was staring up at the sister pentagram that had brought them to this row house in Nyxis. His recollection of the conversation with Mr. Haemo began to fade as his eyelids started to flutter. Maybe it was the residual effects of the witches’ transportation spell, but god damn did he feel, for the first time since Gallows, absolutely exhausted.
The row house was large enough that each of them had a room to themselves, so they took advantage of their lodgings and split up. Maybe not the smartest thing to do, he thought, feeling fuzzy. But it’s nice to have a breather from them mouth-breathers.
“Hey, you awake?”
Atticus’ body gave a jerk. He tilted his head. Gary stood at the end of the room.
The ghoul came in, went to his bedside. “Sorry man.”
“It’s fine. It’s not like I haven’t had a good sleep in half a year.” He folded his hands across his chest but didn’t sit up. “Do you want me to read you a bedtime story?”
The ghoul’s ghastly face lit up the best it could. His skull shone with the dusk coming through the window. “Yeah, I want to hear the one about the asshole farmer who united the continent and, in the end, got the glory and the babe.”
“You find someone’s stash in this dump?” Atticus snorted. “Your breath’s getting me buzzed.”
With little grace, Gary sat on the edge of the bed.
Atticus scooted his head back. Wrinkling his nose, he said, “When’s the last time you took a bath?”
Gary touched his chest. “You’re going to make me blush.” He laughed, looked out the window. “The day I died, believe it or not.”
Atticus coughed and covered his face. “I believe it.”
“I ever tell you how it happened?”
Still he stared out the window, but Atticus knew what he was looking at no one else could see.
“I was naked as the day I was born. Kids were out back on the swing sets. Wife was in the garage, tinkering with something or other.”
Now, Atticus did sit up. “You were alive in the Old World? Didn’t think to mention that in all the years I’ve known you?”
“It’s not a memory I like to come back to.”
The ghoul finally pulled away from the window. He lifted up his shirt. There was almost no flesh left on his ribcage.
“You’ll be a skeleton soon,” Atticus said.
“Already am. We both are, in a way.” Gary groaned. “The Trauma is what did my family in.”
“Do you remember what it was?”
“Kind of. Not really. I don’t know. It’s a blank. Like, when you go to write a sentence, except half the words are missing. They’re in your head, but you can’t remember what they were?
“It was Sunday; I do remember that. Church day. The girls were playing outside. Wife was fixing up the car. I was getting all pruney in the tub, trying to shake off a hangover. Now it’s coming back to me.
“I remember hearing someone knocking on the door. Odd, but not that odd. We lived in a big neighborhood with a lot of nosey nobodies. I didn’t think much of it. Then the house started shaking. Felt like an earthquake.
“I burst out of the bath and ran butt naked outside to my kids. There was a cloud over the city, like a demolition crew had taken down a building. I guess seeing their dad naked was worse than that, because my kids forgot about the shaking right away and ran inside. Embarrassed them pretty good.” Gary stopped for a moment, closed his eyes, and held that memory a little longer.
“I forgot about the knock on the door. That was my mistake. If I hadn’t, who knows. Might not be here talking to you.”
Atticus whispered, “What happened, Gary?”
“She screamed. I had never heard my wife scream like that before. It was the scariest thing I’ve ever… I ran inside. My wife had beaten me to the front door. She was there, on the floor. Half her head was gone. Gone. Just, there was nothing left. And there were these people standing over her, with guns. They’d come in from outside. Thing is, I recognized them. They were our neighbors. And they were in their church clothes. Like, they were going to do this and then go to mass, like it was nothing.
“I thought about my kids. And the neighbors must have read my thoughts, because when I did, they shot me in the stomach. My kids were crying, then. Could hear them running down the hall. They wanted to know what was going on.” Gary dug the heels of his palms into his eye sockets. “I tried to tell them to go away. Not to come in.
“They shot my little girls, too. I crawled to them, to see if they were okay. At first, I was happy. Their faces, it didn’t look like them. The… I wasn’t thinking right. I thought, maybe, they were someone else’s kids. That mine were okay. That they had got away. But it was them. They hadn’t gotten away. There was just nothing left of their beautiful f-faces. N-nothing to touch or kiss. Everything just felt apart when I tried to hold them. Right in my hands. My little girls. Delicate as we always said they were.”
Atticus put his arm around Gary and brought him close.
“I couldn’t figure out what the fuck they were babbling about, my neighbors. Now, I know, of course, a million years later. They were Lillians. They were part of the fucking Holy Order of Penance before Penance even existed. I went to church with these people. These… god-fearing Christians. And here they were, door-to-door death dealers, going on and on about some cult and God.”
Gary sighed. Atticus rubbed his back the way he used to rub Will’s when he had a bad day. As he did that, he noticed the ghoul’s flesh had begun to change, taking on the tone of someone he’d eaten earlier.
“They said some words. One of them cut his hand and bled it in my mouth. Then they shot me again on their way out. I didn’t die. I should have. But I didn’t. The blood was infected with ghoulism. I don’t know if that person did it on purpose, but it kept me hanging on. Hey, maybe that mother fucker was the first ghoul, Deacon Wake. I don’t… I don’t know.
“For a while, it was like I was hibernating. I knew things were going on around me. I was aware, but I couldn’t see anything. I felt people around me. Police officers, paramedics. I could tell when they moved me. Buried me. Or maybe it was rubble that fell on me. It was dark, like I said. And in that dark, all I could do was think about my wife and little girls, and what I was going to do to the people who had killed them.
“Then, there were these awful sounds. After weeks of it, I could finally move, see again. And things were all wrong. There was smoke everywhere. Barely any sun. People were screaming, killing each other. There were explosions, and, again, that awful noise, all the time. Never stopped. It was like everything in the world was falling apart, all at once. It’s hard to describe. Hurts to think about. Like my brain doesn’t want to. I missed what started the Trauma, but what came afterwards was hell. No doubt in my mind. Can’t relive that for you, not now, I’m sorry.”
Atticus didn’t know what to say, so he played it safe and just said nothing.
Gary continued. “I was ‘hibernating’ for years. It’s part of the process, I guess. That’s why you don’t run into many ghouls.” Gary exhaled and got up. “I couldn’t save my family, even if I wanted to. But you can. And… if you can, then I think I’ll feel like I’ve finally saved mine, too. Atticus.” He laughed. “Atticus, oh Atticus. That’s why I put you through this, instead of putting you out of your misery. Selfish, I know. My wife always said I was, too.”
“I’m glad that you are,” Atticus said. “Though it may not always seem like it, I’m grateful.”
Gary nodded. “I hope so. Who would have thought we’d have gotten this far?”
“I’d go further, still,” Atticus said.
“I know.” Gary started to shamble out of the room. “I think Hex really lucked out when she hired you to speak for the Marrow Cabal. When you love something, you’ll give everything for it. You’re the only person I’ve met who I believe would actually do that.”
“I’m not sure I love this rebellion of theirs. Just using it like they’ve used me.” Atticus thought of something and then said it: “When I go into the Membrane, you think I could find them? Your wife and kids?”
Gary stopped in the doorway, his hand already pulling the door shut. “I hope not. And don’t tell me if you do. Get some rest, my man. Hex’s contact will be here in the morning.”
Atticus didn’t even realize he’d fallen asleep until someone stabbed a sword through his stomach. With a choking gasp, his eyes snapped open to the soldier of Eldrus who stood over him, impaling him.
“Atticus! Atticus,” Hex screamed from outside his room. “Get, god damn it! They’ve found us!”
Atticus grabbed the soldier’s arms and pulled him downward, onto him. The blade ran through Atticus’ body, out his back and through the bed. With the soldier up close and personal, Atticus plunged his thumbs into his eyes, and worked them over until they were white jelly. He spat blood in the soldier’s eyes, for good measure, and died.
Then, rebounding from the Membrane in record time, he ripped the sword out of himself and plummeted onto the floor.
“Take this,” Hex shouted.
Atticus turned his head. Hex and the rest of the Marrow Cabal were in the other room. There were more dead soldiers in there, too, and a few others in the grasps of Warren and the Deadly Beauties that were about to be added to the pile.
Hex threw something at him. He barely snatched it out of the air. It was a large, blue, slimy snail shell. The heir.
“Hide it! In case we get split up. I’ll take care of the others.” She went sideways and showed that everyone was okay. “They only want—”
The pounding of boots cut her off. Vibrations rocked the row house, from the other soldiers inside it. He could hear them, the reinforcements, heading their way. He took the heir, looked at his stomach wound. Holding his breath, he rammed it through the slit and lodged it inside himself.
“There’s too many. Fifty, at least,” James said, shouldering past Hex. “But we’ll stay if you want.”
Atticus shook his head, coughed up more blood. “Can you get away if they take me?”
Hex nodded. “Probably.”
He heard voices outside the other door to his room. “Where’s Mr. Haemo?”
“Gone,” Gary said, voice shaking. “There’s a secret passage out of here. Guessing he went out of it.”
“Don’t let them get the heir,” Hex said. She slammed the door on him and, behind it, shouted, “Listen for me. I’ll find a way to get you out of this! I promise.”
The other door cracked open. Tens of Eldrus’ soldiers flooded the room. Atticus reached for his machete, but he was quickly pinned down.
“Fuck you,” he screamed, grabbing at their ankles, clawing at their legs. He bit the hands that held him down. The bigger the scene, the better the chance he’d have for the others to get away. “You fucking bitches. You fucking Eldrusian whores!”
Someone punched the back of his head into the ground. His nose broke on the floor. Glancing up, the room was packed to the brim with soldiers. Each one seemed to be waiting for him to do something.
“Shackle him!”
Chains were passed around the room, as though someone had brought them out for show-and-tell. Atticus’ arms and legs were yanked back. With the bindings, he was shackled at the ankles, wrists, and neck. They finished it off by hog-tying him with the chains and kicked him on his side.
“You think this will stop me?” Atticus yelled, struggling to turn himself over. “We are everywhere!”
A woman emerged from the crowd. “Cut open his neck.” She wore a cloak that was almost as dark as her skin. “I don’t want another fake Gravedigger.”
The soldiers grabbed his head and jerked it back. Several men, eager to please the woman, went in and hacked at his neck until he died.
“Is he breathing?”
“I’m not sure, Captain Yelena.”
Atticus snapped back from the Membrane. He held his breath, stayed still. Someone kicked him in his stomach, burying the heir deeper inside him. He cried out and curled into a ball. The soldier continued to drive their boot into his organs, as though they were trying to pop them.
“Amazing,” the woman, Captain Yelena, said. She crouched down in front of Atticus and picked his head up by his chin. “Sorry for the rude awakening, but we’re on a bit of a time crunch.”
She smiled, and looked deeply into his eyes, trying to find something there. “I heard you were headed to Eldrus. Don’t worry, though.”
She came to her feet, took one of Atticus’ chains, and started dragging him across the room. “Your friends left you behind. Sometimes, it takes something like this to really see just how much someone cares about you. But hey—” she stopped; her forearms bulged as she held the chain up, like he was her marionette, “—good news, you’re still going to get to meet King Edgar. Because we’re going to take you to him.”




CHAPTER XXII

After a while, Atticus lost count of how many times they’d killed him on the road to Eldrus. The soldiers, Captain Yelena included, were transporting him in a large, covered wagon with two compartments for prisoners like himself. By the third or fourth week, the compartment they kept him in smelled so bad they had to take a break from the torture for a few days to clean it. Afterwards, they stopped trying to bleed him dry and started hacking off pieces of him altogether. With a quick tourniquet and a damp cloth of Clot, much to his surprise, this turned out to be far less messy than repeatedly cutting open his neck, wrist, and thighs.
As it turned out, Atticus wasn’t completely out of luck when it came to losing a limb. He couldn’t grow another one—even immortality had its limits—but as long as they fastened it to the place where it fell off, his body would repair the damaged site and make everything, more or less, good as new. So far, he had reattached both his hands and his feet.
If there was a benefit to be had from this mutilation-by-the-minute madness, it was that it left Atticus weak enough to explore the Membrane for longer periods of time. He was dying so quickly, so often, that it was taking longer and longer for his soul to return to his body. With every mortal wound they inflicted on him, he bought himself a few more steps toward Pulsa diNura and, hopefully, his wife and son.
Any other day, he would have fought these fucks off for the hell of it, but in a way, they were doing him a favor. If they kept him dead long enough, he could see Clementine and Will, know that they were okay, and tell them it would all be over soon.
Captain Yelena tightened up the chains that bound Atticus to the compartment. “What do you think would happen if we cut off his head?”
Her two lackeys, George and Robert, shrugged.
“Might be too much, sir,” Robert said.
George ducked out of the compartment for some fresh air. Outside, he said, “Sir, don’t you think we’ve put him through enough?”
Captain Yelena grabbed the bucket they’d been bleeding Atticus into and threw it at George. “King Edgar said to put him to the test.”
“It’s just… it’s getting old, sir.” George brushed the blood off his armor. “If we break him…”
“Then he’s not the Gravedigger, is he?”
Robert cleared his throat and crossed the compartment, minding the strips of flesh that slickened its floor. “George has a point, sir. Immortal or not, he might have his limits, too. Sir, say we have the genuine Gravedigger here and we find his weakness and kill him? King Edgar wouldn’t be too happy about that.”
Captain Yelena groaned. She grabbed a knife and ran it into Atticus’ neck. Blood spluttered out, but he didn’t flinch. Didn’t even feel it. Not anymore.
“King Edgar would be happy. Because King Edgar doesn’t want anything to do with something that has a weakness,” Captain Yelena said. “You two shut your mouths and go do something else. I will not have you ruin my one chance.”
Captain Yelena went to work on Atticus after that. But as the day grew darker and the road more run down, even she began to lose interest in testing him. Her cuts became less precise, more superficial. She resorted to weak punches rather than forceful stabbings.
Now, with the sun dipping behind the horizon, she was trying to remove his head from his body. By the time she hit bone, she was too tired and too worn down by the routine of it all. Captain Yelena’s saw ground to a halt in his spine. Before he did the dying thing, he saw a softness in her face, a disgust in her eyes—a realization of what she’d done, what she’d become. In those not-so-final moments, he crossed his fingers and hoped she’d kill herself soon. After all, he was about to die, and if she did commit suicide, he might be able to find her in the Membrane and teach her a thing or two about suffering.
Atticus fell forward. Before he hit the compartment’s floor, he was already plummeting through the Membrane on a sinewy streak of light. The fleshy walls of the place shot up around him. He willed his body towards them, hand reaching out for an outcrop. Looking down the vertical drop, he wondered how much further he could fall before he hit the Abyss and it swallowed him up.
Maybe I’ll always stop myself. His fingers skidded across the walls, over hair and cloth. Maybe, for me, all these ledges lead to the same place. Atticus turned himself and brought his other hand to the wall. Maybe this place can’t take me. Maybe
I have to give myself willingly. His hands closed shut on a stony ledge. With everything he had, he locked his arms and stopped his falling momentum.
Come back, keep going, Yelena. He clenched his teeth and hoisted himself onto the ledge.
Atticus didn’t know why he did it—time was not something he had to waste; he’d be alive any moment now—but he looked back, over the edge. In the past, he’d never seen anything but darkness at the bottom of the tunnel. But as he leaned forward, feet kicking off the Abyss’ pull, he saw, in the darkness, lights and clouds of color. It was as though a piece of the night sky had been cut away and woven across the tunnel’s end. It was an unexpected beauty in a place that had about as much beauty as the bottom of a boot. The star-like light, the astral swathes of purple and pink—was that the Abyss, or those within it?
Atticus turned around and headed down the path there. It wound through the walls of the Membrane, past groves of Death’s Delirium.
Please, take me to Pulsa diNura, he thought. All roads lead to the same place. The floor slanted upward, and he climbed a rocky hill. This is my damnation, and I’ll be damned if it doesn’t do as I say. At the top of the passage, he saw light creeping across the walls; around the bend, the path seemed to open up to something wide and—
“Atticus?”
He stopped dead in his tracks. The voice. Her voice. Clementine’s. Had it been hers? He squinted. Ahead, someone was leaning out from the bend in the passage. A woman. Red hair. It was her, but was it her? The thought, the possibility—it left his mind paralyzed to the point that nothing made sense. A woman. Red hair. Was it—?
“There you are!”
Clementine came out from behind the wall. She ran and threw herself into him, knocking him off his feet. They smacked into the ground, her arms and legs wrapped around him.
“Where were you?” she cried, kissing his face and neck. “Oh my god, what happened to you?”
“Clementine.” About all Atticus could muster was her name. She was here. She hadn’t given up. There was a stab wound in her side, from where Blythe and Bon had killed her, but that didn’t matter now. She was here. With him. And she hadn’t given up.
“What did they do to you?” she begged, unwrapping from him.
She smelled good. Or maybe she didn’t, and he thought she did. He touched her hair, touched her skin. He looked into her eyes, ran his thumb across her lips. He’d lost so much of himself, and yet all it took was a moment with her to feel whole again.
“I’m okay,” he said, coming out of the shock of seeing her. He caught his breath. “I know I look like hell. Are you okay?”
“I am now. Yes.” She smiled and held his face. “You’re mangled, Atticus. What did Blythe and Bon do to you?”
“Not them. Listen. Where’s Will?”
Clementine bit her lip. “He’s here. He’s here. It took a long time to find him. He’s with that man, Herbert North. He said he knew you?”
“Good, okay, good.” Atticus took her by her shoulders. “I’m going to be gone in a second.”
She pushed him back, screaming, “What? No!”
“I don’t have a choice!”
As she curled into a ball, he grabbed her and held her close.
“I can’t die. Which means I can’t stay in this place for long. I don’t know what happened, but I can’t die. It doesn’t make sense, I know, but Clementine, listen to me.” He lowered his head, to her ear. “I’m going to get us out. I’ve been working at this for months, you hear? I’m going to get us out. There’s a way. I need you and Will to hold on until then, okay?”
Clementine shook her head. “I don’t know what the hell you’re saying. You can’t, anyways. The shepherds brought us here. Herbert said we’re stuck, like him.”
“He was taken too?” Atticus moved past the question, because it didn’t matter right now. “I can. I will get you out. I love you, and I’m not leaving you, not ever. I’ll be back.” He buried his face into her hair and kissed her everywhere he could. “I’m going to open this place up and take you and Will out.”
“Okay,” Clementine said. “I trust you, Atticus. I believe you. I know you will, baby.”
He moaned. “I don’t want to leave you again.”
She shook her head. “Please, don’t.”
The sight of Clementine alone was enough to make him forsake everything he had planned. For months, he’d been starved of her, and now he was so absolutely ravenous for her affection, he’d sacrifice just about anything to have a morsel of it.
“I won’t,” he said, having decided to stay in this place, having instantly forgotten that he could not. “You’re right. I’m here with you. I’m not going anywhere. We’ll make this work, you and I and Will. It’s not so bad. It’s worse up there. We can make this—”
Atticus sputtered to life in the cramped compartment and sat there awhile, drinking his own blood in bitter disappointment. He could still feel her body pressed against his, the warmth of it radiating through his skin. For now, that would be enough to get him through the cold nights to come.
By the time Atticus realized they were in Eldrus, they were already pulling up to the gates of Ghostgrave. Five soldiers in slim, obsidian armor were waiting for him as Captain Yelena and her two lackeys hauled him out of the wagon.
“Looks like you had your fun with him,” one of the soldiers in obsidian boomed.
“I didn’t want to embarrass myself again,” Captain Yelena said. She kicked Atticus to his knees. “He is as they say, Roderick.” She handed the chains to the soldier in obsidian. “Keep him on a tight leash. He’ll fight like a rabid dog.”
Roderick yanked on the chains until they were choking Atticus. “I doubt it.” He loosened his grip and then said, “Ever been to Eldrus, Gravedigger?”
Atticus decided to stop breathing, because it was making his neck hurt too much.
Eldrus. It finally dawned on him that he was here, where he needed to be to put an end to all of this. His eyes were dirty, encrusted with blood and sweat and whatever else they’d manage squeeze out of him. But he could see the city-state well enough.
Similar to the armor the soldiers wore, Eldrus was all right angles and black stone, like ancient obelisks unearthed and commercialized for use. The sky overhead seemed to be constantly overcast, as though it reflected the grim living of those who lived beneath it. Of course, Ghostgrave didn’t look much better. The keep sat on the hill, a bloated mess of uneven walls and crooked towers, with sagging balconies from which the privileged could observe the city and only see its pretty superficialities. But, hey, unlike Eldrus, at least the keep had character.
“Real nice place you’ve got here,” Atticus said at last. He hadn’t eaten or drunk anything in a month and a half, so when he vomited all over Roderick’s feet, he vomited blood and bile. He grinned and said, “My bad, sir.”
Roderick smiled. “Think nothing of it. Captain Yelena, where’s his confederates?”
“The Marrow Cabal?”
Atticus shut his eyes tight, as though that would somehow dampen the news.
“Gravedigger was the highest priority. The Marrow Cabal took down a few of our men and escaped.” She shrugged. “This movement is pathetic. Once they realize we have their one trump card, they’ll break.”
Roderick pulled on Atticus’ chain. “So you let them get away? Word is he was traveling with a few creatures similar to himself. You may have just elected a new problem for us to deal with in the future.”
Captain Yelena exhaled slowly. She turned her back, saying, “Then you go get them. Oh wait.” She looked over her shoulder. “You don’t give a shit, either. No one does.” She started walking away, beckoning her lackeys to follow after. “Have fun with the Gravedigger. I’ll be expecting payment soon.”
Roderick snapped his fingers. One of his men came forward and threw a hood over Atticus’ head. He tightened it in place with a belt—it’s not as though he didn’t already have enough bindings—and helped Atticus to his feet.
With the assistance of this soldier and another, Roderick forced him forward, through the gates, up a set of stairs, past a door, and another door, around a corner, up a flight of steps, down a flight of steps, through a heavy door, and then a small door, around another corner, into a long hall, down a winding staircase, through a triple-locked door, and into a moist room that smelled of mildew and shit.
Roderick ripped the hood from Atticus’ head. He gave him a moment to take in his surroundings, as though he would be surprised by where they’d brought him. Atticus had seen his fair share of dungeons in his lifetime. Being Poe’s Hangman would do that to a person. But this was easily the worst of the lot. The prison cells were festering pockets of filth, fleas, and flies. The ceiling and the floor were crooked and crumbling. Rats ran freely in the rotund area at the dungeon’s end, chittering and clicking, probably boasting about all the diseases they were going to spread.
“Did you bring me some company?” a woman called out from one of the cells.
Atticus cocked his head. It was then that he noticed that, besides this woman, there were no other prisoners here.
“I don’t know what Yelena did to you exactly,” Roderick said. He started forward, tugging on Atticus’ chain for him to follow. “But I want to apologize for her treatment of you. I can see that she took things too far.” He stopped at the center of the dungeon and turned Atticus to face the cell where the woman sat. “King Edgar asked that you be isolated. I think you’ve been isolated long enough. I’m not saying she’s good company.”
Atticus squinted and tried to pierce the shadows the woman waited in. She looked small, fragile, like she’d been down here a long time.
“But she’s better than nothing,” Roderick said. He ordered the jailer, who Atticus hadn’t even noticed until now, to open the cell beside the woman’s.
“Why the kindness?” Atticus asked. Roderick had his men unshackle him and, for a moment, he considered running.
Holding out his hand for him to enter the cell, Roderick said, “Because I am a kind man, like most here in Eldrus. Don’t let people like Yelena convince you otherwise.”
Atticus nodded and walked into the cell. His neck, wrists, and ankles felt strange out of their fetters. The skin where they’d been fastened was pale and raw.
The jailer closed the cell door and locked it.
Roderick leaned into the bars. “I don’t have any advice to give you, Gravedigger, other than you better figure out how to die, and you better do it fast.”
“Your momma give you that name?” the woman in the next cell over asked.
Atticus ignored her, gripped the bars, and pressed his face against them. He watched Roderick and his soldiers leave the dungeon, along with the jailer, who was probably too repulsed by the place to stay in it any longer than he had to.
“I got a weird name, too, so I guess I shouldn’t talk,” the woman went on. She stood up and went to the bars that divided her cell from his. “Name’s Lotus.” She extended her hand for him to shake.
“Atticus.” He took her hand and gave her the once-over. She wasn’t much to look at, and the two shiners and busted lip weren’t doing her any favors. Yet he found himself attracted to her. Maybe it was the blood loss talking, or maybe there was something about her, something unseen, in the air, that gave her that alluring quality.
She nodded. “Atticus, again, I have no room to talk, but have you seen yourself lately?”
He hadn’t. But when he turned his neck, he felt it gape open, which meant Captain Yelena’s sawing attempt hadn’t healed yet. Holding his hand there, he noticed the gouges and patches of stripped flesh along his forearm. At some point during his ride from Nyxis to Eldrus, he’d gotten in the habit of not looking at himself. He doubted now that he was missing anything.
“Do you know who I am?” Atticus took his hand back and moved away from the bars.
“I’m guessing I should, but since I’ve been locked up in here for a few months now, I can’t say that I do.” She raised her eyebrows, twisted her mouth. She went back to her place on the floor. “Have a seat. It’s about all you can do in here.”
Atticus chose to remain standing. I’m here, in Ghostgrave, he thought. If I can get out, I can get to the Archivist’s tower and get what I need.
“Not much of a talker?”
“Hmm?” Atticus snapped out of it. “No, not particularly.” Can I use her? he wondered. “How, uh, did you end up here?”
“It’s better you not know.” Lotus pointed to her swollen face. “Looks like you’ve been through enough already.”
Atticus shrugged. It was convenient to run into Clementine when I did, he thought. Why was she out there?
Was she looking for the Abyss?
To end everything?
Was that even really her?
“What’s that about you not being able to die?” Lotus laughed, wincing as she did so. “Does it help with the pain? Because if so, I’ll have some myself.”
Maybe she was just passing time. Atticus could see Lotus was waiting for a response, so he quickly said, “No, doesn’t help with the pain. But yes, I can’t die.”
“Guess I know why you’re here, then. Seems like something the king would want to have a hand in.”
“That’s half of it.” Now, Atticus did sit. A rat scurried past him, into Lotus’ cell. “What’s King Edgar want with you?”
“Not really sure.” Lotus caught the rat, broke its neck, and flung it across the dungeon. “My chances aren’t good, Atticus. I’m not sure if talking to you will make them worse.”
“Kind of seems like you’re going to tell me anyways,” he said.
“You’re the first person I’ve had a conversation with. Tried talking to the rats, but it’s the same old shit with them. Yeah, ha, I’ll tell you. Why not?” She slicked her short hair back, took out a clump of it when she pulled her hand away. “I’m from the Nameless Forest. Most people don’t believe me when I tell them that, but since you can’t die, I’m sure that’s not all that surprising to hear.”
Nameless Forest. Now there were two words that knew how to get Atticus’ attention.
“No.” Lotus’ voice hardened and she scooted a little further away. “This is a test, isn’t it? To get me to talk? I don’t know who you are.”
After that, Lotus shut down.
Atticus learned to count the days by the faint dinning of a bell somewhere above the dungeon. It rang twice in the morning, and four times in the afternoon. In the evening, the bell thudded out six dark notes and went dead until the midnight hour, when it rang once, sharply. Atticus was down there for a week and a half before Lotus started talking again.
“Aren’t you hungry?” she asked after finishing her meal. It was breakfast for dinner. A way to throw them off, he figured. “They’ve barely fed you.”
“Can’t die. Should be skinnier, but I guess my body has me covered.”
Lotus pulled a piece of biscuit from her teeth. “Why can’t you die?”
“Don’t know.” If she was going to keep him at a distance, maybe it was best he did the same. No one else had been placed in the dungeon since he arrived. Either there was a dearth of prisoners of late, or it was on purpose.
Lotus got the sniffles and said, “I miss my home. Never thought I would, but I do.”
“The Nameless Forest?”
“Yeah, but my village, Threadbare.”
“Didn’t know there were towns in there.”
Lotus held out her hands. “Yeah. I mean, how much do you know about the place?”
“I’m from Gallows,” Atticus offered.
“Hey!” Lotus shouted. “Guess that makes us neighbors.”
Atticus smiled. “Yeah, in a way. What’s Threadbare like?”
“Small. Everyone in everyone’s business. But they are good people. It’s batshit madness outside the village, like you’d expect, but nothing’s perfect.” Lotus paused and then added, “I am, well, was the mayor.”
“You must have really pissed King Edgar off.”
“I guess.” Lotus started to rock back and forth, the only form of stimulation she probably had in this place. “What about you?”
“Got wrapped up in a rebellion against Eldrus.” How much do I tell her? “Can’t die, like I said, so I’m sure that’s ruffling his feathers, too.”
Lotus came to her feet, went to the corner, and took a piss. “Damn,” she said, going back to where she was sitting. “Why’d you do that?”
It was getting easier to talk to her. “You first.”
“I don’t know, Atticus.”
“All right.”
Lotus groaned. “King Edgar wants to take over the Nameless Forest. He wants to turn it into a state. He wants its people to fight for him.”
“Figured as much,” Atticus said, trying to assuage her worries of confession.
“Is that what the rebellion is all about?” Lotus scooted closer.
“Yeah, stopping that from happening. Stopping the Forest from spreading.”
“Spreading?” Lotus cocked her head. “With the vermillion veins?”
Atticus nodded. “What are they?”
“Oh, I don’t know. No one knows. You stop asking questions when you live in the Nameless Forest. You said spreading? It can, I guess, but… that’s no good unless he gets the people to spread outward, too.”
“Why not?”
“Eh.” Lotus covered her mouth and shook her head.
“That’s why you’re here, then.”
“This is making me nervous,” Lotus said. “Not a big fan of the feeling.”
“Doesn’t make no difference to me,” Atticus said. He stood up and went to the opposite side of his cell.
Lotus pounded her fists against the dungeon’s floor. The words were coming out, regardless of if she wanted them to or not. And here they were: “The Dread Clock.”
“I don’t know what that is.”
“Everyone in the Nameless Forest does, though. And that’s what pisses me off. He could have taken anyone, but he took me.”
“What is it?”
“The source of the chaos in the Nameless Forest. The Black Hour? That’s where most of us think it comes from. And because the Forest is so close to it, that’s why it is the way it is. Black Hour all the time in there.”
Atticus faced Lotus and went to the bars she sat beside. “King Edgar wants it?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
“It’s chaos. It’s everything. The Black Hour is capable of showing and creating anything. If you can control that, you can do whatever you want. If he—you better not be a fucking spy, I swear to god—if he gets a hold of it, then he can make the Forest grow beyond its borders, and make the people leave them. Or maybe just use the Black Hour to destroy his enemies. All sounds terrible to me.”
“Huh.” The gears in Atticus’ head started churning out thoughts, but he tried not to show it. If it were mine, if it works the way she says it does, I wouldn’t need Mr. Haemo or anything else to bring them back. “And he thinks you know how to reach it?”
Lotus nodded. “He does.”
“Do you?”
“I do.”
“Don’t want to tell him?”
“I did. It’s not a secret.” Lotus straightened up. She looked towards the front of the dungeon. “But nothing living—” her words faded as she turned her head back towards him, “—nothing living can get close to it.”
“That’s why I’m here?” Atticus could see the panic in Lotus’ eyes.
“You tell me.” She jumped as the dungeon doors were unlocked and flung back. “You son of a bitch. I’m so stupid.” She punched the side of her head and leaned into the bars. “What do you know? Here comes the king.”




CHAPTER XXIII

The only thing King Edgar looked like he could rule was a kindergarteners’ playset on recess. With five guards surrounding him, the red-cheeked royal had about as much presence as the ground Lotus kept pissing on. Beneath the fancy garments that swaddled him like a blanket, it appeared Edgar had the body of a brawler. But whether or not the baby-faced boy was willing to make use of his training remained to be seen.
“I’ve been looking forward to meeting you,” King Edgar said. He pointed at Lotus’ cell and, again, from out of nowhere, the jailer appeared and unlocked it. “Please, accept my apologies, Lotus. This has to be a private conversation.”
The king’s guard moved into her cell, rounded her up before she could make a fuss, and hauled her out of the dungeon. They returned, two fewer, and, with the jailer, went to and unlocked Atticus’ cell.
“Put this on,” one of the guards said, tossing Atticus a hood to wear.
“We’re going somewhere else,” King Edgar said. “Lotus doesn’t need to know that. I prefer to keep her in the dark at all times.”
Atticus stretched the hood between his hands. “What do you want from me?”
A guard shouted, “He is your king—”
King Edgar held up his hand. “A king earns his people’s respect. I have not earned this one’s yet. Gravedigger, if you wouldn’t mind.”
Atticus stared down King Edgar. He’d die a few times, but he could probably tear out the man’s throat in the process. Do I even need to, though? That part of the plan was finished. He was already here, without the help of Geharra and their “team.” He slid the hood on and put his hands behind his back. Everything went dark. I’ll play nice and see where it gets me.
The guards entered his cell. He heard the familiar clink of the jailer’s keyring. His wrists were shackled, and a gag was stuffed into his mouth. Swords were unsheathed, and their tips went into his side, neck, and at the back of his head. With the speed of molasses, they transported him out of the cell, turned him right, facing the back of the dungeon, and pushed him towards that rotund area, where, with the help of their swords, the guards forced him into another cell, against a wall, and then flattened him and slid him across it, until the wall gave out and he stumbled into a passage, past a heavy door, and then, finally, another open place altogether.
Atticus tried to shake off the hood. Before he could, a guard punched him in the face and shoved him backward. He smacked against a cold, stone wall. As he shook there, stunned, they ungagged and unshackled him. The guards grabbed his arms and legs and stretched them outward, so he stood splayed. They moved his arms and legs into iron cuffs that protruded from the wall and clamped them shut. The guards tightened the cuffs to the point where he lost circulation in those areas. In a frenzy, they cut off his clothes, tearing them from his body, until he was completely nude.
“Leave his neck unsecured,” he heard King Edgar say. “Otherwise, it’ll be too difficult for him to speak.”
Taking a bit of his hair with it, a guard ripped the hood off Atticus’ head. His eyes burned as they adjusted to the rotten, orange light that burned brightly in this room. It was a torture chamber if he ever saw one. The amount of blood and mangled skin here put his compartment back on Captain Yelena’s wagon to shame. There was a table beside where he stood, and it, too, was drenched through with gore. Further back, behind King Edgar, a wall divided the room, running across it and from floor to ceiling. It looked new. The only way past the wall was a small gate large enough for a dog to pass through. Something was back there—he could hear noises coming through the gate—but what it was, he couldn’t be sure.
“Leave us,” King Edgar demanded.
Without hesitation, his guard nodded and left the way they’d come.
“Captain Yelena and Captain Roderick tell me you’re the real Gravedigger.” King Edgar grabbed a stool and planted it right in front of Atticus. He unfastened his cloak and excessive adornments and dropped them onto the disgusting floor. “Do you know how many ‘Gravediggers’ we’ve gone through in the last month?”
Atticus didn’t respond.
“Five.” King Edgar held up five fingers. “They weren’t innocent. They deserved to die for their treason against Eldrus. But they didn’t deserve to be tortured like they were, like you have been.
“I know Geharra is funding this little rebellion.” King Edgar crossed his legs and sighed. “I’ve known about it for a while. Eldrus, Penance, Geharra. We all play these games with one another. But sometimes, someone takes it too far, and Geharra’s done just that.”
“Why’d you wait to stop it?”
“You’re not a military-minded kind of man, I take it? I’m not, either, to be honest. This is not where I saw myself a few years back.”
King Edgar’s pretty face didn’t look so pretty this close. It was covered in make-up, to hide the scars that uglied it.
“A problem isn’t a problem until you make it one. I was willing to let this fire burn a while, and then burn out. The Heartland has nothing that can stop Eldrus, not even with Geharra’s help. Except for you. Or rather, the idea of you. You’re a powerful symbol, but in the hands of a bunch of bumbling idiots. They know nothing of patience. Instead of letting you increase your influence naturally, they sculpted imitations and planted them where they would take.”
“Speaking of planting things,” Atticus started.
“Why are you fighting for Geharra? A man who can’t die has better things to do than take orders from someone who can.”
“Don’t you know the stories?” Atticus tested the iron cuffs, but they wouldn’t give.
“Of course. My men killed your wife and son, and now you want revenge for their deaths. And that revenge has become something political and galvanizing.”
Atticus shrugged. “There you go.”
“But you didn’t turn yourself into a symbol to save the Heartland from Eldrus.” King Edgar stood up, shaking his head. “For everyone who believes your story and is touched by it, that’s one more death on your shoulders. You know this, don’t you? Your inspiration is their damnation. I’m not saying you’re some messiah sweeping across the continent, but everyone you inspire is your responsibility. Can you live with that?”
“I care about what I’m doing.” Atticus tried to sound sincere, and failed.
“Do you think the Heartland’s hate for Eldrus only has to do with my soldiers occupying their towns? Or planting… crops… in their soil?”
Atticus could a sense a monologue coming on.
“I think you do believe this. My reports tell me you’ve been to Bedlam, Cathedra, Islaos, Hrothas, and, for a moment, Nyxis. You never stayed long. You never took the time to get to know the people and their problems. You just gave a speech, acted like you cared, and carried on.”
“That’s my job,” Atticus said.
“No, it’s not.” King Edgar’s neck tightened, and his make-up started to run. “No, it’s not. In Bedlam, there’re more jobs in the underground markets peddling stolen goods, prostitutes, and mind-killer substances than anything else. They’ve already divided the town between the east and west side, and now they’ve started harassing people whose Corruption is lighter than most. Criminal organizations, like your former Marrow Cabal, go there and find cheap workers to carry out their jobs. They are good people in Bedlam, but they are forced to do bad things. And I will hold them accountable for their actions, but I will not judge them for it, because I would do the same.
“In Cathedra, we have rape cases every day, from men and women in town and the surrounding woodlands. There’s not a lot of murder in that beautiful place, because most families just beat each other into submission at home, in private, under the guise of holy discipline. The cathedral knows about this but does nothing, because nothing fills pews faster than self-loathing.
“In Islaos, people work themselves to the bone. The unsafe conditions of the lumberyards, mining tunnels, and, in general, the Blasted Woodland, lead to more deaths than anything else. Families are large there, because life is short and unpredictable. Mind-killers are popular, and alcohol even more so. Children are raised to be complacent in Islaos, and to be responsible for its well-being. Those who leave the town for personal reasons are considered outcasts, because they refuse to contribute to the place that gave them the life they live.
“In Hrothas, murder runs rampant. The law enforcement agencies are corrupt and paid to look away from illicit activities. The misogynistic mayor of Hrothas has tried several times to enact a bill that would allow women to be rounded up and processed like cattle, to identify undesirable defects and personalities. The people fight this, because the people in Hrothas are strong of will, and brave. They may be the strongest in all the Heartland, and most loyal. And what did you do there? You made it rain blood, and then, when things weren’t going your way, when my men outnumbered yours, instead of staying and supporting your people, you ran.
“And Nyxis? I can forgive for you not knowing Nyxis well, as your stay there was brief. But in Nyxis, the land is dying. Those fields outside the town are fallow. Inside the town, wombs are barren. Disease spreads through the streets from the same mosquitoes you probably employ. Birth rates have plummeted. Violence has increased. Sex is a distraction, and sexually transmitted diseases are considered an inconsequential consequence. My soldiers have to break up community meetings. Somewhere along the line, ex-communicated members of Cathedra’s cathedral and followers of the witches who betrayed you have formed a coven. And they’re wreaking havoc, using Geharra’s rebellion as a cover for their activities. Using my Disciples of the Deep as weapons.
“I didn’t mention Gallows. I know you’re from there. I know you know it’s hardly a happy place to live. It’s an unregulated, backwoods bum fuck of a town, isn’t it? Everyone taking what they want, when they want, and just barely hanging onto what they’ve got. But it’s home, isn’t it? All these places are homes. All these places are great, in their own ways. Bedlam’s culture, creativity, and once liberal ideology. Cathedra’s tradition, architecture, and devotion to spirituality. Islaos’ work ethic, production, and sense of community. Hrothas’ bravery, intelligence, and political savvy. Nyxis’ love for the land, for the things that grow out of it, and their need to do right by others. I don’t know Gallows as well as you do, Gravedigger. Tell me its positive qualities.”
Atticus’ lip quivered. He felt the weight of King Edgar’s words on his shoulders, in his heart. “Gallows’ no-nonsense living, and being like a world all its own. Simple folk, simple needs. Privacy. A touch of the supernatural you can’t get nowhere else.”
King Edgar nodded. “Sounds lovely.”
Shaking his head, Atticus said, “How… how do you know these things?”
“The pantries, the shelters. My ‘suffer centers’ as they are called. I have workers in the community gathering data. They report it back to me. Moving my soldiers into the Heartland and planting those crops, they are calculated moves to correct the wrongs done unto the people of the Heartland, by themselves and others.
“I must admit, then, Gravedigger, that when I think of you, I grow jealous. I have been forced to do many things I otherwise wouldn’t—” King Edgar’s face went dark, and tears welled on the rims of his eyes, “—for the betterment of this world. I am jealous, because I care, because I sacrifice and suffer, and yet people like you are the ones to whom the world looks.”
“If you want the publicity, go ahead and take it,” Atticus said.
“I don’t want publicity. I want change. I want to give the people what they want. And I want meddlers like you and Geharra to stay out of it, to stop trying to exploit the exploited.”
Atticus bucked against the iron cuffs, but they did not move. “You going to keep me locked up in here forever, then?”
“No, I’d rather not.” King Edgar let out a heavy sigh and took a seat on the stool again. “I’d rather employ you, like Geharra employed you, but this time, to use you to do the right thing.”
“Why should the dead take orders from the living? Isn’t that what you said?”
King Edgar nodded. “I did. But you want something. You took on this monumental task for a reason. Was it just revenge? I heard whispers you were coming here, anyways, to kill me. Revenge really brought you this far?”
“No,” Atticus said. He lowered his voice, lowered his head. “I’m trying to get them back.”
“Your wife and son?”
“Yeah.”
“How would killing me bring them back?”
“I don’t give two shits about killing you.”
King Edgar scooted closer to Atticus. “Then why were you coming to Ghostgrave? If I have something to help you, I’ll give it to you. But only if you’ll help me.”
“I’m not leading anything anymore,” Atticus said.
King Edgar slipped something from his pocket into his mouth. It looked like a vermillion vein. “That’s okay. I just want to be like you. I, too, have people I want to save.”
“The Heartland? Or your family you slaughtered?”
King Edgar swallowed down the vein. With his hands balled, he said, “A vicious rumor from Geharra. What do you need, Gravedigger? To get them back?”
I can’t help him be like me, Atticus thought. Spit bubbled on his lips. But I can string him along.
“Gravedigger, what do you need?”
“An Old World relic.” He looked up. “From Archivist Amon’s collection. To open a way to… reach them.”
King Edgar’s eyes went soft, sympathetic. “I’m sorry, but the Anointed One had those relics destroyed months ago. They were a liability to our Disciples of the Deep. I cannot help you with that.”
“You’re a fucking liar,” Atticus snarled.
“I’m trying to get you to help me. Why would I lie to you about the very thing that would do that? I respect you too much to play you like Geharra has played you.” King Edgar sighed and came to his feet. “I want you to meet someone.” He snapped his fingers and shouted, “Alexander, please, enter.”
Atticus turned his head towards the torture chamber’s door. A man in fitted robes came into the room. With a wide smile, Alexander joined King Edgar’s side and stood there like a statue, his features chiseled, his emotions fixed. Close enough for Atticus’ bleary eyes to see, he noticed Penance’s holy symbols running up and down the man’s dark robes.
“This is Alexander Blodworth, understudy of Exemplar Samuel Turov, and envoy of Penance.”
Alexander bowed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, his eyes never leaving Atticus’ crotch.
“Gravedigger is guilty of treason,” King Edgar said.
“Undoubtedly,” Alexander agreed.
“But I hope to win his loyalty back.”
Alexander’s grin grew wider, his focus more intense on Atticus’ nudity. “An immortal seems like a powerful ally.”
“Your favorite city, Geharra, has been funding the rebellion.”
Alexander gave a slight shrug. “Not surprised.”
“I know I’ve rejected your offers before, but I would like to send Geharra a message.”
Now, Alexander did look away from Atticus. “Don’t tease, Edgar.”
“How is the Crossbreed?” King Edgar asked, as he stared at Atticus, making sure he knew whatever decision he was about to make would be his fault.
A bead of sweat started down Blodworth’s forehead. “Very healthy, and very ready to stretch its limbs.”
“Can you convince Penance to let you go to Geharra?”
“It may take some time, but I’m sure we can… come up with something to get Mother Abbess Justine’s permission.”
“Good.” King Edgar patted Blodworth’s back. “When you do, you may take the Crossbreed with you. Use it to change their minds about a few things.” King Edgar paused and then added, “Oh, the Night Terrors have given Geharra their blessing to carry out this rebellion. Isn’t there a village of theirs along the way to Geharra?”
“There is. Alluvia, I believe.”
“Make sure you change their minds as well. We’ll have that Eel, Derleth, assist you. He’s from there.”
Again, Alexander bowed. Backing away, giddy and bothered, he said, “Thank you, my lord.”
King Edgar waited until Alexander Blodworth was out of the room before saying, “All actions have consequences. They may not be immediate, but they are there, echoing through time. You may not see or hear or feel them now, but you will, when you’re ready to take responsibility.
“I can see that this is a lot to consider.” King Edgar started for the torture chamber’s door. “I will convince you to cooperate, but before I do, I need to be absolutely sure you are what you say you are. I do not trust Captain Yelena that much.”
Atticus smirked. Tears poured down his puffy face. “Then where are you going? You want to hurt me some more? I can’t think of a better place. You too much of a little bitch to do it yourself?”
“No,” King Edgar said, smiling a sad smile. “I’ve done my share of despicable atrocities. But my… nephew… has a stronger stomach for this sort of thing. His father was my brother, Vincent. He may mention his name as he puts you to the test.”
King Edgar slammed the torture chamber’s door shut and locked it more times than Atticus could count. After a moment, he heard mechanisms working inside the walls, and the stretching of ropes. Something creaked, groaned across the chamber. He looked to the newer wall that divided it. The small gate slowly lifted upward, and the thing he heard before now sat behind it, waiting to be freed.




CHAPTER XXIV

The flesh fiend crawled forward on all fours, its sticky, stolen skin stretching to accommodate its wild movements.
“Shit, shit,” Atticus screamed, rocking violently. He tried to break his wrists, to be free of the iron cuffs, but couldn’t. “Edgar!”
The creature’s claws clicked and scratched against the floor. As it bounded towards him, it scooped up chunky handfuls of gore and shoved them down it’s throat.
Atticus strained himself against his fetters. “I’ll help you! I’ll help, god damn it!”
As though it’d been struck, the flesh fiend stopped a few feet in front of Atticus. Slowly, like a child learning to walk for the first time, it stood. The flesh fiend’s red eyes widened, its bisected pupils pulled further apart. Its jaw sat slightly unhinged, while its tongue ran frantically back and forth across its chapped lips, tasting their sores. Thick flaps of skin hung off its wiry frame, and they quivered while it shook, overwhelmed with deviant delight.
The flesh fiend started forward, flexing its claws.
“Get the fuck away,” Atticus cried.
Like abhorrent adornments, bands of veins were wrapped around the creature’s arms and torso. And by the way the fiend stroked and caressed them, it seemed these pieces of profane jewelry meant much to it.
“Edgar!”
The flesh fiend rushed forward. It grabbed Atticus and pushed itself against him, grinding its bare, swollen pelvis into his leg. With both hands, the creature pried open Atticus’ screaming mouth and locked its nails behind his teeth. It pressed its infected lips to his and tongued his gums. Before he even tasted the creature’s sour spit, Atticus was dry heaving, coughing bits of stomach acid into the fiend’s mouth, which it gobbled up with glee.
The flesh fiend took out its fingers and worked its hands down Atticus’ arms. It bared its crooked, sharp teeth and ran them across his chest, snagging them on his nipple. By now, the fiend’s hands were at his hips, and they were going still further down.
“Stop, stop,” Atticus begged.
But the flesh fiend did not. Its hand found Atticus’ testicles and closed tightly around them. The creature continued to bend its knees. As it did so, it dragged its trembling mouth down his stomach. In an orgasmic spasm, the flesh fiend regurgitated hot blood onto Atticus’ navel, watching in fascination as it dripped onto Atticus’ spread legs.
“Please,” Atticus rasped. He started to cry, to shake uncontrollably. He wanted to die. He needed to die. “Please, don’t.”
The flesh fiend went to its knees. It let go of Atticus’ testicles. He exhaled in a cold sweat.
“Vincent,” the flesh fiend said. It’s hot, stinking breath rolled under Atticus’ frenulum. “I’m so hungry, Vincent.”
The flesh fiend went forwards, unhinged its jaw, and closed its mouth around Atticus’ penis and testicles. It looked up at Atticus, dug its claws into his thighs, and then started to chew.




CHAPTER XXV

When Atticus came back to life, all he saw was bone. No skin, no hair, only bone. His muscles were gone, and his fat chewed away. His veins had been stripped, his arteries torn out. He looked at his hand and its skeletal digits. He looked at his chest and its rungs of ribs. He looked inside himself, to where organs should’ve been, and to the floor, where they should’ve fallen.
He turned his head to the table beside him and found, at some point, a mirror had been placed there. Before he could shy away, he saw himself as he was now, completely incomplete. His face was gone. No nose, no lips, no ears, no flesh. The flesh fiend had left nothing but his teeth, tongue, and those bloodshot eyeballs of his that gazed back madly.
Elsewhere was the same. The flesh fiend had eaten everything. He wasn’t Atticus, not anymore. He was just the Skeleton of that man, the thing he should’ve always been the very first time he died. It was incomprehensible. Was it even him? There were no defining features, no hints of his personality. His living defied all logic, all reason. Was it even him? Or perhaps he just seeing himself as he ought to be, as he deserved to be.
His arms, so thin now, slid out of the iron cuffs and landed at his side. He fell onto the ground. He felt the impact, but without any nerves to call his own, knew that the sensation was only a memory in his mind.
“It’ll all grow back,” he said, on his hands and knees, staring at the ground. His voice sounded higher, as though all the screaming he’d done stretched it too far. But how could he speak at all? He had a tongue, but no vocal cords.
“It’ll all grow back,” he repeated. He took a deep breath, even though he had no lungs. “It just needs time to take.” Sanity was a slippery thing, and now more than ever, he could feel it slipping through his boney fingers.
The Skeleton raised up and sat on his heels. His head went back and forth, in search of the flesh fiend. But before he could find it, something else in that rotten, orange light caught his attention instead. In a steaming pile of himself, a large, blue snail shell sat, unharmed.
“The heir.”
The Skeleton scrambled forward and snatched the glowing object. He’d forgotten about it, and hadn’t had a chance to use it while imprisoned by Captain Yelena. How did it work? He pressed it to his skull, and then felt like an idiot, because he had no ears.
“But I can still hear,” he said, his own voice and the sounds of the torture chamber coming clearly to him.
Without realizing it, he was moving his fingers in a spiraling motion along the shell. It started to glow vibrantly. Each individual ridge pulled away from one another, expanding the shell in his hand.
“Atticus,” Hex whispered.
The Skeleton held the heir outward. He scanned the room, but no, he’d heard it right: Hex’s voice had come from inside the shell.
“Atticus. There… no team. Get out… your own. I’m sorry.”
He pressed the snail shell to his skull again. Hex’s words were drenched in noise. He could hear layers of her voice behind each utterance, as though she’d sent the same thought over and over again.
“I am taking Marrow Cabal… east. Taking them to… home. An island. In… Gyre. I am… them to Lacuna. I think… can get in again. There is something there… help us all. I will do right by you. Get yourself out. Get to… Nachtla. We’ll wait… as long… takes.”
Footsteps outside the torture chamber. People coming down the passage.
“Put… heir on… tongue. Will your thoughts. It’ll hurt.”
Hurt? The Skeleton laughed. As the locks unlocked on the torture chamber door, he put the heir onto his tongue and willed this: The artifacts are gone. King Edgar told me so. He might be lying, but what can I do?
I have another lead. The Dread Clock in the Nameless Forest. I can get out of here. Eldrus can’t hurt me anymore. I just need an opening. I’ll see you in Nachtla.
The torture chamber door swung back. Behind it, King Edgar and his guard of five stood, swords drawn. Dark material flowed from the king’s hands to the floor.
The Skeleton closed his mouth to hide the heir.
“Gravedigger?” King Edgar’s voice was beyond surprised.
His guards tried to remain stoic, but even their stone-hard faces were starting to crack.
King Edgar went forward. “Gravedigger, can you hear me?”
The Skeleton nodded. He locked his jaw and imagined how terrifying he must look. It was a nice notion.
“You are remarkable.” King Edgar bent down and laid the dark material on the ground. “Captain Yelena gave us a few of your belongings.”
Bon’s glove, he realized. And Blythe’s cloak. My trophies. The Skeleton nodded and, to feign subservience, crawled forward to collect them.
The guards got uppity, but King Edgar took a step back and said, “He who has nothing stands to gain everything. You won’t hurt me, will you, Gravedigger?”
The Skeleton shook his head. He outstretched his pale arm—Heh, no Corruption
anymore, he thought—and took the trophies. He slipped his bones into the glove, put on the cloak. He threw the hood over his head and crawled backward, like the loyal mutt King Edgar clearly wanted him to be.
“Take him to his cell,” King Edgar said. “He who has lost everything will do anything to get it back.”
The Skeleton didn’t put up a fight. He wasn’t even sure if he could. As the guards dragged him back to his cell, he tried to familiarize himself with his limbs. Everything worked right, but it all felt so effortless. There was no weight to his movements, no resistance. He could throw a punch, but if it hit as hard as a feather, then what did it matter?
The guards pulled him into the rotund area of the dungeon, across the floor, and threw him back into his cell. The jailer did his reappearing act and locked it up tight. Not a moment later, Lotus was led in by a chain leash from the front of the dungeon.
“This is getting old,” she screamed, spitting in the face of the guard who held her leash.
The Skeleton bunched himself up in his cloak, so that Lotus couldn’t see what he’d become. He spat the heir into a pocket inside it.
The guard busted her lip. With the other guards, he gathered her up, undid her leash, threw her into the cell, and locked the door behind her.
“Oh, hey, you’re back,” Lotus said, going immediately to the bars that barred them from one another. “Where’d you get that cloak, buddy? Looks good. Whose dick did you have to suck for that?”
“Actually,” the Skeleton said, cringing, “it was the opposite.”
Lotus let out a laugh. “What’d they do to you? Let me see you.”
“Tell me about the Dread Clock.”
“What? What? No. Are you kidding me?”
“I want it,” The Skeleton said. “Not for him. For me.”
“Bullshit.” Lotus kicked the bars; they rang out an unnerving tone. “He broke you, and now he’s using you. I’m not that stupid.”
The Skeleton threw back his hood and stared directly into her widening eyes. “If I don’t answer to Death, why would I answer to him? The Dread Clock, the Nameless Forest. Tell me everything.”
“Holy shit,” she said. She wiped her bloody lip on her arm. “Holy shit.” She did a double-take, looked around the room as though to confirm with someone else what she was seeing. “Atticus, what the hell? How are you…?” She swallowed the blood in her mouth. “Oh god, what did they do to you?”
“What it looks like.” The Skeleton went to the bars, wrapped his fingers around them. “I can’t die, like I said. This is bad, but it’ll heal.”
“Are you… are you sure?”
He stared at her for a moment, doubt destroying his certainty. “Yeah. I am. Always does.”
Lotus looked about as convinced as a convict in a convent. “What do you want with the Dread Clock?”
There was no holding back now. He had to tell her. “My family and I were killed by Eldrus’ soldiers. My wife and son stayed dead. I didn’t. I came back. There’s a place between life and death, between this world and others. The Membrane. I got out, but they didn’t.”
“I’ve heard of the Membrane,” Lotus said. Her breathing was shallow and rapid. “And things coming out of it. Creatures. Shadows. Could be the Dread Clock is part of it?”
“That’s why I need it. How do I get to it?”
“But, Atticus, the rebellion. Why… why are you here, then?”
“Artifacts from the Old World,” he said. “There were supposed to be some here I could use to open the way into the Membrane. King Edgar said he had them destroyed.”
“Oh shit, oh shit.” Lotus covered her mouth. “Yeah, I guess that was it.”
“What?”
“When they brought me in, I wasn’t a prisoner. They were civil. We went up top, passed the Archivist’s tower. Have you seen the thing? It’s covered in vermillion veins, and no one says anything!”
The Skeleton shook his head.
“Anyways, they took me past it. There were all these things laid out in the courtyard. Shrines, urns, goblets, jewelry, gems. And they were melting it down. The metal, Atticus, it begged when they burned it. Like it was alive.”
“Even if I get out and what I need’s left, I can’t get up there, get it, and get home. So, the clock. Tell me about it.”
Why you always have to make things complicated? he heard Clementine whisper in his skull. What the hell are you doing?
Do you even want to save us?
Or do you just want to prolong this?
“I know you can’t die, but you know what the Black Hour is, right? If you’re going toe-to-toe with the source of it, the source of the Nameless Forest’s madness, you’re not going to come out the way you were before.”
“I’m resilient,” the Skeleton said, undeterred. “I don’t care. I am tired. I want this to be over. I want them back.”
Lotus nodded and, with a pathetic look on her face, began: “The Nameless Forest is easy to get into. There’s nothing to it. The Forest wants visitors. It thrives on them. It will do and show you anything. But you must stay to the path. There is a road, the Binding Road, that runs, much like the Spine, through it.”
“Where does it begin?” the Skeleton asked.
“Wherever you do. It doesn’t matter where you enter. It’ll be there. But you have to stay on it. If you do, it’ll lead past my village, Threadbare, to a church, Anathema. There, the road splits in five different directions. Each one goes further into the Forest, to different villages. The one you want is furthest from Anathema, where the trees are darker.
“After a while, you won’t think you’re in the Nameless Forest anymore. The trees will disappear. The land will become swamp. And the fog will be so thick, you’ll lose track of the road. But if you don’t, you’ll find the Orphanage.”
“The Orphanage?” The Skeleton twitched. Something thumped outside the dungeon.
“Yeah. I’ve only been there once. Wouldn’t be bummed out if I never went back. It’s run by children, and the massive bat they worship. They guard the lake the Dread Clock sits in. If you want the clock, you’ll have to get right with them.”
Thump, thump, thump.
Lotus turned her head. “What was that?”
“Nothing,” the Skeleton said quickly.
“That’s all I know, Atticus. I swear.”
Thump, thump, thump.
Lotus went to the front of her cell. “What the hell…?”
Oh no, the Skeleton thought. Oh god damn it. He tried to close his eyes, but he had no lids to hide them behind. “Lotus, what’s going to happen if I tamper with the clock?”
“I don’t know. I figured King Edgar wanted it to control the people of the Forest and force them out. But if he’s not there when you do it, the people can maybe decide for themselves if they really want to follow him.”
Thump, thump, thump.
“Okay what the hell is that?”
The Skeleton threw the hood over his head. He tightened his glove and said, “Start screaming, Lotus.”
“What? Why?”
“Something’s coming. Might be our way out. Need to get the jailer in here.”
“Atticus?” she whimpered.
The Skeleton felt his non-existent heart stop. “What?”
“What the hell are those things standing behind you?”
The Skeleton turned around and, there, at his back, two shepherds stood. The creatures weren’t trying to hide their faces anymore. Their sewn-up eyes and sewn-up mouths were swollen lumps of ashy flesh. Their foreheads were glossy gulfs of gore and trinkets, like the nest of some mad magpie. In appearance, the shepherds were identical, from the cracks in their hats to the buckles on their boots. The only difference was the nail polish. One wore green, the other, yellow.
Lotus started screaming.
“The wolf has lost its fur,” the shepherds spoke in unison. “It can hide among the sheep no longer.”
The green-nailed shepherd swung its crook and cracked the Skeleton’s skull. He went sideways, crashing into the bars.
“Guards! Guards!” Lotus screamed.
The Skeleton didn’t feel the impact or the pain that should’ve come with it. He reared up and launched himself at the shepherds.
“Stop it, Atticus,” the shepherds said. They beat him back, their crooks breaking his bones. “Because we won’t.”
The Skeleton ignored them. Hairline cracks ran along his bones, but they healed almost as quickly as they formed. He threw himself into the green-nailed shepherd, knocking it to the ground.
“Guards, get in here! Someone is trying to break him out,” Lotus belted.
The yellow-nailed shepherd slammed its crook into the back of the Skeleton’s head. He took the blows like he took a breeze. Remembering Mr. Haemo’s words, he grabbed the green-nailed shepherd by the fissure in its head and dug his fingers in deep.
The dungeon doors unlocked and flung back.
“What the hell is going on in here?” he heard the jailer shout.
The Skeleton head-butted the green-nailed shepherd. “I’m not going anywhere.” He bit down onto its face and held on tight. Screaming, he strengthened his grip on the shepherd’s forehead. Like tearing bark from a tree, he split it open with ease. Hundreds of tiny objects—toys, corks, fingernails, eyelashes—poured out and turned to dust.
The yellow-nailed shepherd’s crook caught the side of his skull and sent him flying across the cell.
“Get in there,” Lotus yelled.
The Skeleton looked up and saw the jailer and several guards standing outside his cell. They didn’t know what to do.
But the Skeleton did. He let the shepherd pull him into its arms.
“Stop it,” he said, to the guards. “Stop it. It’s trying to take me out of here.”
The shepherd shot the humans a damning glance, and like the damned, they wilted within it.
“The king wants him,” Lotus said. She was rattling the bars, looking far more panicked than the Skeleton would’ve expected. “You have to do something!”
The jailer was the first to snap out of it. He unlocked the cell. With the sound of its unlocking, the guards remembered their responsibilities and headed in.
“Get away,” the shepherd said, dragging the Skeleton towards the back of the cell. “He’s mine.”
The guards drew their swords and pressed forward. Five of them in all, it seemed they hoped to overwhelm the creature with their number. But the shepherd wasn’t impressed. It dropped one hand from the crook, reached into its coat, and threw a bundle of pink bandages onto the floor.
“Get back,” the Skeleton warned, knowing damn well they would do the opposite.
The closest guard did just that: He raised his sword and slashed at the shepherd’s head. As the blade touched the brim of its hat, the pink bandages exploded. Pale, ephemeral tentacles shot out of the fabric and punctured the guard’s throat. Like ghostly tapeworms, the tentacles fed on the man, slowly sucking the soul out of his body.
“Anointed One, Anointed One,” the guards murmured, instead of saying “Holy Child.”
The Skeleton elbowed the shepherd in the stomach and slid under the crook. He stumbled forward, past the bandage, dodging the tentacles that whipped out of it.
“Stop,” the guards cried.
The Skeleton took up the soulless man’s sword and ran it through the nearest guard. The others swung at him, but their swings were cut short. The shepherd bore down on them, breaking, in one swipe, their heads and necks with its crook.
“What is going on?” Lotus cried out.
The Skeleton grabbed the jailer before he could flee. He stabbed him through the heart, took his keys, and lobbed them into Lotus’ cell.
The Skeleton bolted across the dungeon, the shepherd in pursuit. He tore through the doors, up the winding staircase beyond, and stumbled into the long hallway it led to.
“Oh my god, what is that?”
The Skeleton’s eyes darted back and forth between the royalty gathered in Ghostgrave’s hall. Their dresses glinted in the evening light, their lips blood red from the wine in their hands.
“Guards! Guards!”
Where am I?
What do I do? There were doors and more hallways everywhere around him.
Thump, thump, thump.
The shepherd was following after, making its way up the stairs.
“Guards!”
The Skeleton spotted more of Eldrus’ men moving through the crowds of people. I can’t go back down there. I can’t. He took off, following the wall and going wide around the room.
“Stop him!”
He pushed through the people that stood in his way, throwing them to the ground. Their jewelry broke under his skeletal feet. I can’t die, he told himself, bloodshot eyes fixed on the massive, low-sitting, stained-glass window ahead. I won’t die.
Guards flanked him from the right, pinning him against the wall beside the window. Without thinking, because if he had, he may have done otherwise, the Skeleton threw himself through the window and over the edge of Ghostgrave.




CHAPTER XXVI

The Skeleton fell fifty feet through the air and broke into a million pieces on the boulders below. His brain blew out of his skull and left a sickening smear across the earth. In a matter of minutes, though, his body began to reform. The scattered remnants took on a life of their own, gravitating towards one another to form a pile of bones and bone fragments. One after the other, the pieces of the Skeleton were put into place, until his completed frame stood where the pile had been.
Alive again, the Skeleton found his cloak and glove and got dressed. Even this far down from Ghostgrave, he could hear from the keep the ruckus his escape had caused. They’d be here soon, to investigate what surely seemed like a suicide. So he turned on his heels and, with Eldrus and his mind behind him, headed eastward, to begin his long journey to the Nameless Forest.
With no need to eat or sleep, the Skeleton was relentless. He traveled day and night, pausing for neither pain nor threat of death. He stole horses when he could, and went by foot when he couldn’t. There was purity in bone, he realized. A raw power that could be expressed without fear of damage to the flesh. In the light, he looked human, but truth be told, he was anything but. The thing that had been Atticus was no more. His skin hadn’t regrown, and his organs hadn’t returned. All that he was and all that he’d done, these bones didn’t hold. To know him would be to know those he knew, but he doubted even they would recognize him.
The Skeleton was immune to most things, except his emotions. After several weeks of solitude, he began to hold conversations with Clementine and Will. And because they weren’t there, he had to speak for them on their behalf.
“Why don’t you think of me much?” Will asked as the Skeleton skirted some rocky foothills.
“I do.”
“Not like you do Mom.”
“I love your mother.” And then: “I love you, too, Will. Where’s this coming from?”
“You always think of her. Talk about her. You don’t remember me like you remember her.”
The Skeleton stopped. He thought he’d heard something in the wilderness, but chances were he scared it off with his ramblings.
“Clementine this, Clementine that,” Will went on.
“Stop it,” the Skeleton shouted. He threw his hood over his head and said, “I’ll have no more of this.”
“You say you love me but you never show—”
“Stop!” He scratched at his skull. “What do you want me to say?”
Clementine joined the conversation, so the Skeleton’s voice rose a few octaves. “Tell him the truth, Atticus. Tell him why you act funny around him. Tell him about Vale.”
“He knows about our daughter, god damn it,” he growled.
“Do you know that’s why your father tries not to get attached to you?” Clementine asked Will.
“Is he afraid I’ll die like she did?”
“He is.”
“Please, I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” the Skeleton said.
“When he comes back here, will he take me with you?” Will asked.
“God damn it, Will, of course,” the Skeleton said to his son, to himself.
“You going to give the boy the love he deserves?” Clementine sighed. “You have to love him like you love me.”
The Skeleton sighed and whispered, “We’ve been through so much, me and you. It’s different.”
“No,” Clementine said. “It’s not.”
When the Skeleton wasn’t talking to himself or talking to himself about talking to himself, he was checking the heir for new transmissions from Hex. About the time he reached the Divide, the massive river which separated a portion of the Heartland from Penance’s peninsula, the snail shell began to glow again.
The Divide was busy this day, as it probably was most days. Ships small and large sailed its turbulent waters, as others unloaded their goods at the wharfs than ran up and down both sides of the shore. Most of the ships flew the sails of Penance, as trade on the Divide was their frozen wasteland’s lifeblood.
It was hard to tell how many people were in the area. The dockyard workers moved in swarms, and the roads saw light, but constant traffic. But all it would take was one blabbermouth to flap his jaws about a living skeleton to put this Skeleton’s months of careful travel to waste. So he hit the ground hard, hid in some grass, and reconsidered his options.
“Any news?” he asked the shell, as he let his fingers work its grooves.
The Dread Clock?
Atticus, no, don’t be an idiot. Did you escape? Hex’s voice was clearer than before. He swore he could hear James in the background. Mr. Haemo is here. He says the clock could work. He says he’s seen it. Mara, too. You seem to trust this bug more than I’m willing to. Mara wouldn’t lie, not to me. Think she… wants to see if… you can pull it off. Just hope you know how to get to the damn thing. Don’t bother going… Nachtla, then. It’s better… split up. Are you…?
You sound different. We’re okay. We… spreading word… Gravedigger. Never know when… need allies.
The Skeleton was about fifty feet from the nearest wharf. As far he could tell, no one had seen or heard him. He lay back down, put the heir on top of his tongue, and willed this: I got out. I’m at the Divide. I’ll catch a ship and keep going. I know where the Clock is. Mr. Haemo wants to use me to return to his former glory. So, yeah, I trust him. What is Lacuna?
What’s there?
Hex, if you’re using me, too, then tell me. Is Lacuna your actual home?
You trying to prove something?
He covered himself up the best that he could and made for a small dock beside the wharf. There, a few boats were grounded, and a few men were dicking around. The Skeleton came in quiet. But when he’d been spotted, he threw back his hood and revealed himself.
“Holy Child, Holy Child,” the men shouted, tripping over their feet.
“I am Death,” the Skeleton said. He walked towards the men, cornering them like mice. “I have come to judge you all.”
“No, please, I swear I’ve given up that life,” one man cried.
“One more chance, I beg of you,” another pleaded.
“I have a family. I haven’t…. it was one time! They need me,” a third blubbered.
“Let us strike a deal, then,” the Skeleton boomed.
“Anything.”
“A boat for your lives.”
The men glanced at one another, dumbfounded, and said, “Uh, yeah, sure!” and high-tailed it into the river.
After crossing the Divide, the Skeleton began to lose track of things. Suddenly, his mind, or what little of it hadn’t been dashed on the rocks outside Ghostgrave, didn’t seem so sharp. He found himself wandering the Heartland, haunting the small settlements along the way for days at a time. He would tell people he was the Gravedigger, what he’d done, and where he was going. They would listen, as most would to a talking skeleton, and give him gifts to save their own skin, just in case he a the hankering to wear it.
“What are you doing?” he asked himself one night in Clementine’s voice. He was standing in the fields outside some family’s farm house. He’d knocked down the scarecrow there and taken its place.
“What?”
“Get your shit together, Atticus.”
The Skeleton pulled himself off the scarecrow’s post. “I’m doing the best I can.”
“You’re dragging your feet. Why?”
“I’m not.”
“You are. We need you. Every day gets harder down here and you’re up here screwing around with the locals.”
“Maybe I should’ve made sure all the artifacts were destroyed. Should I go back to Ghostgrave?”
The Skeleton’s skull went sideways as he pretended that Clementine had slapped it.
“You afraid you’ll get to the Nameless Forest and find something that’ll really put you to the test?”
“No,” he said.
A little girl passed in front of one of the farm house’s windows. She waved at him. He waved back.
“You don’t want this to end, do you? Been at it so long it’s become routine.”
He started marching through the fields, back towards the road. “No, that’s not it.”
And then Will asked, “What is it, Dad?”
“Maybe you all would be better off without me.” He stumbled onto the road, the moonlit ribbon of white. “I’m not anything like what I was. Look at me.”
“You think any of us are what we used to be?” Clementine pushed him. “You think I’m that shallow? You weren’t exactly the cream of the crop way back when.”
“You can’t give up on us,” Will begged. “What is wrong with you?”
“Keep going, love,” Clementine whispered. “Bring us back.”
Having grown up in Gallows, it surprised the Skeleton to think he’d never visited the Nameless Forest. But as he approached it, he was glad he hadn’t. He wouldn’t have been able to appreciate it then. In fact, he wasn’t sure most could. It was a place of myth and madness that, for many, had become nothing more than a campfire tale. People feared it, yes, but only because they filled it with their fears. They knew it only by nouns and the tenuous terrors that strung them together. He was like them once, but not anymore. When he looked at the Nameless Forest now, he didn’t see its massive size, didn’t notice the way it moved when there was no wind to move it. He didn’t see abstract horrors or folklore freak shows. Instead, he saw King Edgar moving through the trees, a cape of vermillion veins trailing behind him. Instead, he saw the Dread Clock chiming out wrath and ruin, and hordes of creatures clamoring at the borders to be set free. Instead of a forest, he saw a weapon, one which could cleave humans like scabs off the continent.
The Nameless Forest loomed over the Skeleton as he made his careful approach. Abandoned wagons and pilfered crates were scattered across the outskirts of the Forest. Small piles of rotten food had been left in the fresh footprints in the mud. There were a few tents, too; torn open, they’d been stripped of whatever was inside.
“Eldrus’ supply lines,” he mumbled. He tried to find signs of any soldiers, but there was no life here, himself included.
Bending wood begged for his attention. Before him, the Nameless Forest’s trees had parted. A warm gust that smelled faintly of flowers blew through the new passage. The Skeleton took the hint like a shot of whiskey. Cringing, he went reluctantly into the place where he should’ve always been.
The Binding Road was where Lotus had promised: right in front of him. It started at his feet and stretched indefinitely to infinite green ahead. He did a quick search for the vermillion veins, but they were nowhere to be found. He did spot a gathering of dandelions with lightning storms instead of flower heads, but they were off the beaten path, so he ignored them and let common sense take the wheel.
It didn’t take long for the Skeleton to lose track of time in the Nameless Forest. He’d entered in the afternoon. Hours later, the sun still hadn’t moved. Granted, it had developed a growth that protruded from its side, like an orbiting moon, but he didn’t really know what to make of that.
He’d seen several people as well, in his periphery, or he’d heard them, at his back. The Skeleton ignored them the best he could, but the longer he did so, the more of them there seemed to be, until they were everywhere, except right in front of him. They started to whisper his name, touch his neck. He could hear them run past, even though no one did. He twitched as he heard blades sharpening against stone, teeth grinding on bone. Hands touched the back of his skull. He felt fluid filling it up from the inside, the pressure of it pressing on his eyes.
Finally, he spun around, crying, “What do you want?”
They gave no answer, however, because they’d vanished. In their place, they’d left headstones. More than he could count. He found himself drifting from the Binding Road to read their inscriptions.
The Skeleton went to the closest headstone. It read in bloody scrawl: Jessie Miller, death by Gravedigger. He stumbled, falling back on his hands. On the opposite side of the road, another headstone read: Blythe Keller, death by Gravedigger. He ran up and down the road. On each headstone the death of someone he’d known had been written onto it. And he was always to blame.
“That’s not right,” he said. Deeper into the Forest, many more headstones sat in cold, silent judgment. “I didn’t kill that many people.”
“But you did,” a voice whispered.
The Skeleton spun in place. Great hills of headstones had formed behind him. The rotted corpses of children protruded from the pregnant mounds. All their eyes, bulging and maggoty, were on him.
“I didn’t kill no kids!”
Again, the voice whispered, “But you have. But you will.”
The Skeleton covered his face, but because he had no flesh to hide behind, he saw everything.
“You have thinned the flock,” the voice said. “And now you have come home, where all wolves belong.”
The Skeleton dropped to his knees and buried his skull in the dirt. “No,” he said, thinking of every person he’d murdered for Poe, for Clementine and Will.
“No!” he said, thinking of the rebellion members who’d died for Geharra’s cause and his need.
He reared back, muddy tears in his eyes. The headstones were gone. The body hills, too.
He stumbled upon Threadbare a few hours—or weeks, he couldn’t tell—later. Lotus’ village was too busy working the lumber to take notice of him. Besides, chances were a walking, talking skeleton didn’t exactly incite surprise here like it would back home. But what did surprise him was the presence of Eldrus’ soldiers. They were there, they’d made it to the place, but they weren’t occupying the village. They were working the fields, the lumberyard, and helping the villagers construct new homes. There wasn’t any animosity between them. A part of him wondered if this had been what King Edgar wanted for the Heartland all along. And if so, why had he been successful here when, at the same time, he’d failed so miserably in Bedlam and Hrothas?
Anathema rose out of the land a few weeks—or years, he couldn’t tell—later. The crumbling spires and crooked walls that comprised the church were covered in thick spider webs. Large carrion birds circled the sky, while robed figures worked in their shadows below, hauling crates from Anathema’s cellar. As the Skeleton drew closer, the belfry bellowed out a low, droning tone. The front of the church opened. A congregation came pouring out.
“Halt,” a hooded woman shouted at the front of the line. She held up her hand. The congregation behind her stopped. “Who are you?”
The Skeleton pointed to himself and played stupid. “Me?”
“Wait here,” he heard the hooded woman whisper.
She crossed the churchyard, avoiding the spider webs slung across it. When she was up close to the Skeleton, she said, “Oh,” and got all soft on him. “Sorry about that.”
He flinched as something wet splatted on his head. He glanced up and saw the carrion birds were now only ten or so feet above them. Their stomach mouths were fully extended and drooling everywhere.
“You don’t need to worry about them. We like our food to have a little more meat on the bone.” The woman lowered her hood and a mess of mousy hair spilled out. She was young, heavyset. Cannibalism, it seemed, was a good way to pack on pounds. “I’m Mother Michelle, leader of Anathema. Is there anything I can do for you?”
The Skeleton stared at Mother Michelle’s congregation on Anathema’s threshold. “You all expecting me?”
She shrugged. “Where are you trying to go?”
He nodded at the webs that seemed to be holding the church together. “Guys got a bug problem?”
Mother Michelle laughed. “New neighbors.”
“You with Eldrus?”
“Of course,” she said. She looked sick when she mumbled, “Edgar is our king.”
The carrion birds quieted as they lifted higher into the sky.
“You don’t seem too happy about that.”
Mother Michelle forced a smile.
“I’m going to the Orphanage,” the Skeleton admitted. His eyes followed the Binding Road, to where it split into five different directions past the church. “That going to be a problem?”
“No.” A tear ran down her cheek. “Not at all.” She turned and pointed to the farthest road, where the shadows were thick and the Forest dense. “That’s the road you want. It’s a good thing you don’t have any blood left in your body.”
“Yeah? Why’s that?”
“Because they might actually listen to what you have to say, rather than fight to be the first one to suck you dry.” Mother Michelle put on her hood and headed back towards Anathema.
A few minutes out of Anathema, like Lotus had promised, it seemed as though the Skeleton was somewhere else entirely. The sky had thickened and turned black, as though tar had been smeared across it. What little light there was came from the red stars trapped in the churning firmament. By their crimson courtesy, he found he stood at the edge of a wide and seamless swamp. The Nameless Forest, if he was even in it anymore, was nowhere to be found.
“Don’t go anywhere.” The Skeleton was talking to the Binding Road. It was still there, at his feet, but the roaming fog made it hard to keep track of its course.
“Do you see it?” he asked himself, pretending to be Will.
“See what? Can’t see much in this fog.”
“The house.”
The Skeleton imagined Clementine and Will standing at his side. They were pointing at something in the distance.
“Atticus,” Clementine said. “Wait until you get out of the Nameless Forest before you use the Dread Clock.”
“I’ll take it to Nachtla,” he said. He kissed the air where he told himself his wife’s cheek would be. “I’ll make that mosquito help me make it work.”
Will smiled. “I love you, Dad.”
The Skeleton smiled back, or at least tried to. “I love you, too, Will.”
The further the Skeleton plunged into the swamp, the clearer it became “house” wasn’t a strong enough word to describe the Orphanage. It was a three-story mansion, all red-brick and black mortar. The windows were barred, and the property itself protected by the ten-foot, wrought iron fence that surrounded it.
“You don’t want to go in there.”
The Skeleton stumbled off the Binding Road and quickly stepped back onto it. He swiped at the fog and said, “Who’s there?”
A little girl, doing it’s damndest to sound seductive, whispered, “Whoever you want.”
A wave of rapturous moans broke over the Skeleton. The sweaty exhalations seeped into his bones. Warmth radiated through his ribcage, swelling in his loins. Again, he stumbled from the Binding Road. But this time, when he’d gathered himself, it was nowhere to be found.
“Atticus. Gravedigger. Skeleton.”
Panicked, he went down and crawled on the ground. Where’s the road, god damn it?
“So many names, so many roles.”
Holy fucking Child, he thought. The fog swooped in and blinded him in its embrace. This isn’t happening.
“You need only one name. One role.”
The Skeleton lost control of his arms as the fog rolled under them and lifted him to and off his feet. He clawed at it, bit at it, but like him, the fog felt no pain and gave no mercy.
“You’ve forgotten happiness. Be a lover again, Skeleton of the Gravedigger, Atticus, and let us love you in return.”
The fog lifted him high into the red-starred sky. A mildewed wind rushed in and swept the rest of it away, to show him what he’d been missing. All across the swamp, bodies writhed in the inky waters, displaying in bloody, orgiastic bliss the sexual limits their flesh could endure. There were hundreds of them, thousands of them. They were all, in some way, connected to one another. By hand and foot, mouth and tongue, and every form of possible penetration, the men and women formed a chain of lust around the swamp that refused to be broken.
“Clementine’s in there. Will, too, if you fancy that sort of thing,” the voice continued. “Come into our waters.”
The Skeleton shouted, “Get off!” and flung himself in the fog until it finally let him go. He plummeted onto the Binding Road. His feet hit the ground sideways, shattering immediately.
“You’re not stopping me,” he said, crawling forward, the fog having dropped him at the Orphanage’s gate.
A soft laughter rang out across the swamp. The little girl said, “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
All of a sudden, the Orphanage’s wrought iron fences started to rattle. The front gates shook and, with a whine, slowly crept open, leaving just enough space for the Skeleton to squeeze through.
“Come in,” the little girl said. “We’re all so excited to meet you.”




CHAPTER XXVII

Crawling towards the Orphanage, the Skeleton’s fingers closed around the edge of a sign that had sunk into the mud. The front of it was heavily faded, but after a moment, he could make out what it said.
“Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy,” he read, tracing the silver lettering. He remembered Elizabeth’s story about the Bad Mother at this same school who had treated her and the other Deadly Beauties so poorly; the Bad Mother she’d had tattooed into her skin. He sighed and kept crawling, repeating “son of a bitch” over and over again under his breath.
By the time he reached the Orphanage, his feet had healed and he was able to walk again. The moans from the swamp grew louder, but he knew a trap when he heard one. Under different circumstances, when he wasn’t a walking pile of bones, he probably would’ve fallen for it. But the flaying had taken more than his skin. It’d left him with purpose, and that was about it.
“Knock, knock,” the little girl said. Her voice was leathery, chirpy, like a bat and its wings.
The Skeleton ignored her and pulled on the gigantic wooden doors. They refused to give. It was only until he gave up on going in this way that they started to creak open on their own.
“Knock, knock,” the little girl persisted. Her voice came through the widening doorway. She was somewhere inside.
The Skeleton grumbled. “Who’s there?”
The little girl giggled and said, “You’re stupid.”
Fog poured like an avalanche over the front of the Orphanage and filled the swamp until it was completely covered. The moans continued to rise higher and higher in pitch until they twisted into screams.
“Are you coming in or what?” the little girl asked snidely.
The Skeleton nodded and entered the Orphanage. Immediately, the front doors slammed shut behind him and locked. He didn’t go much further because, inside, the mansion was pitch-black.
Thinking the little girl enjoyed bantering, he said, “Spare some light?”
The little girl laughed. “For you, anything.”
One by one, small flames came to life above him. At first, he thought the candles on which they burned were floating in the air. But as more light filled the room, he saw that wasn’t the case at all. There were bodies, hundreds of them, bound and hanging together from the ceiling like a grotesque chandelier. And it was in each of their hands, atop untold years of hardened wax, that these candles burned.
“What do you think?”
The Skeleton jumped backward as he noticed the little girl at his side. She was small, pale, with white hair done up in thick braids. She wore a long, dark blue dress with a red collar. Dirty rags were tightly wrapped around her hands. The little girl looked like a student of the place, and couldn’t have been any older than twelve or thirteen.
With her smiling eyes fixed on the dead above, she said, “My name is Gemma. What’s yours?”
“Atticus.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Atticus.”
The Skeleton continued to take in his surroundings. Inside the building, it was all doom and gloom. The walls were dark green; golden words in the deader-than-dead language of Latin were written across them. Sharp, wooden adornments and busts jutted out from every possible perch, making the mansion itself look more like a weapon of torture than anything else. A few feet from where he stood, the central staircase ran upward to the second floor, and doubled back to the third. What waited on the upper levels was difficult tell, because of the large, violet curtains draped over the balconies and catwalks there.
“It’s nice to meet you, Atticus,” the little girl persisted, sounding overly polite.
“It’s nice to meet you, too, Gemma.”
She smiled. “You’ve had better days, I take it?”
“Something like that.” He pointed to the corpses. “Who’re they?”
“Those are our moms and dads,” Gemma said, joy in her voice where hurt should’ve been.
“What’d they do?”
“They gave up on us. Mine are up there, too.” Finally, she looked over at the Skeleton. “After everything I did for them, they still didn’t learn their lesson. Can I call you Skeleton? I know what it’s like to be reminded of something you only want to forget, so Skeleton?”
“That’s fine,” he said. She’s enjoying this, he thought.
Gemma took his hand. She fingered his bones, giggled at their texture. “The Dread Clock means a lot to me.”
“So you know why I’m here?”
“Lotus sent you to get it.”
The Skeleton dropped her hand. Something sharp had pricked his own. “Lotus is locked up in Ghostgrave. How the hell you know that?”
Gemma laughed and rubbed her hands together. “Because that was the plan? Atticus, I mean, Skeleton, listen: When a monster starts leading rebellions and winning the respect of humans, other monsters, monsters like ourselves, take notice.”
He ground his teeth. “Figured I was being used.”
Gemma wrinkled her nose. “I doubt it, but, yeah, you are. Sort of.”
“King Edgar put Lotus up to this, then? Telling me about the Dread Clock and sending me in after it?”
Gemma nodded.
“How the hell do you know that?”
“We’re in the Nameless Forest, dude. Is it all that hard to believe Lotus can communicate with us?”
“Sounds like a bullshit answer.”
“Sounds like the only one you’re getting.” She nudged him. “Skeleton, it’s not all bad.”
“Lotus was beaten to a pulp—” Something glided through the air above, landed on one of the balconies, out of sight. “—I had to beg her to tell me about the clock.”
“Lotus… is a freak.” Gemma made a popping sound with her mouth. “That was her idea. She’ll be and do anything it takes to get what she wants. And King Edgar thinks she wants what he wants. That’s why he put her up to it. But we have more planned.”
Whispers wound down from the ceiling. Slick-skinned creatures hopped back and forth between the hanging bodies.
“King Edgar came in here and took everything over. Fine. No big deal. We needed a change, anyways. He went to work on the villages and united them. Good. About time, I say. But there was one condition.”
“Fight for him,” the Skeleton said.
“Well, he said ‘support,’ but even the dumbest that live here can read between the lines. All right. Fair enough, we agreed. One problem, though. The Dread Clock. It won’t let us leave.”
“Why?”
Gemma started forward and swung her arm for him to follow. “I know you’re on a tight schedule. Walk with me.”
“Why can’t you leave?” the Skeleton asked as they crossed the main hall. The ratty, wine-colored carpet soaked up their sounds.
“The Nameless Forest is complex, but also really simple. After the Trauma, people went insane. They were hunting down anything that wasn’t human, because they thought us creatures had caused the Trauma. You’d think being a monster during the apocalypse would be paradise, right?”
The Skeleton shrugged.
“Nope. We were almost wiped out. And then there was this forest, one the humans over the years became afraid of. It didn’t have a name at the time—hence the name, ha, ha—but it sounded safe, especially since they were steering clear of it. We thought we’d hide out here for a while until the humans forgot about us. And they did forget, but when we tried to leave, the Nameless Forest wouldn’t let us.
“Parents ever tell you a fairy tale? Such and such can only be killed by water on the fifth day and all that crap? Sometimes, that’s what the Forest is like. Somehow, something decided all us creatures couldn’t leave, so we couldn’t leave.
“It’s the Dread Clock.”
She went up the stairs, flung her hands back, causing the first door on the second floor to open.
“It’s what keeps it together. It’s what ticks out the rules. It soaks up everything that’s ever happened, could happen, like a sponge. Every thought, every action. Have you figured out what caused the Trauma yet?”
The Skeleton said, “No,” as they went through the door and entered another hall. Here, the bones of children were on display. Except there were strange, dried-up, tube-like organs running up and down their arms. “Do I want to?”
Gemma nodded. They rounded a corner into another hall.
“The humans did. They caused it. They woke up God and then tried to kill It when It turned out to be something other than what they had in mind.”
She knocked on a door covered in spikes and it swung back. Stopping at the threshold, she said, “This forest is a small part of Its domain. Where It really comes from… I don’t know… somewhere deep down, maybe in the Membrane. Somehow, the Dread Clock ended up here, though. Maybe someone put it here to make sure God didn’t wake up again.”
“Is that what King Edgar wants? To wake it up?” The cause of the Trauma? A god? He should’ve been hysterical, but his broken mind couldn’t manage it.
A pale hand emerged from the dark of the doorway and beckoned them in.
“I think he does.” Gemma went through the doorway.
The Skeleton followed her into the next room and stopped, surprised. There were more children like herself inside. They were sitting on the floor, unraveling the rags around their hands as they stared at the gigantic, metal door on the opposite side of the room.
“I’m no chemist, Skeleton, but when you combine an object of pure madness with a place of otherworldly power, well, you’re probably not going to get the best results.”
One of the children looked up at the Skeleton and moaned hungrily. Gemma shushed him and shook her head.
“King Edgar has sent so many men through to take down the Dread Clock. We’re grateful,” she pointed to a toddler in the corner, who was ravaging a soldier’s corpse, “but we’re not stupid. And we know you’re not working for him. So if you pull this off, why should we follow him?”
The Skeleton realized they were moving towards the massive, metal doors. Behind it, he could hear raspy, hard, and heavy breathing.
“You’re not following me,” he said. The empty gaze of the children here was getting to him. “I’m not leading no one no more.”
“We’ll see. Lotus is doing her best, though. She’s human, so she can get out of this place. She fights for us. Hey, you two would make a cute couple.” Gemma grabbed the handles to the heaving doors. “You do know that, if you take the Dread Clock, we’ll be set free right?”
“If it’ll do what I need it to, I don’t care.”
Gemma smiled. “We’ll see.” She pulled back on the doors.
The first thing the Skeleton saw was the bat. The massive, twenty-foot long, semi-decayed bat that hung from hooks fixed into the ceiling of the church-like room. Though it looked dead, the creature seemed anything but, for it was from its gaping mouth the heavy, rank breaths poured. The bat’s wing span was beyond impressive. In the room, it looked stunted, but the Skeleton was sure that, if stretched, they could envelope the Orphanage entirely.
“We are vampyres,” Gemma said. “This is our master, Camazotz.” She drew his attention to the pews that ran under the bat and across the room. “They are waiting for her blessing.”
In the pews, innumerable children sat, their hands held high, their tongues flicking out bestial praises. They kept their palms toward Camazotz as they worshiped. When the Skeleton stepped closer to the children, he saw why; each of their palms were slit, and in each slit were mouths.
Gemma unraveled the rags around her hands. “Biting necks is all well and good.” She pressed her hand to the Skeleton’s arm. The slit in her hand sucked on his bones like a leech. “But who notices a small touch? A quick graze? Ah!”
She outstretched her hand and caught a drop of blood that fell from Camazotz’s body. She closed her eyes and licked her lips as the beast’s blood coursed through her.
“Delicious,” she said, finally coming out of it and looking more alive than before. “Now that you’ve seen us, you sure you want to let us out?”
The Skeleton nodded and ignored Clementine’s and Will’s pleas for him to reconsider.
“Probably didn’t get to see the spider people, did you? Oh well. If we don’t make you turn on your heels, bunch of bugs won’t, either.” She pressed her head against the Skeleton’s shoulder. “Hundreds of years ago, I might’ve stopped you from taking the Dread Clock. I know what it’s capable of. But I like to think I grew out of that selfish girl I used to be, so it’s yours. You, you seem selfish, though. You’re doing this to get your family back, right?”
“Right,” he said. Why is she trying to stop me?
“They must mean a lot to you to put the whole world in danger.”
The Skeleton said, “Maybe the world needs monsters like you. Otherwise, we just end up with monsters like us.”
Gemma grinned. She flicked her finger and two blue flames came to life at the far end of the room, directly under the bat. Between the flames, there was an opening, and it led outside, to a tranquil lake with a small island wreathed in red grass. And at the center of the island, alone and unguarded, the Dread Clock waited.
“Go for it,” Gemma said, nudging the Skeleton along. “Let’s see how immortal you really are.”




CHAPTER XXVIII

It wasn’t water that filled the lake, but hundreds of long, thick, bruise-colored worms. As though fused to one another, the slimy, hissing creatures circled the island together in a slow, hypnotic rotation. The Skeleton stood at the end of the passage, the Orphanage behind him, watching their movements. What were these sluggish sentries capable of? he wondered. What was it that did the King’s men in? The worms? The vampyres? Or the Dread Clock itself?
The Skeleton stepped out of the passage. He heard a click, like a latch, and when he turned around, he found that the passage was gone. Being outside, he expected to see the Orphanage, but the mansion had vanished. Whatever portal he’d entered, it’d taken him further into the Nameless Forest, further than most had ever gone.
But, really, it didn’t matter where the vampyres had led him. What mattered was the Dread Clock was here, fifty feet in front of him, and for the first time since he’d started this goddamn, mother fucking, piece of shit journey, it felt like there was actually an end to it in sight.
For an instrument of insanity, the Dread Clock sure fit the part. It was tall, ten feet or so, with two wicked horns curving outward from its notched pediment. Its body was narrow, impossibly black. The moon dial glowed hellfire red, the celestial bodies it depicted surely the homes of chaos, madness, and despair. Below it, the hour and minute hands spun psychotically around the clock face, refusing to land on the numbers scratched into the metalwork. And further down still, at the Dread Clock’s center, a tumorous pendulum swung back and forth, ringing out a song only those at midnight might hear.
“I guess I expected more of a fight,” the Skeleton said.
He put one foot into the lake. The worms tightened to support his weight. But as he brought his other foot in, a thought crept into his mind and paralyzed him, from his bones to his soul.
How did I get here?
He had been a simple man, reformed to an extent, with a little bit of land and a family to call his own. He hadn’t any grand aspirations, or wild notions about the world and the worlds within it. Satisfaction came in the form of a good farm and a job well done. Happiness was Clementine’s smile and Will’s laugh, and some of that same old, same old to fill an empty stomach. When his time came, he had figured history would go hard on him, but he always kept his fingers crossed there’d be a footnote with a little fancy asterisk that said, “Atticus wasn’t a great man, but he sure tried.”
But all it took was one night and three murders to take that all away from him. Over the last year, that simple man had died more times than he had ever lived. He learned there was more to death than death. He realized that it had a structure, a system, like a country all its own. Over the last year, he’d became a symbol for a rebellion he couldn’t give two shits about. He’d taken part in a secret alliance between humans and Night Terrors. He’d discovered what Eldrus was putting into the earth, and what King Edgar was trying to dig out of it. Over the last year, he’d been hunted by shepherds, lied to by friends. He’d killed more people than he ever thought he could stomach, and god damn if each killing didn’t make his stomach growl. Over the last year, he’d become nothing more than a proper noun running across the continent, like a mad dog with too long a leash, feebly trying to claw out treasures that were probably better off being left buried.
And here he was. Here he was. He’d come from Ghostgrave, his initial destination, to the Nameless Forest on the word of a stranger alone. He’d seen and heard more profane and sacred secrets here than most, and yet they did little to move him. Maybe it was a fact that he’d been eaten alive dick first, but clearly, after all he’d gone through, something wasn’t right with him. Not anymore.
Finally, he started forward. The waves of worms quickly took over, however, and guided him to the red-grassed island. As they did, he remembered the flowers he’d seen in the Membrane; Death’s Dilemma they were called. Each one represented a love of Death’s who dared to love Death in return. It made him laugh to think it, but he felt a kind of kinship with Death now, for the Gravedigger had a dilemma of his own. In place of flowers, he imagined headstones, each one representing someone he’d tried to save, and someone who’d tried to save him return.
Like a pit of snakes, the worms writhed and undulated until they practically heaved the Skeleton onto the island. He caught his balance, told himself this was it, that if this didn’t work, nothing would, and went to the Dread Clock.
His dead eyes couldn’t help but be fixed on the swollen, cancerous mass that was the clock’s pendulum. At the height of every swing, a sinking feeling came over him, as though he were swallowing himself up. But it wasn’t the pendulum he needed. That was only one part of the machine. What he required was its infernal engine. He reached for the handle of the glass door the pendulum sat behind and pulled it—
Yellow flames flaring under a wilting sky. Hundreds of horses pounding across a flooded desert. Caskets like chrysalises glowing in a new dawn light, the world below them empty and unformed.
—The Skeleton ripped his hand away and screamed. The images had torn through his skull like a knife. Shaking it off, he went in again and—
Metal stars in a blood-drenched night. Babies in a barn, chains at their feet. Skyscrapers on fire. Cars dead and rusted in a lake. Men in suits with body-shaped briefcases. Mountains of eyes blinking from the folds of space. Guns. Flesh fiends. Women holding hands as they cut each other’s wrists. Tornados of the dead. Entire cities reduced to rubble. A small girl frothing at the mouth. Fissures in the earth. House catching the sunlight on a hill. White grass. Red Death.
—Again, he pulled back and then fell to the ground. What little was left of his mind had been stretched to its limit, and it was starting to tear. The power in the clock was overwhelming. Each image was a lifetime. He felt them completely with every sense he possessed, and every sense he didn’t even know existed.
“I… have to focus,” he said, slurring his words. He got up and grabbed the clock.
Nursing home nurses stalk the halls, crawling on the ceiling, like bugs on a wall. Tired-eyed students reach into their laptop screens. Pestilence in a synagogue. Ancient flowers subjugating human pulp. Organs in revolt. Torn-open books. Backyard spacecraft. Nightmares from a canvas.
The Skeleton gritted his teeth. The images clawed at his sanity, leaving most of it shredded. He gripped the glass door’s handle. Struggling, shaking from a seizure, he pulled it open.
Dance hall devastation. Prom queen cannibal. Crime in a classroom. The dead marching down an upside down street. Hollowed-out children. A cackling coven. Wars raging across a vomiting cityscape.
He gritted his teeth and grinned through the onslaught. His arm slipped past the pendulum. He worked his fingers between the arterial pulleys.
Pink rivers clogged with human glaciers. Suburban violence in gangland haunts. Infected satellites falling to earth. Wedding vows made in flesh.
Focus, the Skeleton told himself, drowning in the deluge of past and possibilities.
Children killing children. Snuff films taped over birthday parties.
He needed the heart, and a heart it had. He could hear it beating behind the complications, somewhere further back.
Poisoned water. Forgetful kings. God on Its throne, vermillion and vengeful.
Pressing his face to the clock, letting the hour and minute hands grind at his skull, he dug deeper.
Clementine and Will in heated debate, as she tries to fit him back inside her.
The Skeleton shook off the scene. The Dread Clock was reacting, which meant he was getting closer.
Carnage at the zoo. Ligaments for hair. Bursts of color in gawping throats. A masked orgy in an abandoned warehouse. Cold skin. Milky blood. Airplanes bombing countries into dust. Diamonds on drying brains. Politicians with nails through their teeth.
Shoulder inside the Dread Clock, he reached past the weights. There, through a layer of mush, a cradle.
Blythe and Bon, raping Clementine and Will, making new orifices when theirs wouldn’t suffice.
The Skeleton could smell their sweat. He could hear their cries. He could taste what they tasted, could feel what they felt inside. He hesitated, and then kept clawing at the cradle.
Tanks roll over an open field, as artillery pummels the writhing gates of heaven.
His fingers broke through the hard barrier. Freezing liquid poured out, shattering his bones.
Earthquakes cough out hailstorms. Dark tabernacle in a forbidden grotto.
His bones reformed in an instant, his cursed soul empowered here, and he kept at it.
A mass of humans a million strong, their creations in upheaval, filling up the sky.
The Dread Clock’s body split apart. Fleshy, gear-covered sacs ballooned from it. Astral tendrils shot out and pierced the Skeleton. They bore into his eyes, into his tongue. They split open his bones and drilled through their centers, carving him out and filling him with fathomless pain.
Frozen oceans. Consuming shadows. Spinal cord currency.
Screaming, the Skeleton grabbed the tendrils and shoved himself inside the Dread Clock. He broke his face through its mechanical innards, gears like crumbs spilling from his chattering mouth. With both hands, he clutched the Dread Clock’s heart—
Howls from the underworld. A great, grinding machine, making meat to feed the slugs lying bloated in space.
—and, with all his strength and the strength Clementine and Will leant him, he—
Candlelit homes. Empty wells. Gurgling stomachs spitting out wine and host. Animal skulls on sunburnt shoulders, moving from palms to heels.
—ripped the heart out of the Dread Clock and fell backward, collapsing into the red grass. He grasped the clicking, bleeding trophy and held it high. Dark oil dripped from the throbbing heart-work onto his tongue and stained it black.
“That’s it,” the Skeleton said. He opened a pocket in his cloak and dropped the heart inside. As soon as it left his hands, the images began to fade. “It’s done.”
Without it’s heart, the Black Hour’s vessel could not keep. It collapsed in upon itself. The glass doors blew outward. Wood splintered, metal rusted. The tumorous pendulum had one last swing and then was flung from its confines, out of the clock and into the lake of worms.
The Skeleton got up, laughing. “Show me what I want.” He dug into the cloak’s pockets. He couldn’t wait. “I need to know you work.” Gasping, he grasped the Black Hour’s heart and said, “Show me Hex. Show me Lacuna. And take me there.”
Islands in the ocean. Waves over beaches. Nimbuses crowding the firmament. Hex in Bedlam, in Hrothas. Hex in a forest. Hex digging in the dirt. Cold water, thick spray. Night Terrors carrying a tribute, Corrupted in tow.
The Skeleton sifted through the images. “Show me the Widening Gyre,” he demanded. He would treat the heart like the heir, willing it to do his bidding. “Lacuna, an island off the coast of Nachtla.” He felt like throwing up, but he didn’t have a stomach, so he was solid on that front. “Hex, age twenty-seven, maybe twenty-eight.”
Hex standing over her husband, cracking a whip across his face. The Widening Gyre spiraling inward, ship masts disappearing beneath its surface. Mara in Corrupted garb. A centipede mask sitting in the shadows. A pile of children’s bones. A wriggling, blue mass, nesting like a spider in all the minds it could.
He had to refine the visions. The Black Hour absorbed time itself and forged its own hellscapes from it. He had to cut away those dark simulacrums; otherwise, he couldn’t be sure what would happen if he mistook them for being real.
“Show Hex, in Nachtla, with James, Gary, Warren, Elizabeth, Miranda, and Mr. Haemo.” The Black Hour’s heart pulsated a blisteringly hot heat. “Show me Hex sending her thoughts in Nachtla.” If he had flesh, he wouldn’t anymore. He could see why others had failed here. They had the disadvantage of being human. “Show me their boats in the Widening Gyre.”
The gears in the Black Hour’s heart ground into one another. Its dark, fleshy surface tightened. Center glowing a wintry white, it assaulted the Skeleton’s mind with tens of timelines of Hex, Nacthla, the Widening Gyre, and an island that had to have been Lacuna.
To go where he needed to go, he had to stick with what he knew. Like pieces to a puzzle, he arranged every scenario until it reflected his own experience. Starting in Nyxis, he moved with the Marrow Cabal into the barn where the witch Helena and her sisters had weaved them into the town. He found the fragments of his conversations with Mr. Haemo and James, relived the attack on his friends and his inevitable capture. There, the timeline split, and rather than follow himself into weeks of torture with Captain Yelena, he trailed after Hex and the others as they escaped the town and headed eastward.
He didn’t know if he was doing it right—who could claim to be an expert on the Black Hour?—but it felt like he was getting somewhere. He watched as the Marrow Cabal navigated the land, stopping in town after town, village after village. He spotted anomalies that couldn’t have been—James with the wrong hair color, the Marrow Cabal in the Old World, Mr. Haemo not being a freak. He disregarded them, and went back to the source at Nyxis again, to scour other annals.
If he let the scenarios play out as they occurred, he’d be here for months. There was too much information to process, too many details to take note of. He could, assuming the heart wasn’t lying to him, spy on each member of the Marrow Cabal, overhear their every conversation, oversee their every private action. But now wasn’t the time for that. It was interesting to see, though, that as the Marrow Cabal traveled toward Nachtla, their ranks continued to grow. Hex had told him true; she wasn’t going to let his name go to waste.
There, there it is. He stopped the Black Hour’s heart on a scene in Nachtla. Hex was transmitting something to him. He pulled away from the village, but before he did, he heard someone mention something about a Red Worm. He scanned the horizon, to ensure the season was right. And then, holding that timeline in his mind’s periphery, he tracked down his own journey, from Ghostgrave to the Nameless Forest, and overlaid them.
As he trucked toward the present, his present, the anomalies became fewer and the branches in time shorter. The Dread Clock hadn’t had a chance yet to forge new midnight nightmares from the events of the last few weeks. He replayed his struggles of tearing out the heart, and while he did, Hex’s timeline showed them departing Nachtla, twelve strong, for the coast.
“Shit.”
The images were coming to an end. Everything was playing out in real-time. From the heart, he watched himself on the island, watching himself from the heart on the island. And as this was happening, the Marrow Cabal were marching through a cove, to a small dock with three boats tethered to it.
“This has to be it.” The Skeleton sounded convinced, but only because he had to be to keep going. How he’d managed in the last few minutes to have done what he did, he couldn’t even begin to understand. It was like the heart was guiding his every move, teaching him how to make the most of it. For any well-adjusted individual, that should’ve thrown up enough red flags that even the blind would do a double-take. But the Skeleton had never been one of those people. If he had been, he would’ve said “no” twenty-five years ago, when Poe put a knife in his hand and left it up to him as to what to do with it.
The Skeleton put the Black Hour’s heart to his teeth. “Take me there,” he spoke into it. He held the moments in his mind, him on the Dread Clock’s island, the Marrow Cabal setting sail for the sea, and willed that past into the present once again. “Take me, god damn it.”
The heart throbbed in his hands, his demands clearly heard. The gears fixed to it started to grind and turn. With every pulsation, the fabric of reality before him became twisted and torn. Against his view of the lake and the Nameless Forest further back, small slits were cut into air in the form of an upside-cross. From them, salty spray and the sounds of the sea blew through.
This has to be it, the Skeleton thought as he pocketed the heart and gripped the tears in reality. Laughing maniacally at what was happening, he pulled the slits further apart and realized the portal sat high in the sky. Looking through, he could see the shore behind an evening haze, while below, the ocean spiraled inwards, throwing massive waves in a childish tantrum.
That’s the Widening Gyre. He pushed further into the slit, until half of him was in the sky, and the other half still in the Nameless Forest. Where are… On the edge of his field of vision, three boats were struggling against the current. Beside them, Mr. Haemo hovered in the air, hauling someone out of the water who’d gone overboard.
The Skeleton felt a phantom smile form across his face. “This is it, guys,” he said, talking to Clementine and Will.
For a moment, he thought about the fact he had never seen the Membrane in the Black Hour’s recordings, but ignored it.
He pushed the rest of his body through the portal, said “We’ll be home soon enough,” and fell like a heretic out of heaven from the sky.




CHAPTER XXIX

The Skeleton must’ve fallen off-course, because when he woke up, he woke up in half, in the dark, on a beach. Had he even died? He didn’t remember going to the Membrane, even for an instant. Apparently, having his spine snapped off from his pelvis wasn’t good enough for Death anymore.
The Skeleton sat up and started blindly rooting around in the sand. “Son of a bitch,” he said. A few crabs snapped at his digits. He gave them a good smash.
He grunted as his hands closed around the rest of himself. “God damn son of a bitch.” He lined his upper and lower spine up to one another and let his body do the rest. “Where the hell am I?”
Light would’ve been nice, but all he had was the moon, and the clouds were doing their damndest to hide it. The ocean sounded fairly calm, so either the Widening Gyre was winding down for the night, or he’d come out of the portal much further up the mainland’s coast. There were trees, however, higher up the hill he lay at the bottom of. Palm trees and sprawling mangroves, and massive, mutant succulents large enough to get lost in. He’d been to Nachtla once or twice in his lifetime, and didn’t remember any plants like that there.
The Skeleton froze. The Black Hour’s heart. He patted himself down and, lo and behold, it was in the pocket where he left it.
“Tough son of a bitch,” he said, touching it through the fabric, trying and finding no damage done to it.
He dug into the opposite pocket and found the heir there. It hadn’t weathered the journey well. The object was in pieces, looking like the innocuous snail shell it resembled. “Not good,” he said, hanging onto the fragments. “God damn it.”
He started moving his legs well before he realized his spine had reconnected. I did it, he thought. He let out a wild laugh and beat the sand with his fists.
“Ha, ha! I did it Clementine!” He jumped to his feet. His cheeks went red, even though they were technically lying in a pile of the flesh fiend’s shit in Ghostgrave.
“So bring us back,” Will said through the Skeleton’s mouth.
He shook his head and said, “Soon. I don’t know where I am. I don’t know how much more I can get out of this heart.” But what the Skeleton was really thinking was this: I have to do this right, and I’m afraid to do it alone. I don’t have a life to risk. You do.
“Now to get my bearings—” a strong gale blew across the beach and flattened him into the sand, “—what the hell?”
In a matter of seconds, a windstorm had settled over the area. The sound of the bending trees and the wind ripping through their canopies was deafening. Buffeted to the point of bruising, the Skeleton got up and went on all fours up the hill, to have a better look at his surroundings. He found a dented breastplate along the way and put it on, for old time’s sake.
As he crawled over the hill’s crest, the clouds above started to part and let a little light in. Using a tree for support, he stood and surveyed the sights. He was on the edge of a dense jungle, a jungle that, judging by the violent tempest charging across it, was on the edge of extinction.
“This has to be Lacuna,” he mumbled. Sharp, stinging rain ran sideways like razors across the area. “Or an island close by.”
The Skeleton grabbed his hood and cloak and held them shut. He needed to start somewhere, so he checked the sky for the North Star and headed its way. The circumstances weren’t great—he was walking more crookedly than a drunk on payday—but it didn’t matter. It was done. He had the heart. He knew how to use it. It was done.
Maybe I could go back, back before all this happened. He noticed, far off, what looked like a house. Go back in time and make this all… No, he decided, heading for the building. No. We live with what we’ve done. That shit’s more trouble than it’s worth.
Small streams poured past the Skeleton, tripping him up with the debris that floated down them. It wasn’t a house, he realized, the wind throwing him against the building, but a storage shed. House or no house, it was a sign of habitation. And, better yet, it was a place he could hold out until the storm had its fair share of being a full-blown asshole.
But as he rounded the shed, the slick door handle slipping out his grasp, he noticed something else further off. Torches, twelve of them, and the cloaked figures holding them. They were winding through the jungle, hacking at it with moonlit weapons. He could hear them shouting to one another, but what they were saying was lost in the cacophony of the storm.
The Skeleton chose to follow, because although he couldn’t see their faces, there was a good chance it was the Marrow Cabal. Their numbers checked out. They sounded about as pissed off as he imagined they would be in this situation.
The Skeleton went low to the ground. His bones were covered in mud and it was getting hard to walk with the wind and that extra weight. He missed his eyelids, because the rain was doing its best to stab his eyes out of his skull. The cloaked twelve hadn’t spotted him yet, but he did see, as the wind shoved a portion of the jungle aside, where they were going.
It was a village. An arboreal, half-in-shambles village.
“What’s that?”
The Skeleton stopped. While he’d been watching the village, he hadn’t been watching those he was stalking. They’d seen him. Him, the hooded skeleton, with bloodshot eyes and a Black Hour-blackened tongue. All twelve had turned, their torches in front of them, making of their faces smoldering vagaries.
Not needing the element of surprise to win a fight anymore, he just came right out and shouted it: “Are you the Marrow Cabal?”
A few torches went down; a few glances were exchanged. A hooded figure came forward, their torch their shield, their sword their only hope.
“Are you the Marrow Cabal?” the Skeleton repeated. He pulled his cloak closer. Regardless of who they were, he didn’t want them to see all of him, not yet.
The one who came forward said, “Who—?”
A woman’s voice. Hex’s voice. Quickly, the Skeleton cut her off and said, “It’s me. It’s me. It’s Atticus.”
“Drop your hood!” She shoved the torch at him, so he couldn’t see her at all. She swung back her killing arm. “Drop it!”
The wind did the work for him. A blast of wet air blew across the jungle and flung the hood back.
“Fuck you,” Hex said. She drove the sword at the Skeleton, but he caught it with his bare hand and held on tightly. “Help,” she cried, the others coming to assist her.
The Skeleton knocked the torch from Hex. It hit the ground and sputtered in a puddle. With his free hand, he grabbed her cloak, pulling her face inches away from his and said, “It’s me. It’s Atticus. I’m here. It’s me.”
“Bullshit!” She shook and tried to break free. “Get this fucker off of me!”
The Skeleton’s teeth chattered, probably because he remembered they were supposed to in a storm as cold as this. “It’s me,” he repeated. He brought her in closer, her nose in his nose cavity. “You’re a telepath. Ichor, your brother, he can only receive. All your life you hated him—” He pulled her back as the rest of the Marrow Cabal tried to overtake him. “—You hated him and now you two hunt each other, beat the living shit out of each other.” He looked into her pale blue eyes and saw the faintest glimmer of recognition. “I had a daughter,” he said, his voice as pained as he now felt. “I had a daughter named Vale.”
Hex’s lips started to quiver. Her blue braids unwound and brushed against them. “Atticus?” She threw up her hand and the Marrow Cabal came to a halt.
“You patched me up,” he said, continuing to appeal to her. “That night in Bedlam. There was a riot. And again, on the way to Carpenter Plantation, on Adelaide’s Deceit.” Her eyes went bright blue. She was transmitting everything now. “You told me you were from Angheuawl, but you told me through the heir you’re from another place. An island. Lacuna.”
Hex got all soft on him and started crying tears fatter than the rain drops dotting her face. “Atticus? Oh my god, Atticus?” She let go of her sword, but he kept holding its blade. She touched his skull, her hands shaking. “Atticus… how are you… what the hell…?”
At this point, the rest of the Marrow Cabal had put two and two together. Gathered around, the Skeleton saw James, Gary, Warren, Elizabeth, Miranda, and Mr. Haemo in man-mode. There were five additional members now, too. Three more women, and two men.
“At-Atticus?” James stammered.
Gary, beautifully decayed as ever, dropped his hood and torch and managed only a pathetic, whispered, “Oh no.”
The Skeleton nodded and released Hex. She backed away from him. He couldn’t blame her for that.
“You look like you’ve been through the wringer,” Warren said behind his bulky hands.
“That, and then some.” The Skeleton felt an immediate wholeness now that he was in their presence again. He hadn’t realized how much he missed it, missed them. In the months away from his friends, and friends they were—there was no denying it now—he’d lost more than his flesh and blood. He’d lost himself to his cursed crusade.
“What happened to you?” Hex was speaking for everyone, though that wasn’t anything new.
The Skeleton went sideways as the tempest blasted them from the west. “King Edgar and his flesh fiend pet did this to me. Too much damage. Couldn’t fix it.” He grabbed the guttering torch that Hex had dropped and handed it to her. “It’s a much longer story than the time we have to spare right now.”
“You’re creeping me out, bag of bones,” Mr. Haemo buzzed, his skin suit not doing a good job of adhering to his insect form.
“Compliment as far I’m concerned.” He even missed Mr. Haemo, but mostly because he still planned to use him for everything he was worth.
“I got it, Hex,” he said, tapping his cloak where the heart sat somewhat safely.
“What?” she said, confused.
“The Black Hour’s heart. And I used it. That’s how I got here.”
The new recruits into the Marrow Cabal looked at one another, baffled.
“Atticus… you can’t… I don’t believe… Wait, where’s your family?”
“Did you find them?” James stepped beside Hex.
Gary hung back, looking less excited than the Skeleton would’ve imagined.
“No,” the Skeleton said. “Haven’t tried yet. Got to do it right. With you all. Back in Gallows. Is this Lacuna?”
All of a sudden, Hex snapped out of the trance the Skeleton’s arrival had put her in. “Yes!” She grabbed the sword in his hand and said, “Shit, yes. This is… there’s too much… just follow. I’ll try to—” She gave him a pathetic look.
He missed them, but he didn’t miss their pity. He’d spent months traveling the continent, and not once did he look at his reflection. People were a confirmation of his condition he could’ve done without.
“—I’ll try to fill you in on the way,” Hex finished. She nodded at the others.
Together, they darted through the sheets of rain that stood between them and Lacuna.
The Skeleton had to pace himself as they ran, because the purity of bone made him faster than them all. He kept deflecting the glances the others were giving him. They dug too deep, those wide and sympathetic eyes. He didn’t need that right now; couldn’t handle that right now.
“This is my home,” Hex said. “I’m a child of Lacuna. This island belongs to the Night Terrors.”
The Marrow Cabal grunted and groaned as branches and bushes tore at their cloaks and gouged their flesh.
“It’ll be easier to explain later, but I was born here.” She worked her way to the front of the group and veered them past a gurgling ravine. “The Night Terrors have been running experiments. They’re not a fertile people anymore. They’ve been trying to fix that for Holy Child knows how long.” She slipped on a patch of wet leaves but quickly caught herself.
Hex was talking so freely, the Skeleton assumed she’d filled the others in on her history. “You’re one of the experiments?”
“Yeah,” she huffed.
Lacuna wasn’t far now. Another thirty seconds, at best.
“They mate humans with their kind. Those that come out like them, they take to their villages. Those that come out Corrupted like me, they convert to their cause.”
“You’re a Night Terror?” The Skeleton didn’t want to sound judgmental—after all, who was he to judge anyone?—but he did.
“In a way,” she said. They stopped at the outskirts of Lacuna. Hex made a motion. The Marrow Cabal fanned out, flanking the center from all sides.
Catching her breath, she added, “Don’t have a mask. At least, not one you can see.”
“It don’t matter,” the Skeleton said. He touched his cloak to make sure the Black Hour’s heart hadn’t fallen out. “Why’d you come back here? You said in your message you finally figured out how to get back? Did you forget or something?”
“Sort of.”
She reared up and took off. The Marrow Cabal had searched enough of Lacuna and were moving towards a large tree that sat off to the side of the village. Its front had been carved out, and a tunnel ran through it, and then down into the island itself.
“It took me a long time to tell them, Atticus. But you… you’ve seen some shit, so I’m not going to sugarcoat it. There was something living here. I don’t know how they made me forget about it, but all of us, all the children born here, we are telepaths in some way. We share thoughts, and that’s how we stay connected to the Night Terrors, to receive orders.”
They ran across the village center and regrouped with the Marrow Cabal at the passage that ran underneath the tree.
“The thing living here, they call it the Blue Worm. I remembered seeing it when I was a little girl, and then here and there, off and on. I put it together over the last year, from fragments of my family. And Mara dropped a few hints, too. She runs this place, you know?”
“They went down here,” Warren interrupted. “We’ll go on ahead.” He led the charge down the passage, into the bowels of Lacuna, leaving the Skeleton and Hex topside.
“The Night Terrors can’t reproduce right,” she said.
She was shivering so hard she looked like she was going to pull a muscle. The Skeleton thought about comforting her, but couldn’t see how something that looked like him could be of much comfort to anyone.
“They woke up this creature, this Blue Worm, years and years ago. It taught them how to have children. I think it put a little bit of itself in each of us, the offspring. That’s why we’re telepaths, why we’re all connected.
“I thought I’d come here and get its help. Get its help to save your family and save the Heartland. Took forever, Atticus, to get in. The Widening Gyre is a real son of a bitch. Then we saw Mara and two other Night Terrors, a woman and a girl, while we were out to sea. And after they got on the island, everything went to shit. The Gyre calmed its ass down, but the Blue Worm was gone. We went into its chamber and it wasn’t there. Whatever they did, it’s gone. Have you heard of the Red Worm?”
The Skeleton shook his head, even though it did sound familiar.
Hex said she wasn’t surprised and headed into the tunnel, down the ramp that followed after. It was almost impossible to see where they were going or who was waiting at the bottom besides the Marrow Cabal. But it was nice to get out of the rain.
“Geharra’s dead,” Hex said. “We think Penance killed everyone there. I heard talk of a Crossbreed.”
The Skeleton stopped and fell against the side of the passage.
“What is it?”
He shook his head. “Go on.”
Eying him curiously, she continued. “Penance went into the city, took it over. They used a Crossbreed, an ancient plant, to brainwash them, and then they killed them. All of them. Thousands.” She caught her breath. The sounds of the storm outside thudded down the passage. “It was a sacrifice. They summoned something called the Red Worm with all the dead.”
“Any relation to the Blue Worm?” the Skeleton asked. He was trying to focus on what Hex was saying, but all he could think of were King Edgar’s threats in Ghostgrave’s torture chamber.
“Hex,” he said, before she could answer. “When I was being tortured, King Edgar brought someone in named Alexander Blodworth from Penance. He promised… he said… because he knew Geharra was running the rebellion, he promised Blodworth could take a Crossbreed to Geharra to… to ‘change their minds.’”
“Atticus,” Hex said breathily. “Holy shit, Atticus. That’s… that’s huge.”
“Wait, no, wait. Can’t be right, though. Blodworth said it would take years to pull it off. It’s not possible. It took me awhile to get to the Nameless Forest, but not long enough for them to pull something like that off.”
Hex cleared her throat and mumbled, “Atticus. Atticus, you were gone a long time.”
“No.” He crossed his arms, shook his head. “What do you mean?”
“The last message you sent me, outside the Nameless Forest, that was a year and a half ago.” Softly, Hex took his hand and rubbed it, the way she did in Cathedra, that night when he bared his soul to her. “You were gone so long, we thought you’d finally died. We came here to get your family out of the Membrane, anyways. It seemed the right thing to do.”
The Skeleton couldn’t stop shaking his head. “A year and a half? I was only in the Forest for a few days at—”
“The Night Terrors who did this to the Blue Worm are getting away,” Hex said. “They’re down there, in the dockyard. The others already sailed out of here. We need to stop them, Atticus.”
Hand in hand, the Skeleton and Hex hurried down the rest of the ramp, until it went wide and curved around and into the dockyard she’d mentioned moments before. The dockyard wrapped around the cove, and had been built into the exposed rock. The storm hadn’t been kind to it, though. Most of the boards and walkways were torn off and were now resigned to the piles of driftwood congesting the ocean below. The Marrow Cabal were meandering around the edge of the area, rifling through some of the supplies that had been left behind.
A year and a half? The Skeleton let Hex lead him to the others. A fucking year and a half? How long had he been staring into that god damn heart? A year and a half? Were Clementine and Will even still…? No, they were. They were. They understood these things took time.
“Oh fuck,” he said, dropping Hex’s hand. He dug his fingers into his skull. “I don’t even know what the fuck these Worm things are, but are they my fault? Did I make those happen by helping you?”
Hex shook her head. “No, Atticus.”
Gary noticed his breakdown and came over to comfort him. “Hey, man,” he said. He pulled the Skeleton’s hands away and looked him in his glassy, bloodshot eyes. “We’re going to get them back. As soon as we get off this island. If anyone knows about guilt, it’s me. It’s not worth it. Don’t worry about that, right—”
“A year and a half!” the Skeleton screamed. “Look at me!” He showed off his bones the best he could. “This happened to me up here! What do you think they’ve had to go through down there?”
James chimed in, saying, “Gary’s right.”
Elizabeth and even Miranda nodded in agreement.
“My eyes aren’t what they used to be,” Mr. Haemo said, ignoring the Skeleton’s outburst. “But our ladies haven’t gotten far.” He pointed to where the dockyard opened to the vast ocean beyond. And he was right: On the edge of darkness, a small boat floated, an emerald orb of light at its bow.
The Marrow Cabal converged at the furthest point of the dock they could. The Skeleton hung back, alone, the Black Hour’s heart beating as fast as his would’ve been if he still had one.
A year and a half?
I led a rebellion and… how could they kill a whole city? The tempest up top blew the last of its rain into the cove. Red Worm?
Blue Worm?
What the fuck happened to the world?
Oh god, did I take too long?
“Want me to chase after them?” Mr. Haemo asked from the back of the Cabal. He started shaking his shoulders, as though to let loose his wings. “As long as the storm steers clear—”
“You can still save us,” the Skeleton said, speaking on Clementine’s behalf.
The rest of the Marrow Cabal were watching him now, watching him speak to himself, like the schizophrenic skeleton he’d slowly become.
“We’re okay, for now, but you have to hurry, Dad,” Will pleaded.
“I will,” the Skeleton said. His hand drifted towards the Black Hour’s heart. “I swear to god I will save you. Just give me a few more…”
The emerald orb from the bow of the Night Terrors’ ship arced through the sky. At its highest point, it exploded like a firework, bathing the dockyard in nightmarish green light.
As the Marrow Cabal lowered their hoods, probably to let their escapees see who exactly they were fucking with, the Skeleton pushed his way to the front of the group.
“You want them?” the Skeleton practically spat the words into Hex’s face. He needed something to fix, something to destroy.
He limped gracelessly to the edge of the dock, his legs suddenly remembering the snake bites they once bore, and threw back his hood. As the emerald gems of light cascaded across the cove, he raised his hand high and started to wave.
“I’ll get them for you.” His other hand went to the Black Hour’s heart inside the cloak. “I’ll get them for you good.”
Black ice. Darkness. Dunes of death in a desert dream. Chitin taste. Old World sewers coughing up infants, rats in their eyes. Crystal shards. Crystal spires. Crucified orphans. Clementine in bed. James in the graveyard. Carpenter Plantation. Skyscrapers looming high. Winter in Gallows.
They were trying to get his attention, but they weren’t going to have it. His mind was swamped with images, from the past and never. Like an architect, he built his tribute to insanity, cobbling the disparate objects together in his mind. Skyscrapers here, snow there. He imagined the ocean a sheet of frozen ice to grind their boat to a halt. Shadowy figures kept cropping up in the corners of his creation, so he let them flock beneath the ice, for good measure. They wouldn’t get away from this, he thought. Blue Worm? No, Hex, the heart is enough. Let’s just kill these Terrors and be done with it.
“Atticus?”
“Is he okay?”
“Mr. Haemo’s headed back. He doesn’t have them.”
“Is he okay? It’s been like an hour.”
The Skeleton pulled his hand away from the Black Hour’s heart and, with it, willed what he’d conjured into reality. The Marrow Cabal gasped as the ocean froze over in front of them, long fields of snow-dusted ice growing across the water at an impossible rate. Further in the distance, red lights began to wink below the frigid landscape.
The Skeleton started to laugh, started to laugh until he cried. With every passing second, the laughter rose in pitch, until it warped into something like an infant’s wail. It was high, piercing, loud enough to be heard clear across the sea. He laughed endlessly, because he had no lungs to stop him. When the skyscrapers started winding through the ice, blowing massive chunks of it across the sky, he stopped. He stopped and looked out upon the sea, upon the great, frozen, dead city of his imaginings. He looked upon it, proud as any father would be, and said that it was good.




CHAPTER XXX

Warren’s hands wrapped around the Skeleton’s neck and flung him into the dock. “Atticus, stop!”
He tried to get up, but Miranda and Elizabeth were quick to hold him down. The heart had come over him. He expected the temptation, but hadn’t expected to fold to it so quickly. After he opened the portal to the Membrane and brought Clementine and Will through, maybe he’d toss it to the Abyss. Let nothingness have its way with it.
“Cut it out, yeah?” Elizabeth said, giving him a slap across the skull.
Miranda shook her head at him and mumbled something under her breath.
“I’m sorry,” the Skeleton said. With his hand off the heart and his mind no longer holding the images, his temporary Black Hour was over. Nothing broke, nothing collapsed. It all just ceased to be.
Hex leaned over him, planting her foot on his ribcage. “Appreciate the help, Atticus.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. He felt like laughing again, but thought better of it.
“It’s great to see your new fancy tool works and all.” She outstretched her hand, and he took it. “But we’re leaving the old fashioned way. By boat.”
He nodded and set aside ravenous considerations. The new recruits were terrified, but Hex did a good job calming them down.
Mr. Haemo flew in from the ocean and landed on a pole, pleased as punch with the Skeleton’s work.
Warren, Elizabeth, and Miranda joined together and moved in a pack, as they always did, towards the back of the dockyard, to talk badly about him.
But James and Gary, they didn’t budge. They didn’t speak. They hardly even blinked. Instead, all they did was stand there at the edge of the dock and stare absently into the distant dark. The Skeleton felt bad about what he’d done, but he felt even worse about it when he saw their faces. They had a look about them, a look he’d known and mastered. It was an absent gaze, an absolute indifference to the events around them. They looked empty, because they were empty. Their thoughts, their feelings, they were many miles away, back in Gallows, both the place and its memory, with the Atticus they remembered and loved. This flayed thing that stood before them, it wasn’t Atticus, not to them, at least. Not anymore.
They left Lacuna not long after by way of the three boats they’d brought there. The storm had beat them up bad, but they were sailable. It was always a risk going out into the Widening Gyre, especially at night, but Hex had been able to convince the others that, because of its unusual, prolonged calmness, it was a now or never sort of situation.
Like the loser picked last at recess, the Skeleton had found himself sitting in his boat alone, on the beach, while the others drew mental straws to decide who would be stuck with him. Unsurprisingly, he ended up with Hex, Gary, James, and Mr. Haemo. But now, as they rowed through the dead of night, he found the other boats crowding his, Warren, the Deadly Beauties, and the new recruits eager to hear what he had to say. They were like his farm outside Gallows: close enough to see if something went down, but far enough to get away, if need be.
He’d spent awhile listening to the waves lap against the boat. The rock of the boat and the sounds of the water calmed him considerably. He could still feel the Black Hour’s heart calling to him, but the weight of his guilt over what he’d done kept his hands firmly planted on the seat.
“After Nyxis,” he volunteered, “I was captured and tortured for weeks.”
With everyone’s attention on him, he told his story, starting from the back of Captain Yelena’s wagon to the Dread Clock’s island in the Nameless Forest, although he left out the bit about possibly freeing the creatures who live there. No one interrupted. No one questioned him. They just sat there silently, rowing mindlessly, all eyes focused on the spot in his cloak, waiting for the Black Hour’s heart to make its big reveal.
“There’s a cost to using it,” he said. With the hand that wore Bon’s glove, he reached into his pocket, and closed it around the heart. He waited for the images, but none came. It needed direct contact.
James twisted his mouth. “Atticus, I don’t know if you should take it out.”
“That’s what she said,” Gary said, grinning. He looked around, but no one was laughing. “Sorry. Old World joke.”
The Skeleton ignored James and brought out the heart for all to see. Everyone leaned forward, transfixed. The boat tipped, their curiosity almost capsizing them.
“I didn’t realize how much time it took to use it. You said I was on the docks for almost an hour? Was only seconds for me.”
He paused, noticing that the heart looked different than before. It appeared harder. Parts of it were crystallized. The gears weren’t the same, either. They had undergone a metamorphosis of their own; the metal pieces appeared as though were decaying into some kind of bone-like material.
He quickly put it away and started to row quicker. Without a vessel, maybe its life was limited.
Mr. Haemo adjusted his human suit. “We got to find a way to get rid of it when you’re done, you know that, don’t you?”
“Plan to.” The Skeleton cocked his head. “Surprised to hear you say that.”
The mosquito in disguise shrugged. A bit of his wing broke through his flesh. “Don’t feel comfortable around it. That thing is a myth for monsters, too. If you’re using it, it’s because it’s letting you. That thing has history hidden inside it. Better off letting it terrorize people than letting people use it.”
Warren said from the boat beside them, “If the bug doesn’t like it, then it’s got to go.”
James went forward. “Atticus, you’ve been through hell. Literally. Are you… how are you…?”
“How are you not absolutely insane?” Hex asked, matter-of-factly. “You know you’re not right, right? In the jungle, you were like yourself. On the docks, you were something else.”
“I know that,” the Skeleton said. “I recognize that. But that’s something, right?”
“You do know you’re only bones, yeah?” Elizabeth asked.
The Skeleton snapped his skull to the Deadly Beauty. An irrational anger told him to drown her in the sea. “I know,” he said, focusing on the waves to cool off. “But I’m still me.” Changing the subject, he said, “Hex, you going to introduce me to the new recruits?”
“Hmm?” Hex’s sleepy eyes shot open. “Yeah, sorry.” She pointed to the boat that held the newcomers, the three women and two men. “You all have tongues. Use them.”
The skinniest man cleared his throat and said, “Sean. My name’s Sean, sir.”
The Skeleton waved off the formality like a gnat.
“Allister,” the second man said. He was bald, badly sunburned, and piggish. “It’s an honor.”
“Likewise.”
“Maya,” one of the women offered. She looked to be in her fifties, and had about as many scars on her face as Elizabeth did tattoos on her body.
The woman beside her, a mousey brunette with shark eyes, said quietly, “Kristin. We won’t tell anyone about any of this.”
The Skeleton shrugged. They were addressing him like a leader, a role he’d tried and failed miserably at. “If Hex thought you would, you’d be in the ocean talking to the fish, not me.”
Hex nodded and snapped her fingers. “That one,” she said, pointing to the last woman, a leaner version of Warren. “That one is Bruna. Say hi, Bruna.”
Bruna, whose cloak was now obviously too small for her frame, waved at the Skeleton.
“Bruna is a holy roller,” Hex said. “Thinks you’re a demon. I know you don’t need to sleep, but in case you do, watch out for her. She’s got daggers in her eyes for you. Mr. Haemo was one thing, but you’re just too much.”
Bruna’s mouth dropped open, her face going bright red. “You don’t—”
“Shut up, Bruna,” Miranda interrupted, rubbing her nerve-dead arm. “You’re in the middle of the ocean with a living skeleton, a giant mosquito, and a handful of murderers. Just what do you expect to accomplish?”
Hex laughed and winked at Miranda. “These five were all we had on hand when we left Nachtla. Didn’t think the six of us would be enough for Lacuna. Took a chance. Guess it paid off.”
A large wave rolled past, tossing a bit of itself into the Skeleton’s boat. He turned. They were getting close to the mainland, though it seemed they’d sailed far off-course from the dock in the cove outside Nachtla. Turning back around, he asked, “What’s happened to the world, Hex?”
She laughed, her eyes flashing blue. “Where to start? Geharra’s rebellion died out. People just stopped fighting.”
“Do they know I was captured?”
“Not widely. King Edgar didn’t even announce it. People just didn’t care anymore. Geharra stopped supporting the rebellion once he removed a good seventy-five percent of his soldiers from the Heartland. The Night Terrors, my people—it’s a relief to be able to admit it—were fine with that. It’s all they wanted.”
“What about the bodies? The vermillion veins?”
“Still out there. Still being planted, but not as many, or at least, not as out in the open. I kept the Marrow Cabal going after the rebellion died out because I actually give a damn about doing the right thing. There were still some who wanted to fight. So we moved out to Nachtla, far away from Eldrus, and started building up again. We did that awhile. Numbers fluctuated. I’d say we have about one hundred who’re loyal. They think you’re out there, fighting, so don’t ruin it if you meet them.”
The Skeleton’s eyes drifted to the sky, to greet the moon, which, in some ways, reflected himself better than any mirror could. It was worn-down, roughed-up, pale and cold; too distant to reach, but impossible to ignore.
“There’s more like you. Children of Lacuna. And Worms? How did they kill a whole city?”
“I don’t know what the fuck the Worms are.” Hex’s eyes flashed blue again and, for a moment, she disappeared inside herself. Then, she said, “From what you told me, it sounds like Eldrus put Penance up to invading Geharra. I don’t know if King Edgar wanted them to kill everyone, but they did. And one of our villages, Alluvia, too. Whatever they did, it summoned that thing, that Red Worm. Last I heard, it was moving across the continent, but that’s it. I’ve been cut off from news awhile now. Stopped getting so many transmissions, too. And ever since Mara and the others did what they did to the Blue Worm, I haven’t heard anything. Not sure I can even send or receive anymore.
“Used to be I’d hear things all the time. Thought I was crazy. I’d get glimpses when I was a little girl. Even saw the Blue Worm a few times. Didn’t know what it was then. Just figured maybe it was god. But not anymore. Around the time Penance did what they did in Geharra, all the other Children of Lacuna went dark. Like we were cut off from each other.”
“Sounds suspicious,” the Skeleton said.
“Yeah.” Hex’s voice sounded hoarse. Not one for talking, all this talking was taking its toll. “Thing is, it’s not something you’re aware of, being a telepath. They have to teach you, unlock it. People send and receive without really realizing it until someone like Mara helps them hone the ability. Like I said, I’d hear or see things all the time. I’ve met a few—Ichor’s one of them—and they did, too. Guessing some Children of Lacuna still don’t know what they’re capable of all these years later, because no one told them. Didn’t stop them though from using it all the same. With all them pieces, that’s how I remembered Lacuna and the Blue Worm. Now we just have to figure out what the hell it was, what the hell this Red Worm is, and if there’s more coming our way.”
The Skeleton noticed his hand drifting to the Black Hour’s heart. He stopped it and played it off, although everyone noticed, anyway. “You think King Edgar wanted this to happen? For these creatures to wake up?”
“They sure sound like something the Nameless Forest could spit out.” She sighed and shook her head. “Hell, but if Mara and two scrawny girls can take one down, maybe we don’t have so much to worry about.”
After many starts and stops and somehow going in circles, the Marrow Cabal finally made landfall. Physically and mentally exhausted—the latter more so than the former for the Skeleton—they dragged themselves up the coast and found shelter in a shallow cave. The Skeleton offered to keep watch. Because only Mr. Haemo could match his stamina at this moment, they let him do just that.
He spent most of the night patrolling outside the cave, talking to himself in his head. He told Clementine and Will how much he loved them, and they talked about what they wanted to do when he finally brought them out of the Membrane. At some point, far down the coast from where they camped, he noticed a small spot in the dark, a fire on the beach. It was back the way Nachtla would’ve been. If he had to guess, it was probably the same Night Terrors who had put an end to the Blue Worm. He considered waking Hex, but with the Black Hour’s heart in its seemingly decayed state, he decided against any further delays.
They worked their way towards Gallows in the weeks that followed. The Skeleton, Gary, and Mr. Haemo had spoken at length about the best way to use the heart, open a portal to the Membrane, and get his family out.
“We’ll treat it like a blood well,” the mosquito said, agitatedly.
The Skeleton was making everyone repeat the plan on an hourly basis.
“You didn’t see the Membrane when you were tinkering with it? Might be because time runs different down there. I don’t know. We’ll go back to your house, gather up anything personal, if the locals haven’t already hocked your stuff. We’ll treat it like a blood well. Do everything we can to make your visions as pointed as possible.” Mr. Haemo turned and tore off his skin suit, growing several inches and several times more sinister. “And then you get rid of it.”
The Skeleton started pushing them hard on the last day as they entered the swampy outskirts of the town. They were about eight hours out from Mr. Haemo’s haunt, though the bug didn’t sound too homesick when Gary brought that fact up.
“We need to rest,” Hex said, forcing them to stop on the only dry patch of land for the last few miles. “You’ve waited this long, Atticus. We’ve stuck by you this whole time. You telling me you can’t let us get some sleep before your big day?”
The Skeleton roamed around the dry thicket, like a feral beast looking for something to maim. “We’re so close,” he shouted, his words echoing through the swamp, waking up half the place.
“Then go!” She threw her hands up. “Take bug boy here. You don’t need us to do what you have to do. We’re just people. We’ll get in your way.”
As the rest of the Marrow Cabal settled in for the night, the Skeleton decided to stay. Hex wasn’t usually like this, but he understood why she was, because she was trying to prove a point. She recognized his impatience, probably remembered his bloodlusts. Calling him out, seeing how he responded, it was all a litmus test, to see how much human was left in that scourged soul of his.
At daybreak, before the others had woken, Hex started screaming in her sleep. Thinking a snake or a gator had got to her, the Skeleton rushed over to save her.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. Her eyes were still shut, but she was screaming. A nightmare? He touched her face as he searched what he could of her for wounds. “Hex, what’s wrong?”
Slowly, her eyes opened. The Skeleton gasped as he saw them. They were a radiant blue, surely bright enough to blind her. But as the rest of the Marrow Cabal crowded in to see what had gone wrong, her eyes started to dim. She stopped screaming and started breathing again.
James knelt down beside her, one of Mr. Haemo’s children sucking on his forehead. “Are you okay? What happened?”
Hex took a moment to respond. She slapped her lips, curled her hands until Miranda filled them with a flagon of water. After she gulped down most of it, she poured the rest over her face, took a deep breath, and said, “Sorry. I don’t know what happened.”
“Your eyes,” the Skeleton started.
She nodded. She wiped the sweat off her chest and started nervously twisting her hair. “I saw something. But I think it was just a nightmare. Holy Child, it felt awful.”
“What’d you see?” Mr. Haemo asked, not one to miss out on a juicy bit of despair.
Using James’ shoulder for support, she came to her feet. Squinting, the morning sun in her glazed-over eyes, she said, “A gray place. Mountains and pits. And then there was this… these things. One was this pale woman barely wearing anything at all. And the other was some kind of… horror. It was at the woman’s side. It looked half-human, half-bird, like a raven. The woman was petting it.” She took another deep breath, exhaled hard. “And there was this necklace around the raven’s neck. Blue gem. Kept shining in my eyes. Couldn’t stand to look at it.”
“Was it a vision?” the Skeleton asked.
Hex shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to make of it.”




CHAPTER XXXI

By the time they got to Gallows, the Red Worm was already there. Like a covetous centipede, it had curled itself around the town. From the ten thousand faces that covered its bulbous head, blood poured out in thick, unending streams, reducing most of Gallows to a muddy pit of deepening gore. As people tried to escape, the creature drummed the ground with its thousands of severed human legs. The vibrations knocked people off their feet, sending them face-first into the mire of filth that had become their home. And while they lay there, struggling to be free of the blood-soaked and sucking earth, the Red Worm would close in with its thousands of writhing, severed arms and bring them into its crimson embrace.
Standing on the sun-soaked outskirts, the sick run-off pouring past their feet, the Marrow Cabal couldn’t help but simply watch the scene in awe.
“Mother Abbess,” Bruna whispered. She made the sign of Penance and started to pray.
“Back into the swamp,” Hex said. “It hasn’t seen us.”
James rubbed the nubs on his hand where his fingers had been. “Is that it?”
Already retreating, Gary said, “Has to be. Come on, let’s go.”
The Skeleton shook his head. “No.”
“What?” Elizabeth punched his arm. “You’re kidding, yeah?”
“He’s insane, don’t bother,” Miranda said.
“What are you thinking, Atticus?” Mr. Haemo muscled his way in between the Skeleton and Hex. Being back home, he had neglected to put on his skin suit. After all, he had appearances to maintain.
“He’s not thinking a god damn thing.” Hex nodded at Warren. “We’re leaving. If we’re quick, we can get Clementine and Will out at the farm.”
The Skeleton interrupted, saying, “What would be the point? Bring them back with that thing tearing through the town? Through the world? I will not bring them back to have them die again!”
“We can hide until it passes,” Maya said. Her and Allister were already a few feet from the group, taking the initiative.
“No,” the Skeleton repeated. “Hex, how much do you care about your cause?”
She puffed out her chest. “What you say?”
For a moment, he found himself channeling King Edgar as he proposed, “You want to make a difference? You want the Marrow Cabal to mean something? You want people to—”
The Red Worm let out a hiss. Lightning quick, it whipped its gore-encrusted trunk. Houses exploded across Gallows, sending massive amounts of debris and corpses into the air.
“You want people to follow you?” the Skeleton shouted over the destruction.
“What’re you saying? Kill it?” Hex laughed. She looked at Sean and Kristin, who’d gone pale at the suggestion. “You’re insane. I see what you’re saying, but we have nothing.”
“We have the heart.” The Skeleton took out the Black Hour’s throbbing heart and held it in his gloved hand. “We have everything.”
Screams. Loud, strained, almost-familiar screams lurched into the outskirts. They weren’t screams of terror, of horror. They were primal pleas, deep, hard, and grating. The Red Worm was reducing the Skeleton’s town to ruin, and his neighbors’ minds to nothing.
It was hard to hold court so close to a massacre, so the Skeleton put away the heart and simply said, “I’m going.”
Warren grabbed his cloak. “Gravedigger, what’s wrong with you, man? Do you even want your family back?”
At this, he spun around. He planted his fingers in the big man’s chest and dug till they started to get wet. “I can’t bring them back to die again. I can’t sit here and watch these people, even I didn’t much care for them, be killed. I’ve known most of them all my life.” He let go and pushed Warren back.
Looking at Hex, he then said, “Who’s to say Eldrus or Penance or whoever is controlling this thing isn’t trying to destroy Gallows to make another one? Hell of a way to take over a continent. You think anyone’s going to fight back with two or three of these things running around?”
The Red Worm grabbed a handful of children from the streets and shoved them into itself. At first, they didn’t fit, so the gore-beast crushed them until they would.
“But they will fight back, with us, if we’ve shown we can stop the Worms.”
“We?” Hex snarled. “You actually give a damn now? Last time I checked, this has only been about your family.”
“I’m not bringing them from one hell just to throw them into another,” he said. “I’m sure there’s something in the Black Hour to kill it.”
James pleaded, “Atticus, you can’t. That takes too much time.”
“No, not if I’m not searching for something. I’ll just grab what it shows me.”
“What do you want us for, then?” Miranda, gripping her bad arm, asked. “Bait?”
“To get people out. To do what the Marrow Cabal is supposed to do.”
Elizabeth shook her head. “You were gone for a year and a half, yeah? And deader than dead. You don’t get to lead anyone anymore.”
Hex grumbled. She fingered the hilt of her sword. “The heart won’t show you the Membrane, will it? I heard you say that to Mr. Haemo.”
The Skeleton went stiff. He exchanged glances with the giant mosquito, who realized, along with Hex, his intentions all along.
Mr. Haemo snapped his fingers. A million of his mosquito minions shivered into existence and sat like a suffocating cloud above them. “You want to turn Gallows into a blood well.”
“I want to save it—”
“With this much of the sweet stuff, I can drop you at your family’s feet.”
“We kill it, I get Clementine and Will back, and you get your following,” the Skeleton said.
“It’s the right thing to do,” Mr. Haemo appealed to Hex.
“Shut the fuck up, bug,” she said.
Mr. Haemo stepped up to her, loomed over her, the top of his proboscis touching her scalp. “Using the Black Hour seemed like a good idea at first, but not anymore. He uses that heart to tear into a place like the Membrane… a lot of bad things could come spilling out. Last thing we need is another me.”
Gary was grinding his teeth so hard one shattered in his mouth. “You don’t give a shit. You just want the blood.”
Mr. Haemo laughed. “We all just want something, ghoul. Let’s just be honest with ourselves and go ahead and get it.”
There wasn’t much to the plan, but they tried to carry it out all the same. Miranda and James, on account of being paralyzed and maimed, took off for the Skeleton’s farm, to gather up any personal belongings.
Warren and the new recruits went southward, where most of the damage was done, to rescue anyone still trapped in the wreckage.
Mr. Haemo, with his children in tow, plunged into the thick of the slaughter, to begin the ritual.
Those that were left—Gary, Hex, and Elizabeth—were those that stood beside the Skeleton now, beside Poe’s bar, staring up at the grandeur of the walking grave that overshadowed them.
“We shouldn’t be this close,” Elizabeth said. She held onto Hex as waves of blood crashed against their knees.
“I have to see it to know it,” the Skeleton said. And see it, he did.
The Red Worm towered over them, its upper half reared up, stretching a good sixty feet into the air. With its head still turned towards the center of town, where it continued to vomit torrents of gore, the Skeleton had a chance to glimpse its underbelly. Like the centipede it resembled, the Red Worm’s body was divided into seams and segments. Each segment, fifteen, maybe twenty feet in width, was a hard shell of human sediment. In each division, reams of skin, piles of bones, and swathes of muscle formed the beast’s crimson carapace. The paste that held it all together was a mix of pulverized entrails, coagulated blood, and a kind of eldritch glaze. In between each segment were the seams that connected them. They consisted of thousands of animal carcasses and their innards. But what somehow caught the Skeleton’s eyes were the wet patches within the seams, where a second body, perhaps the Red Worm’s true body, worked tirelessly to accommodate the monster’s spastic movements. Everything had a weakness, and the Red Worm’s was the body beyond the bodies.
Screams stole the Skeleton’s attention away from the horror’s anatomy. To his left, past Poe’s bar, where Gallows opened to the town’s center, people were wading through their new lake of blood; some to rescue stragglers, others to escape. They carried weapons, but only because it seemed the right thing to do, not because they thought they might get the chance to use them. The Red Worm could’ve killed those trudging beneath it, but the thing seemed to be enjoying itself. Instead, it stirred the steaming pool with the hundreds of arms that hung off it. By doing so, the Worm began to create a tidal pool that even the strongest struggled to escape.
Quickly, the Skeleton moved onto Poe’s porch. He looked through the doors for the fat man, didn’t find him, and then said to Hex and Elizabeth, “I know what to do.”
Hex and Elizabeth moved onto the porch, to temporarily get out of the blood pool’s pull.
“We don’t have hours to wait for you,” Hex said. Her eyes hadn’t stopped glowing bright blue since this all began. Whatever had halted her telepathy before, it was gone now. “We have minutes, at best.”
“That’s all I need.” The Skeleton reached into his cloak, closed his hand around the Black Hour’s heart. “Stay here, by me. If the Red Worm sees us, hit me as hard as you can.”
Elizabeth gave a weak nod. She was listening, but only barely. The Skeleton was one thing, but the Red Worm was another matter entirely. For once, since Ghostgrave, he’d be one-upped by something worse looking than him.
“Do it,” Hex said. She took out her sword. “If we can’t snap you out of it, you’re on your own.”
He took out the heart with his gloved hand and said, “That’s fine. Worm can’t do no worse to me than what I’ve been through already.”
As he transferred the Black Hour’s heart to his bare hand, he noticed a young girl creeping alongside the edge of Poe’s bar. He knew everyone in Gallows, but he didn’t know her. She was a teenager by his guess, tanned, with a mess of hair that was having a hard time hiding the scar that ran from neck to ear. Strange, talon-like daggers were fastened to her side, and in her hand, she carried an ax that looked better suited for battle than chopping wood. After a moment, she took her eyes off the Worm and noticed him, too. She went pale. Her mouth dropped open, as though she recognized him. Carefully, with her Corruption running like mascara down her arm, she backed away, and took off.
The Skeleton didn’t have time to make sense of the situation, so he let the Black Hour’s heart touch his bones and went to work.
Blood moon rising over a howling fjord. Horned doctors dissecting a stillborn. Canopies billowing. Sewer pipes clogged with wiring. Family of five having a dinner that could only feed two. The poor standing outside a bank, checks in hand, waiting for the guard to let them in. Rain clouds.
“Atticus, hurry it up,” Hex said, smacking his skull.
“How long?” he blabbered.
“Forty seconds.”
He had to focus. He needed something large. The Black Hour wouldn’t give him what he wanted, he realized that now. He’d lost a year and a half because he thought it would. He had to make do with the sights it showed him, and go where they would let him.
“I need the skyscrapers again,” he said. He clutched the heart. “I need what’s inside them. Can’t destroy Gallows.”
Kids in a coffee shop. Snakes in tangled sheets on a motel room floor. Strobe lights blinking across bleeding tattoos. Sanitarium blues. City on the horizon, brake lights in its smog.
That’s what I need. The Skeleton focused harder on the recollection, pushing further into it.
Pedestrians on the crosswalk. Children skipping intestinal rope. Summer camp social by the waterfront. Yellow-hatted workers digging up the road.
Hex shook him again, but he ignored her. The ground rumbled—the Red Worm had to be moving—but he ignored that, too. He focused on the worker in the image, the truck they kept going back to.
Construction yard. Barbed wire fences. Junkies hocking copper for coin. Black dogs having the run of the place. Tools. Windstorm. Tools.
“Atticus,” Elizabeth shouted.
Trucks idling in a garage. Foreman screwing around with his secretary. Supply depot. Protests in the streets. Supply depot. A Molotov celebration at a daycare. Supply depot.
Hex shook him by his shoulders. “Atticus, it’s looking right at us!”
Supply depot. Construction workers. Yellow hats, blood inside. Wrenches. Nails. A sign that says rebar. Steel bars, as long as a building—a whole mess of them.
Hex gouged out his eye with her thumb.
The Skeleton broke out of the trance. His eye reformed in a matter of seconds, to confirm what the other saw: the Red Worm looking down on them, drooling its fetid body water on the roof of Poe’s Bar.
“Oh god,” Elizabeth said, repeating herself over and over.
“Atticus.” Hex held onto him from behind, as though he were a shield. “You have to do—”
The Skeleton closed his eyes, grasped the image of the piles of rebar he held there, and willed them into being.
Like javelins from hell, thirty-five, sixty-foot steel bars shot out of the earth. One-by-one, they tore through the Red Worm’s body, puncturing each segment and seam. Gallons of gore and disease-infested filth fell from its ruptured carapace, raising the blood level of Gallows’ lake. Once the steel bars broke through the creature’s back, rather than blow through completely, they stopped instead. By staying fixed inside the earth, they kept the Red Worm impaled there, to bleed it out and kill it for good.
“Holy shit,” Hex said.
The Red Worm’s patchwork of appendages worked at the rebar, but they wouldn’t budge. Its ten thousand faces wailed in agony. It writhed in deafening desperation.
Elizabeth started to cry. “You did it.”
Blood rained down upon Gallows in choking sheets. The Red Worm gripped each bar, tried to hoist itself off them, but couldn’t. Great, steaming mounds of meat clumped together in the center of Gallows, sucking in those people who were caught in their wake.
“You think that’s enough?” The Skeleton held onto the heart, to keep the rebar in place.
Hex nodded and came out from behind him. A geyser of blood squirted out of the Red Worm’s side and blasted the front of Poe’s bar. The Skeleton, Hex, and Elizabeth flew backward, crashing into the building.
“It’s dying,” Hex said, spitting up the blood that had gotten in her mouth. “Just give it a minute.”
So they did. They sat where they were, crumpled on Poe’s porch, watching as the Red Worm made matters worse for itself. Like an animal caught in a trap, it twisted and turned, doing more harm than good. Whole bodies began to fall from its segments now. With them, a dam of soggy, pale corpses formed in the lake of blood, stemming the rising tide.
From where the Skeleton had spotted the strange, young girl, he heard James say, “Was that you?”
He turned. James and Miranda were standing beside the porch, arms full of things from his farmhouse. The blood was up to their waists now, and was lapping at the edge of the porch itself. Holding their findings to their chests, they had brought pictures, letters, toys, clothes, blankets, and surely other things cramped in between the aforementioned.
“I can’t believe….” Miranda smiled and dumped her haul onto the porch of Poe’s. “You did it.”
The Skeleton wished he could smile back at her, but instead he gave her that skeletal grin and went to help her and James onto the porch.
James dropped what he carried as well. And as the Skeleton offered him a hand, he said, “Wait,” and told him there was something else.
“This is enough,” the Skeleton said, the Red Worm in his periphery, slowing down.
James shook his head. He crouched, chin to the blood, and reared up, producing the Skeleton’s scythe from out of the crimson water. Handing the weapon to him, James said, “Saw it. Thought you should have it.”
The Skeleton took the scythe, and then he took James up onto the porch. They stared at each other a moment, each seeing past what the other had become. He had wanted to kill the Red Worm, in part, to prove he still had some humanity inside him. And as James’ gaze went soft and looked at the Skeleton the way he used to years ago, when he was young and proud to be a part of his family, he knew he had succeeded.
“Thanks, James,” the Skeleton said. He rested the scythe against the front of Poe’s bar. “But I think we all need a break from killing.”
At that moment, the Red Worm bore down on the steel bars and ripped itself apart. Massive chunks of the gore-beast flew through the air in opposite directions, spinning wildly. They crashed into buildings, landed like boulders in the lake. Huge waves of red built across Gallows, before breaking on the homes in their way, or the outskirts further off.
The Skeleton finally put the Black Hour’s heart back into his cloak. As he did so, the thirty-five pieces of rebar returned to the nightmare they’d been called from. Pieces of the Red Worm still attached to them fell as the steel bars disappeared, because it seemed not even the Black Hour wanted anything to do with the creature.
Hex stumbled across the porch. She started to say something like, “It’s dead,” but stopped herself, because the Red Worm wasn’t.
It wasn’t dead at all.
About a stone’s throw away, six large, bear-sized pieces of the Red Worm rose out of the blood, until they were floating in it. Rows of teeth, human and animal alike, comprised the entirety of the vestiges’ fronts, making most of the gory, gem-hard hunks of meat nothing more than mouths. With their tens of arms and dangling legs, they lifted themselves up, until they were standing on the blood itself. All six of them, fixed on the Skeleton and his friends beside him, swarmed.
“Find Mr. Haemo,” the Skeleton shouted. He grabbed the scythe and started down the porch steps to greet the abominations. “All of you.”
Hex and Elizabeth didn’t need to be told twice. With James and Miranda, they gathered up all the personal belongings and dropped off the side of Poe’s, disappearing around the back.
The Skeleton dropped into the lake, the blood going up to his waist. The abominations were bolting towards him, killing any survivors that weren’t quick enough to get out of their way. He wanted to use the heart, but he didn’t have time. They’d be tearing him apart before he could even process the first image.
“Atticus! What the hell you doing?”
The Skeleton’s gaze shot across Gallows, where he spotted Gary, Warren, and the new recruits emerging from in between several destroyed houses. Bruna was limping, and Allister had a little girl on his shoulders whose hair was half torn out. Maya, Kristin, and Sean were lagging behind. They looked so absolutely worn-down by their surroundings it seemed they were trying to go slow enough to be forgotten by the Cabal.
He waved them off, said “Gary, turn around,” and then knew he’d fucked up. Immediately, the closest rotted vestige of the Red Worm identified them as his friends and changed its course. It barreled towards them, mouths within mouths chomping in anticipation.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
The Skeleton spun around, looked clear across town where, atop the general store, Mr. Haemo stood, cloaked in human skin. His thousands of tiny children were going back and forth, between him and the lake, feeding him the blood they carried. He spotted James, Hex, Elizabeth, and Miranda, working their way up to the general store’s roof, with the last of Atticus’ family’s most cherished items.
“Oh god!”
The Red Worm’s vestige slammed into Gary and Warren’s group. With a ceaseless hunger, it grabbed the little girl Allister was shouldering and crammed her down its toothy gullet. Bruna screamed, ran her sword through the vestige’s side. It batted her back, breaking her nose as it did. Gary got brave and drove his sword in deep—
The Skeleton sank beneath the blood as the first of the five vestiges bashed into him. In his concern, he’d lost track of their whereabouts. Tens of hands held him down in the muck, to drown him. Because the beast didn’t know better, he stopped flailing after a while to make it think it had.
The Skeleton, scythe in the hand, broke free and rose up out of the blood. He swung the scythe and slashed through the vestige’s mouth. Its flabby, quivering jaw split apart and handfuls of teeth rolled out into the lake.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
He drove the scythe’s blade through the top of the vestige, until it went all the way in. He ripped outward, sloppily bisecting the lump of a monster. As death deflated it, the four other vestiges trampled over it and piled onto the Skeleton.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu … ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
The Skeleton struggled to stay above the blood as the vestiges weighed him down. Several fleshy and boney hands clamped onto his face and pulled his head back until his neck broke. Momentarily paralyzed, he watched as the other two vestiges started disassembling him. With their rubbery appendages, the solidified pieces of gore tore out his bones and tossed them to the last vestige, who scarfed them down greedily.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
The Skeleton died and descended into the Membrane. He fell, as he always fell, through the organic tunnel that, now that he was looking at it, bore some resemblance to the Red Worm itself. But as he realized this, he realized another thing as well: he could still hear Mr. Haemo chanting out the ritual.
It’s working, he thought. His soul rebounded, started hauling him out of that limbo. The ritual is taking hold.
It wasn’t a good thing for the Red Worm’s vestige to have eaten him, because when he reformed, he reformed inside the creature. Like an oversized infant cramped in its womb, the Skeleton started kicking and clawing at the vestige’s interior. He ripped through layers of fat and cartilage, stomped on the organs and bones it had no use for, but had assimilated all the same.
The vestige must’ve felt the attack. All of sudden, the Skeleton flew forward as the creature dunked itself into the lake and guzzled it. Heavy, coppery mouthfuls of blood flooded the vestige’s chambers, but it wouldn’t be enough to stop him. Laughing wildly, the Skeleton started biting and ripping at the creature’s side. The vestige’s flesh tore, its meaty exterior pulling apart, one sinewy stitch at a time. With not a hint of white left on his bones, the crimson Skeleton burst through the vestige’s torso, killing it immediately.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
Standing there in the vestige’s carcass, he saw its three other brethren had fled. Two were gallivanting across the lake, dead-set to knock dead Mr. Haemo mid-ritual.
“Help them,” James cried out from the roof where the rites were being completed.
The Skeleton looked back towards Warren, Gary, and the others. They weren’t in the lake, but scrambling across the piles of pale carcasses that had dropped out of the Red Worm. The first vestige was wounded, yet still it limped speedily across the bulwark of bodies. The third of the four that had swarmed the Skeleton was in the lake, swiping at their legs, biting at their toes.
He grabbed his scythe out of the blood and ran as fast he could across the lake. His strides were huge, his hypothetical heart beating fast. People he’d known all his life floated past him on their broken backs, their faces fixed in disbelief. He saw Mary Beth here, Johnny and his boy Jimmy there; Katie, whom he’d crushed hard on before Clementine, and old man Carruthers, somehow looking younger than before. He even caught a glimpse of Poe, the fat pimp popped open like a pimple. It was good he died, the Skeleton thought, because he could only imagine what business opportunities the man would pursue in the wake of this hell.
“Fuck,” Gary cried out, the vestige in the lake sinking a few claws into his thigh.
The Skeleton hurried faster. “Hold on,” he said. “I’m almost there.”
Gary yanked himself free of the vestige. Stumbling backward across the slippery corpses, he knocked Maya into the water.
“Maya!” Kristin went down on her knee, but as she extended her hand, the vestige took Maya by the arms and bit her in half.
The lake of blood started to churn. Smoke began to rise off the surface. Below the waters, a light grew from some otherworldly place.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
The Skeleton looked over his shoulder and saw the other two vestiges climbing the general store.
“Holy Child,” Gary screamed again.
The Skeleton snapped back to the scene atop the corpses. The vestige had Gary pinned, but the ghoul had plunged his sword through the beast’s gut.
“Get off him,” Warren bellowed. He, Allister, Sean, and Kristin attacked the vestige from all angles. They stabbed at it repeatedly, turning its skin into pulpy, paper mache, but the beast would not relent. Every time Warren went in to drag Gary out from under it, it would snap forward, nearly taking off his arms.
Gary screamed, driving his legs into the vestige’s stomach. He fixed his hands under the beast’s mouth, to hold it back. But his arms were weak, rotted, so when the vestige threw its weight forward, the ghoul’s arms gave.
After that, there was a moment where time seemed to slow, where it seemed as though the Skeleton could do something other than watch what was about to happen. It was a moment of hope, where the anti-villain had one last chance at heroism. Time was slowing, but the Skeleton wasn’t; maybe it was the Black Hour doing its one good deed for the millennium.
I can save him, he thought, his best friend just a few feet away. Warren and the others continued to chop and mutilate the beast, but the Skeleton knew it wouldn’t be enough.
Has to be me, he thought. Us dead things have to stick together.
He plodded forward. If not for the blood, he’d already be there, helping him up, laughing off the close encounter.
I just need more time. His best friend turned to look at him, the teeth of his undoing right above his head. I just need—
But time was not that kind, and would never be. In the next second that followed, the vestige bit down on Gary’s head and tore it off, spine and all, from the ghoul’s quivering body.
“No!” The Skeleton took two lunges, closed in on the corpse pile, and drove the scythe into the haunch of the vestige in the lake. The beast bucked and flung him backward. The scythe, lodged in its back, stayed there.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
He’s okay, he’s okay. The Skeleton struggled to his feet. More smoke rolled in over the now bubbling lake of blood. Gary will come back.
He ran forward, the vestige distracted by Warren and the remaining recruits, grabbed the scythe again. Gritting his teeth, he drove it in deeper. The vestige wheeled, trying to grab the Skeleton as he corralled him away from the others.
Meanwhile, with blood-colored tears in his eyes, Warren ran his sword into Gary’s killer’s mouth, hilt-deep, until he was up to his shoulder in the vestige’s maw. He pulled out, went again, pulled out, went again, until the thing reared back, a torrent of red spewing from its throat. As it toppled over, the vestige’s arms shot out and ripped off Kristin’s face. She screamed, and died about the same time it did.
He’s coming back, the Skeleton told himself, feeling the recruit’s gaze pierce him as Kristin lay there, the folds of her facial muscles glistening in the lake’s new light.
“I’m not like you,” the Skeleton said to himself, speaking on Gary’s behalf. The vestige in the lake galloped across the blood in circles.
A crimson wave washed over the Skeleton. Warren dropped into the lake. He walked over to him, looking deader than the Skeleton himself. Two hands on the hilt of his sword, he raised it up. With all the hate and hurt wreaking havoc inside him, he rammed the sword through the vestige’s head, killing it instantly.
The Skeleton worked the scythe out of the Red Worm’s vestige, to take back what was his. He said to himself in Gary’s ghoulish droll, “How many times do I have to tell you?”
“Atticus,” Warren said, breathless, nearly lifeless.
“I’m not dead.” The Skeleton made eye contact with the big man, but he wasn’t really seeing him. “I’m just a ghoul. It’s different.”
Warren sighed. He threw his arms around the Skeleton. His bloody bones stuck to his sweating flesh. “I’m so sorry.”
“I can’t come back like you,” the Skeleton rambled on. “I’m with my wife and daughters now. I’m doing just fine.”
Warren, bawling into the Skeleton’s cloak, said, “He was a great guy. I don’t know… what to say. I’ve lost too many… people doing this.”
The Skeleton snapped out of it. Holding the back of Warren’s head, he said, “I could get them back.”
“No. Let’s leave them be. I failed them once. Don’t want to fail them again.”
Waves of smoke rolled over them. Atticus and Warren pulled away from one another and found most of Gallows gone, hidden behind charcoal-colored clouds. Above them, blood-swollen mosquitoes buzzed in the sky, muddying the rays of the midday sun.
“Go get Clementine and Will.” Warren looked at Sean and Allister. “Go get them, or we’ll annihilate you for putting us through all of this.”
The Skeleton glanced at Gary’s headless body. He started to shake, to feel sick. He remembered the first time they’d met, so many years back, in the graveyard, at midnight. They’d both been drunk as hell, which was why they probably hadn’t torn each other’s throats out at first blush. After a lot snarling and shit-talking, they roamed the graves side-by-side and made fun of the names written on them, like the sophisticated country boys they were.
“We’ll get him out of here. Go, Atticus.”
The Skeleton nodded at Allister and Sean. “Where’s Bruna?”
Warren shrugged. “She ran. Who gives a fuck? Get out of here.”
The Skeleton left the scythe with Warren, made sure he still had the Black Hour’s heart, and headed through the roiling lake. The lights beneath the blood were bright, beaming, and the smoke dirty, sulfurous.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
Mr. Haemo’s voice boomed through the clouds. Looking down at the surface of the lake, the Skeleton noticed the blood was headed in one direction, as though it were draining into something. He picked up the pace, letting the current tugging at his legs do most of the work.
“Nmw’gla fhtha xu… ufv’la ufv’la axtu.”
The Skeleton pushed through a thick layer of smoke and found himself at the foot of the general store, where Mr. Haemo, James, Hex, Elizabeth, and Miranda waited. At the bottom of the building, the last two vestiges were lodged into crimson whirlpools, slowly being taken apart by the pressure inside each.
“It’s ready!” Mr. Haemo pointed to the place in front of the Skeleton. “Are you?”
Gary should be here, he thought. He started this. He should be here with me, god damn it.
“Atticus, what is it?” James hollered.
The Skeleton shook his head and said to the mosquito, “I’m ready.”
Giddy from all the gore about him, Mr. Haemo spread his wings and floated down to the lake. He flew forward, until he was face-to-face with the Skeleton.
“Do it.”
Mr. Haemo raised his claw. “This place is mine.”
“What?”
“This place is a blood well, and it is mine.”
The Skeleton lowered his voice. “People live here.”
“No one’s moving back after this. I want the blood. You promised me.”
“Gary’s dead.”
Mr. Haemo gave a slight sigh and shrug. “Sorry to hear that.”
“Fuck you.” Reluctantly, the Skeleton nodded. “Gallows is yours. But you have to share it with the Marrow Cabal if they want it, too.”
“Fat chance they do.” Mr. Haemo laughed, put his hands together. “Nmw’gla fhtha xu… iha’iha’ mjuv iha’xuvul!” He nodded at something behind the Skeleton. “There you are. Go get them, tiger.”
When the mosquito said that, he didn’t move. Not because he didn’t want to, but because he didn’t believe this moment was finally happening. He could feel it alright, the blood well opening behind him, just as he had felt it the first time they brought him out of the Membrane. But he couldn’t believe it. Saving them had guided his every decision, had been the purpose of his every waking moment. Could he just stop? There was no going back to the way things were before, not with how he looked, what he’d done and become. Did he want to stop?
Death had given him guidance, purpose. He missed it already.
“Is this really the end?” he blurted out, sounding naïve.
The mosquito shook his massive head. “Doubt it.”
“Will they be okay leaving the Membrane?”
“Should be exactly the same as when they went in.”
“Shepherds going to come for them?”
Mr. Haemo started to rise into the air. “Why wouldn’t they?” He paused and then: “Get rid of the heart, Atticus. Toss it into the Abyss.”
The Skeleton’s hand touched the heart through his cloak. “Thank you, Mr. Haemo.”
“I should be thanking you, but I won’t. Don’t want to give you the wrong impression.” He took off, back to his perch on top of the building. “Hurry,” he shouted. “It won’t stay open forever.”
Finally, the Skeleton turned around. A few inches from where he stood, the blood well swirled, a sanguine portal to the secret places of the universe.
“I’m sorry I made you wait so long.” The Skeleton exhaled the air he hadn’t breathed in over a year and a half.
He walked forward, one foot over the blood well. “I’m sorry this is all that’s left of me.”
And then, as he went forward and stepped into the churning gateway, thought: I hope I’m still enough.




CHAPTER XXXII

There was no tunnel to fall through in the Membrane this time. With all the fresh blood Mr. Haemo had amassed, he’d been able to create a portal that opened directly outside the deranged Pulsa diNura. Maybe it was because he was only bones now, but as the Skeleton stood there, in the dry lakebed, looking out over the village, he realized he no longer felt the Abyss’ pull. It was a good thing, until he started thinking about why it wasn’t.
He started forward, going slower than one would’ve expected of a man who was about to be reunited with his family. The citizens of Pulsa diNura crowded around the platform the village was built upon, watching his approach. They whispered to one another. Some took off to tell others. If Clementine and Will were still here, it wouldn’t be long ‘til they got the message.
The Membrane hadn’t changed much since his last visit. It never did. The Skeleton couldn’t really consider himself a tourist or guest in these parts, anymore. How many times had he died? How many times had he seen these same scabby walls, the same endless Abyss? In the fleshy tapestry of the Membrane’s sky, sinewy streaks of light continued to dart across them. How many of those had he ridden now, out of here and back there? As many times as they had penetrated him, he would’ve thought the damn things could’ve at least given him their name.
Several people were coming down the ramps that ran from the village to the lakebed. In their dirty, death-marred nudity, everyone looked about the same. It was like a uniform for those trapped here. The only hint of personality, however, wasn’t in the persons themselves. That was impossible. Emotions were too suppressed, and memories ever-fleeting. No, the hint of personality was in the way that they had died. A slit neck, gouged eyes. A nasty stab wound, or an overdose. That was the future Clementine and Will, or even himself, had coming to them; an eternity of sitting around on the edge of death, staring at the walls, and talking about how they died. Maybe the Skeleton wasn’t himself anymore. And maybe they weren’t either. And maybe the world had gone to shit while they were gone, but anything was better than this. It had to be.
Several had started down the ramp, but only two actually stepped off it and onto the lakebed. Clementine. Will. The both of them, dirty, naked, and death-marred, but still them, his wife, his son. Ten-feet between them, and what could he say? Should he shout? Run to them? No, that didn’t seem right. So instead he stopped, studied their every detail, to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything, to make sure nothing had been lost.
Every perfection and imperfection was present. Clementine’s hair, and the small curl near her ear that would never straighten, even if she threatened to cut it off. Will’s face, and the small gap between his front teeth where a bit of his dinner always ended up. Mr. Haemo was right. They were as they had been. Their skin looked good, their bodies healthy. And this was them he was looking at, he realized. Not their souls or some sad imitation by the Membrane. It was them, their flesh and bone. The shepherds had taken them away from him, but in doing so, they had preserved them, kept them just the way he remembered them, wanted them. It was a shame someone hadn’t been able to do the same for him.
The Skeleton started forward. When he was only a few feet away, Clementine held up her hand. Immediately, he stopped in his tracks. Murmurs like clouds passed overhead, from the rope-bound rape victim that was Pulsa diNura.
She said it first, because nothing ever got past her. “Atticus?”
Will covered his crotch. “What?” His son’s stomach was split, like it had been when Blythe first attacked him. There were several holes in his back, too, as though he’d been stabbed to death trying to protect his mother. “No, no. No, you’re wrong. How can you…?”
Ignoring him, she said dreamily, “It was… so long ago. But I think it could be him.” She reached out to touch him. Her face flashed red and she shouted, “Speak, damn you!”
Leave it to Clementine to get angry in a place where anger and indifference mimicked one another. The Skeleton fumbled for his words. What he said and how he said it would determine if they’d go willingly through the portal behind him, or kicking and screaming.
Will’s throat tightened, as though looking at the Skeleton made him sick. “Prove you’re him,” he said, wanting and not wanting to hear what he was about to say.
The Skeleton racked his mind for memories only he and his wife and son would know. But there wasn’t much left in that skull of his to probe and prop-up as proof. He could remember back as far as he needed to, but his uncertainty made him mute; because here he stood before the only two gods he’d ever worshiped. He had to get this right.
Clementine made fists. “Look in his eyes, Will. It’s him, can’t you see?”
Will, shaking his head, backed up towards the ramp. “No, I can’t.” And he didn’t. “You’re just seeing what you want to see.” He tripped on a soda can filled with quarters. “I know you said you spoke to him, but that’s not Dad!”
“It is me,” the Skeleton said, at last. The Black Hour’s heart beat against his chest, and he mistook it for his own. “Clem. Will. It’s me. I swear it.”
Will, eyes large and wet as saucers, quivered out a pathetic, “What?”
“It’s me.”
The Skeleton wanted so badly to embrace them, but if they ran or rejected him, or showed the slightest discomfort, he was certain he would die for good.
“I’m here now. Like I said I would be.” He nodded towards the portal behind him and added, “We’re going home.”
A non-existent wind swept through Pulsa diNura. The ropes that held it together hummed like guitar strings. Bored already, most of the people on the platform started to disperse. Except for one. An old man, eagerly watching the scene from the top of the ramp.
“Prove it,” Clementine demanded. “Prove you’re you.”
“I saw you here once. I told you I couldn’t die, that I’d be back.” The Skeleton didn’t want to remind them of their deaths, but he had to. “That night when Blythe and Bon killed us, we were lying in the barn. Will was trying to prove how much of a catch Hazel was.”
“Hazel,” Will whispered. The name meant something to him, but he clearly couldn’t place it anymore.
“More,” Clementine commanded, her words heavy, desperate.
The Skeleton had to stop himself from throwing the hood over his head. He wanted to hide, but these weren’t the people to hide from.
“We had a daughter—Vale,” he said. “She didn’t live long, but we loved her like she had been with us from the beginning.”
Clementine went stiff. She pawed for Will’s hand. He came to her side and took it.
“You wrote letters to Vale, one every day. Like she was still with us. You didn’t stop until you found out you were pregnant with Will.” The Skeleton dared a step forward. “She’s buried behind the abandoned church.” He swallowed hard. “Gary keeps watch over her. That’s why he stays there.”
Clementine’s face twitched. Spasms throbbed through her neck. The Membrane had hardened her, but its grip on her wouldn’t hold much longer.
Will caved in first. “What happened to you?”
The Skeleton reached out. His fingers brushed against Clementine’s.
Will left his mother’s side. He went to his father, kicking off the pull of the Abyss as he went. “Will you always be like this?”
The Skeleton put his hand on Will’s shoulder. “I don’t know.” Seeing his boney fingers on his son’s pink flesh, it didn’t look right. “I’ll explain everything, I promise. But not here.”
Clementine threw her arms around the Skeleton. She dug her face into his bones. “I love you,” she said, her fingers inside his ribcage. “I know it’s you.” She nodded at her son. “It’s him, Will.”
“Get us out of here.” Will nudged his cheek against the Skeleton’s fingers. “I don’t care if you’re not him. Not no more. Just get us out of here.”
The Skeleton took both Clementine’s and Will’s hands. With them, he turned around and started toward the blood well’s portal. Through its bubbling, foaming surface, faint traces of Gallows could be seen.
“Home is going to look different,” the Skeleton warned. “It’s safe for now, but it’s never going to be the same.”
“Don’t matter,” Clementine said.
“Wait!” Will broke free of his father’s grasp. Facing Pulsa diNura, he shouted, “Herbert! Herbert!”
Herbert? The Skeleton grabbed Will’s arm. But he shrugged him off and said, “He watched over me and Mom. Shepherds took him, same as us. We have to bring him back, too.”
Clementine nodded, said, “It’s the right thing to do, Atticus. Didn’t he help you once?”
“There he is!” Will pointed to the old man who had stopped on the ramp. “Herbert, come on! You’re coming with us.”
“They’re good friends,” Clementine whispered. “Will about walked straight into the Abyss after I saw you here. Herbert saved him.”
Herbert North raised his arms high and waved. “Good man,” he shouted. He hobbled down the ramp, across the lakebed, his sun-spotted legs going this way and that.
Will met him halfway. He threw his arm around Herbert’s shoulder and led him back to his mother and father.
Sinewy streaks of light shot across the area. Thunder rumbled behind the cancerous nimbuses that congested the flesh sky. The Membrane had always looked and felt the same, every time he came, but now, something was different. The air, or rather the idea of air, started to make the Skeleton’s black tongue prickle, and he could see that the Abyss’ pull on his wife, son, and Herbert had grown stronger. The Membrane was reacting. The Membrane was coming for them.
“Thank you, Herbert,” the Skeleton said, “for taking care of them.” He ushered them towards the portal. “We have to hurry.”
Herbert North, close enough to get a good look at the Skeleton, mouthed “Holy shit.”
The Skeleton extended his hand.
Herbert North took it and said, “They took care of me, too.”
“Appreciate it.” Pointing to the blood well, he said, “What do you think?”
“Most beautiful, awful fucking thing I’ve seen all my life. Love it.” Still bone-struck by the Skeleton’s appearance, Herbert said, “You got room for me? That’s one more shepherd to add to the mix.”
“Funny you seem to know what they’re about now.”
“Didn’t want to scare you.”
Clementine nudged the Skeleton. “Let’s go, men.”
The Skeleton took up his wife’s and son’s hands again. With Herbert, they both bowed to Pulsa diNura, the home they never wanted, and yet always had.
“Do you know what they are? The shepherds?” Will asked. “Do you—”
Thump, thump, thump.
The Skeleton didn’t need to turn around. He already knew what was behind him, in between him and the blood well’s portal. It was perfect fucking timing on the Membrane’s part. And if he hadn’t been so short-sighted his entire life, he may have even seen it coming. But did the shepherd that stood behind him—or shepherds, now that they were all getting out—know that he knew how to destroy them? Did they know he held all the power of the Black Hour’s heart in his cursed hand? They sure as hell were about to find out.
So the Skeleton turned around, ready to go toe-to-toe with the only creatures that could kill him. Except there wasn’t one shepherd standing with them on that dried out lakebed. Not even three or four. No, standing there on that dried out lakebed, in between him and their sanguine salvation, there were hundreds upon hundreds of the shepherds, each of which were dressed in their identical, iconic garb. With their crooks, they pounded the scabby ground. Each thump they released was a violent tremor that rocked the Membrane like a demonic pulse. Portions of Pulsa diNura collapsed completely to those rapturous repetitions.
Despite each shepherd looking no different from those that surrounded it, there was one the Skeleton recognized. It stood in front of the others, its fingernails painted yellow. It was the shepherd from Ghostgrave’s dungeon.
The yellow-nailed shepherd raised its hand. Immediately, the others went silent.
The Skeleton took the Black Hour’s heart out of his cloak, to show off to these show-offs. To his satisfaction, the shepherds recoiled. They pulled the brims of their hats further down their faces, to block out their view of the unholy organ.
“We don’t want you,” the yellow-nailed shepherd purred.
The Skeleton didn’t believe the shepherd, so he took a step forward, forcing the creature one step backward. “Come on.”
“Orders have changed.”
Clementine, confused, said to the Skeleton, “What is that thing, Atticus?”
The Skeleton held the heart high above his head. It started to throb in his gloved hand. Black, chunky secretions oozed out of its porous ventricles.
“We’re leaving,” he said, heading for the portal.
The yellow-nailed shepherd stepped aside. When it did, its brethren did as well.
“Orders have changed,” it repeated, twisting its crook into the ground. “But we will not stop.”
The Skeleton shrugged, said, “Doesn’t seem that way right now.”
At this, the shepherd smiled. It smiled so hard the stitching in its lip split and a chain of tongues spilled out. “You haven’t suffered enough. We’ll get you. When you’re good and fat with the stuff.”
“I’ll be waiting,” the Skeleton said.
“No, orders have changed from our Lepidoptera,” the shepherd said. It started cracking the crook against the ground again. One by one, the others followed its example. “You won’t, Atticus. And that’s what we are looking forward to the most. When you’ve bared your teeth and ravaged everything, and moved past that point of wanting to die because of it. When you’ve grown complacent with your sick soul, when you’ve convinced yourself all the terrible things you’ve done were justified—that’s when we will come for you, and remind you that it was not.”
“Stay the fuck out of our way,” the Skeleton said. He pocketed the Black Hour’s heart and grabbed onto Clementine and Will. With Herbert North creeping behind him, all four passed through the ranks of shepherds, and walked into the blood well’s portal.
The world twisted itself around, turned itself upside down. They walked out of the Membrane on two feet, and fell face-first into Gallows’ lake of blood.
“Atticus! Atticus,” Clementine screamed, spitting up and sneezing out the red water.
Will struggled to find his footing. Gallows’ own lakebed had become a slippery stretch of bloody mud. “Dad,” he cried, grabbing for Herbert North, instead.
“It’s okay,” the Skeleton said, wading through the blood. He packed them together, Clementine and Will, and held them there until they were right again. “It’s okay. We’re out.”
Herbert North let out a laugh. He plodded away from the Skeleton’s family, dropped to his knees, so that the blood was covering his mouth. He wasn’t afraid, wasn’t horrified. The old man was happy, damn near ecstatic. It was a sad state of affairs when the scenery here somehow surmounted that of the Membrane’s.
“What is this?” Clementine clung to the Skeleton, like Vale in her weakest moments. “Atticus?”
Will kept coughing. The plumes of smoke from Mr. Haemo’s ritual, though weaker than before, were still roaming the lake.
“We’re out.” The Skeleton tried to kiss Clementine’s head, but he had no lips. “We’re out. This is Gallows. I know it doesn’t look it, but it’s home. A lot has happened, but we’re safe. I swear it.”
From behind the sooty clouds, Mr. Haemo called out: “Is that you, Atticus?”
Slowly, the smoke started to part, as though the mosquito were doing its best holy prophet act. A hazy outline of the general store began to form, and there, at the bottom, the Marrow Cabal waited, bloodied and beaten, but more or less, minus James’ few fingers, in one piece.
Clementine, pointing at the boy, shouted, “James!”
He waved his mangled hand. “Oh, heavens, is it good to see you again.”
It was odd to think it, but there was a kind of serenity in Gallows. With the Red Worm and most of its population dead, the place had an aura of finality to it that was not only morbid, but calming.
“This is the Marrow Cabal,” the Skeleton said. “They’ve been with me the whole way. I would’ve never done this without them.
“That’s Warren.”
The big man nodded, but just barely. He was covered in so many slashes that half the blood in the lake was probably his.
“And Elizabeth and Miranda, part of his Deadly Beauty squad.”
Elizabeth made a curtsey. Miranda gave a half-grin, gave more of a shit than usual.
“And that’s Hex.”
Hex smiled a half-smile. Eyes glowing brightly, she said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
The Skeleton rolled his eyes. “You know Mr. Haemo.”
The mosquito came forward, bowed, but Clementine and Will didn’t pay him any mind.
Pointing to the recruits, he said, “That’s Sean and Allister. They’re new. They could’ve run, but they stayed to fight.”
Neither of the men really knew what the hell was going on, so, blood-shocked, they just smiled back and went back to minding their own business.
“This is Clementine, my wife,” the Skeleton said, holding onto his wife tightly. “And my son, Will.” He threw his other arm around Will. He wondered how long he could keep them this close. He had all eternity, after all, but them, not so much.
“And this is Herbert North,” the Skeleton added, nodding to the old man. “Don’t know much about him. But word through the grapevine is he kept them safe for me. So if we have any spoils from our efforts, this man deserves them.”
Herbert didn’t seem to hear the compliment. Instead, he kept staring at Mr. Haemo. Finally, he asked him, “Do I know you?”
The giant mosquito threw the skin hood over his head. Blinking his million ruby-like eyes, he said, “We’ll, I’ll be. Herbert fucking North. How you been, brother?”
As those too reunited with one another, Clementine leaned into the Skeleton, pointed at Hex, and said, “Hey, who’s that?”
“Hex,” he said. “Weird name, but yeah.”
“No, the little girl.”
“What?”
Clementine pointed harder. “There, right behind her.”
The Skeleton cocked his head. She was right. There was someone standing behind Hex. Someone smaller. A child. “Hey, Hex, who’s that behind you?”
Hex took a deep breath and stepped aside. “I’ll let her tell you.”
It was the young girl he’d seen earlier, the one with the scar on her head. She still had the ax from before, but in her other hand, she was carrying what looked like the hollowed-out body of an octopus. The smeared Corruption he’d noticing running down her arm earlier was gone, too.
“Who are you?” the Skeleton said.
“R’lyeh.” The young girl came forward. “R’lyeh, of Alluvia.”
Alluvia. The Skeleton glanced around the lake of blood, the remnants of the Red Worm lying foul and festering in the red water. “You’re a Night Terror?”
She nodded. “My mother and father are here, in all this.”
“I’m sorry. I heard what happened.”
Will and Clementine came at him from both sides with, “What happened? What happened?”
R’lyeh sounded stone cold as she said, “I was there, in Geharra, when Penance did this.” She took the octopus and slid it over her head, donning it like the mask it was. “You brought them back from the dead?”
The Skeleton looked at his wife and son. “In a way.” He let go of Clementine and met the girl where she stood. “Hey, are you okay?”
“No.” Taking the ax with both hands, she said, “I was there, in Lacuna, when the Blue Worm was destroyed, too. I know a lot. More than you.”
“I’m sure you—”
“You brought them back from the dead.”
“Uh, yeah.” Did he need to protect them from this girl? What was she getting at?
“If I help you, tell you everything I know, will you help me?”
“R’lyeh.” The Skeleton butchered her name. “I’m not who—”
“A Witch named the Maiden of Pain took my friend. My friend, Vrana. I’m going to get her back. I’ll kill anyone you want. I’ll do anything. She was… is all I have. If you and the Marrow Cabal can do this, I know you can find her. Help me save her.”
Before the Skeleton could reject her offer, Hex said, “Remember why we killed the Red Worm?”
He looked at his wife and son. He remembered. They killed it to turn this place into a massive blood well, only to save two people. The others that were saved as a result were a nice consequence he never cared to consider. But by the look in Hex’s eyes, he knew this wasn’t what she was getting at.
“Because we are the Marrow Cabal,” she continued. “Because we are going to put a stop to things like this from ever happening again.” Now she was talking to Clementine and Will: “Your husband, your father, risked everything not only to bring you back, but to fight against Eldrus.”
Clementine’s jaw had dropped. She had already seemed impressed with the Marrow Cabal, but now this? “Atticus, is that true?”
Will didn’t need to hear his confirmation. He was already looking at the Skeleton as though he were some seasoned, celebrated war hero. When he finally spoke next, it would probably be to sign up for the Marrow Cabal.
“It’s true,” Hex carried on. She was smiling at the Skeleton, making sure he knew that he was hers now. “Now’s not the best place to tell it, but we’ve been everywhere. Your husband is famous. We were stumped as to how to proceed, but R’lyeh here has given us all the fire we need to burn our overlords to the ground.”
Clementine came up behind the Skeleton and took his arm. “You really did all that?”
He knew she wasn’t herself, yet. She sounded tired, looked tired. The fight that had been thirty-one years strong in her, since the day she was born, was still trying to find its footing in her resurrected body. Hex was taking advantage of her and their son’s state. The same way the Skeleton had taken advantage of the situation here. Son of a bitch.
“I did,” the Skeleton said. “A lot has changed. I’ve… changed.”
Clementine touched his bones, her eyes struggling to stay open. “But you’re still you. That’s all I want. You’re still you?” She stared at R’lyeh. “You still do the right thing?”
The Skeleton looked at R’lyeh and, for a moment, was reminded of his daughter, Vale. Here stood another test of his humanity. Clementine and Will had more or less completely accepted him for who and what he was back in the Membrane. The ordeal that would’ve been convincing them should’ve taken months, and yet he’d managed it in five minutes flat. Maybe the Membrane hadn’t worn off. Or maybe this is what the Membrane had made of them, and that dull gullibility of theirs was about all he could expect from here on out.
He just wanted to tell Hex to fuck off, to go home, back to the farm, and live out, with his family, however many days he had left with them. But how could he do that now? Now that Hex had him cornered and this little girl was begging him for help? If he said no to either of them, then Hex would tell Clementine and Will about his insanity, his bloodlusts; everyone he’d killed and the Black Hour heart which, in a way, had become his own. His wife and son had wrapped him in love, and so perhaps all they saw was what they remembered and expected of him. With a few sharp words, Hex and the others would have him unraveled, stripped to the bone and put on display as the monster he truly was. And if that happened, if those who had stood behind him suddenly turned against him, and took from him the only two things that mattered to him in the world, then he knew, without a shadow of a doubt, his hungering soul would eat them whole. And it wouldn’t stop there. If he lost Clementine and Will again, he would be lost for good.
So the Skeleton stepped forward, outstretched his hand, and said, “Welcome to the Marrow Cabal, R’lyeh. Help us make the world a better place, and we’ll save your Vrana.” He touched his chest, where the Black Hour’s heart stirred. “I am who they say I am.”
The Gravedigger had dug too deep, and now there was no way out.




PART THREE

THE SINNER AND THE SHADOWS




CHAPTER I

Heaven had to be empty, because the Holy Child hadn’t heard anything from it in a very long time. God was still around, no doubt about that, but he was pretty sure he and everyone else were sending their prayers to the wrong place. The exemplars liked to call him gullible, but since he didn’t really want to know what that word meant, he just assumed they were jealous he had figured everything out before them.
The Holy Child sat on his bed, a faint light coming through the frosted windows beside it. “Gullible,” he said with a snicker. Shaking his head, he slipped on his quietest shoes and laced them as tightly as he could. “If you pray for good things,” he said, as though the exemplars were standing in front of him. “Then god will make good things happen!” He hopped to his feet and, with his secret journal and pen, went to the door. “Gullible.” He rolled his eyes and opened it. “Idiots.”
No matter how hard he tried, he never could manage to wake up before everyone else. As he stepped out of his room, he saw, even now, in the gray hours of dawn, Pyra was packed. Yes, the sprawling abbey was the headquarters for the Holy Order of Penance, but didn’t these people ever sleep? The guards had an excuse—they were guards—but what was theirs? With so many people running around Pyra all the time, he still couldn’t figure out how Exemplar Samuel Turov had managed to smuggle him into the South last year. Heck, he still couldn’t figure out why he had even done it in the first place. But he would soon enough, he thought, closing the door behind him, and suddenly feeling like he needed a bath. Eventually, Mother Abbess Justine would cave in and tell him the truth. She always did.
His quarters sat at the highest point of Pyra, the Ascent. It was here where he, the six exemplars, Mother Abbess, and the dedicated guards who protected them resided. For the longest time, he’d had the same two men watching over him, ever since he had been chosen as god’s speaker when he was a year old. But not anymore. He got new guards after Penance’s soldiers finally found him in the South. Justine told him his old guards had been fired, because they hadn’t kept him safe like they were supposed to. That made sense, but why he had butterflies in his stomach when he thought about them didn’t.
“Where you off to this morning?” Avery, one of his two guards, asked. He was standing where the circular Ascent jutted outward, to the hall and cloister that connected it to the rest of Pyra.
Quickly, the Holy Child put his journal and pen behind his back. “Nowhere. You didn’t see me.”
Avery hummed. He tapped on his scabbard a catchy hymn from mass. “Who are we spying on today?”
The Holy Child bit his lip as a few people passed in the hall ahead. The cloister had the most traffic, and everyone there seemed to be in a hurry or shouting about something. What was going on?
“Where’s Mackenzie?” She was the Holy Child’s other guard. It was weird not seeing her and Avery together.
“She’s around, but sick.” Avery shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry. So you didn’t answer me. Who are you spying on?”
“Isla Taggart.”
Avery laughed. Glancing around the Ascent, he said, “Really?”
The Holy Child took out his journal, tapped the front of it. “She has a page now.”
“If you say so.” Smiling, he shook his head. “Have fun with that.”
“You didn’t see me, right?”
“I don’t even know who I’m talking to right now.” Avery went cross-eyed and looked crazy. “Hey,” he added, as the Holy Child started for his hidden place.
“What?”
“Don’t let anyone see you.”
“I know.”
“Don’t listen to anything anyone is saying.”
The Holy Child looked at Avery, and then at the instruments in his hand, which he used to keep track of every nitty gritty detail about those living in Pyra.
“Get out of here,” Avery said, his smile slowly becoming a frown. “Be back before breakfast, or I’ll have the Night Terrors come for you.”
The Holy Child didn’t get adults. They didn’t make any sense. After they brought him back to Penance, they wouldn’t let him out of his guards’ sights. But now, a few months later, Justine often had him running off on his own, completing her “special missions.” Maybe he didn’t know what gullible meant, but he was smart enough to realize “special missions” meant keeping tabs on people the Mother Abbess didn’t really like. As the Holy Child, he could go almost anywhere, and everyone would be nice to him, whether they wanted to or not. It wasn’t a good thing, he eventually realized, but it was a handy thing to have when it came to what Avery called “holy espionage.”
Isla Taggart. Halfway to his hidden place, the Holy Child opened his journal to her aforementioned page. There wasn’t much written there, and none of it was anything of particular use. She was a girl, obviously, and twenty years old. She was the niece of the Exemplar of Innocence, Augustus Enfield, and a hermit. She spent most of her time going back and forth between the library and refectory, and getting, according to Justine, very bad advice from the Demagogue on religion and politics.
The Holy Child went to where the Ascent ran widest, where there were several portraits of previous exemplars, as well as the Mother Abbesses from the past. Justine had been Mother Abbess for the last thirty years, but the thing was, all the other abbesses kind of looked like her, too. The Holy Child was pretty sure it had always been her all along. She worked for god, after all, and everyone loved her, so why find someone different? He didn’t see why she had to hide the fact she could live longer than anyone else, but that was her business. The important thing was that she was his best friend, and he hers. And it made him happy to know she’d be with him forever.
His hidden place was in this gallery. Behind the several bookshelves that lined it, there was a small passage that ran from the Ascent to a small closet on the upper level of the cloister. Inside the place, he kept his disguise—a boring, hooded, servant’s robe, a wig, and some of Mackenzie’s makeup—so that he could put it on, pretend to be a girl, and get around Pyra more or less unnoticed when he needed to, like today. He also had a set of skeleton keys in there, to get into almost any room. That was nice. Cheating, probably, in the grand scheme of holy espionage, but definitely nice.
The Holy Child did his usual rounds to make sure the coast was clear. Like a cat after a rat, he crammed himself behind the bookcases and into the hidden place. There, he put on his robe and wig, and, with a heavy hand, his makeup. He looked like a half-mad doll with all that blush and eyeliner, but most importantly, he didn’t look like himself.
Isla Taggart. Why did Justine want to know more about her? The Holy Child crawled on all fours through his hidden place, turning as it turned through the walls of Pyra. She didn’t seem dangerous like the other people he had investigated. Annoying, yes, but not dangerous. Isla Taggart was the kind of person who had only one hobby in life: outrage. And if you weren’t like her, you were her enemy.
The Holy Child dropped out of the hiding place, from the ceiling and into the abandoned closet. Fresh spider webs and not-so-fresh bugs tried to break his fall, but they ended up grossing him out instead. It was pitch-black, but he had been here so many times before he could find the door easily enough. The closet sat alone in an unfinished, unvisited part of the cloister, so when he unlocked it and stepped out, no one was there to bust him.
“What’s going on?” The Holy Child locked the closet and headed out of this forgotten place. Sunlight shone through the passage ahead, where tens of people were moving in groups, whispering and shouting. He went to the beginning of the passage, peeked through the few boards that were supposed to block it off from the rest of the cloister. There were other doors here, the steel one was especially intriguing, but the skeleton key didn’t work on it or the others, so this was the only way out.
While he waited for a chance to slip through, he tried to figure out what everyone was saying.
“What does this mean for us?”
“It means everyone will…”
“You know who did it? I know who did it.”
“That’s a sin to suggest so.”
“There’s no proof, though.”
“She’s been lying to us.”
“No, he has.”
“How could god let this happen?”
Are they talking about the monster in the West? The Holy Child slipped through the boards. A light snow blew through, dusting the exterior arcades that ran along the cloister’s winter garden. He pulled his cloak tight. It was always cold in Penance, always snowing, and he always forgot to pack something warmer for his missions. If he missed anything about his time in the South, it was the warmth. To see trees and grass that were every color but white was something he hadn’t even considered until Samuel Turov took him there.
The Holy Child hurried past the gossiping busybodies and took the stairs to the first floor. Justine said not to worry about the monster, he thought, going through the door that would eventually take him to the infirmary. I didn’t tell anyone.
He looked back into the cloister, at the frenzy of robed figures pacing in the snow. The Demagogue was the only other person who knew. Did he tell someone?
Avery said not to listen, so the Holy Child wasn’t going to. His old guards always said he knew too much for a child his age. Maybe that was why he always felt so nervous all the time. Because he knew things he wasn’t supposed to. Even worse were the things he had done. He couldn’t talk of them, either.
There were two infirmaries in Pyra. The first was in the central terminal, the main, open to the public area of the abbey, and the second near the private quarters, on the third floor. Isla Taggart lived alone, in an unfurnished room—unfurnished because she rejected all materialistic things. The room sat beside the third floor infirmary that was for, as the Demagogue had put it, the “important people.” Supposedly, Isla was training to be a doctor, but she actually spent most of her time trying to convert patients to her beliefs.
The Holy Child grinned as he put the people’s gossip out of his mind. He stopped, cracked open his journal, and made a correction to Isla’s page. After “Taggart” he wrote “the Torturer,” because that was what her patients called her after being forced to listen to her for hours on end.
He shut the journal and hurried to the infirmary. It was open, but the staff inside were asleep at their desks. Under the cover of their snores, he slipped in, crouched low, and scampered past. There were only a few patients resting in the infirmary today, but they were out cold.
Mother Abbess Justine had told him there was another hiding place he could use. It sat at the back of the infirmary, in the corner, behind a grate everyone seemed to have forgotten was there. It used to be a vent from the Old World, she told him. Most of the remodeling to Pyra had cut it off from where it used to go, but if he crawled inside it and went right, left, and right again, he would end up in Isla Taggart’s room, under her bed.
Justine had been very specific about when he should carry out his special mission. He had to be in the vent, under her bed, by sunrise. So he padded across the infirmary’s frigid floor, found the grate. Carefully, he gripped the heavy, metal covering and pulled it away. It shrieked shrilly as he worked it out of the wall. Heart pounding, he was almost certain the sound would give him away. But he remembered his page on the doctors of Pyra and their fondness for sedatives.
“Too easy,” he mumbled, sliding into the vent backward. He grabbed the grate and lodged it into place. “All too easy.”
The vent was cramped, uneven. He curled into a ball and turned himself around. Right, left, right. Easy enough. It didn’t look like he could go anywhere else, anyway. Every other direction was caved in or cut off somehow. Right, left, right, he went. He saw light, and also, shadows.
The Holy Child found the grate Justine had told him about and camped out in front of it. He opened his journal to Isla Taggart the Torturer’s page and pressed his pen to the paper. He saw her shadow on the opposite wall. Her legs dropped over the side of the bed. She was awake, but she wasn’t doing anything. Reading, maybe? One of her favorite hobbies was to read about issues from the Old World and use them to invent new problems for this world.
Did she find out about the monster?
Did she tell everyone? The Holy Child started writing down a description of Isla’s room. It was a stark, stone, square of a room. There were a lot of dirty clothes everywhere, and a lot of books, too. I bet she did. That’s why Justine wanted me to spy on her. She had several mirrors in her room as well, but they were so caked with dried makeup they reflected very little.
Why before sunrise, though? He noted the single portrait on the wall, sitting higher on it than the icon of Penance. It was of her, and only her, and though he thought she was pretty in person, in the portrait, she had been made ugly.
As the Holy Child lifted his eyes from the journal, he noticed a second shadow beside Isla’s on the wall. It was coming out of hers. He heard the bed creak, saw it sag a little, as though someone had just sat on it. But no one had entered the room since he got here.
“I have to be quick,” a woman who wasn’t Isla said. She sounded scared, thirsty.
And then Isla did speak, but in a whisper. “How did you…?”
“Will you help me now?”
“Yes, of course. Have you told anyone else? If you have, I won’t.”
The woman sighed. Whoever she was, she sounded fed-up with Isla’s selfishness. “What does it matter?”
“Because we have to do this right, or no one will believe you.”
The bed shifted again. Two legs dropped over the edge, beside Isla’s. They were bare; dark green bruises ran up the backs of them.
Isla continued. “You have to show me how you do it.”
“It doesn’t work like that.”
“Part of the deal, Audra.”
Audra? The Holy Child started writing frantically on the page, the sound of his pen’s scratching growing louder and louder.
“This was a mistake.” The women pulled up her legs. Her shadow started to draw closer to Isla’s.
“No! Where are you going?” Isla dropped from the bed, her feet falling into a pile of expensive, crumpled undergarments. “We have to do this right. I can’t just come out and say it.”
“I’m Audra of Eldrus!” Audra shouted. “Your city has been keeping me prisoner for years! You don’t think that won’t get anyone’s attention?”
The Holy Child’s eyes went wide as Audra’s shadow disappeared into Isla’s. Audra?
From Eldrus? He started backing away, down the vent. That doesn’t make sense. The royal family of Eldrus… they’re all supposed to be dead.




CHAPTER II

The Holy Child had to run as fast as he could to get back into bed before it was time to do his daily duties. As he tore through Pyra, ditched his disguise in the hiding place, and snuck through the Ascent, he found himself slowing down as he thought about this woman who claimed to be Audra. Obviously, that was what Justine had wanted him to record. So did she know a surviving member of the royal family of Eldrus was staying here? Or was it just a lucky guess?
The Holy Child turned the corner, clipped Avery as he did so, burst into his room, and threw the covers over his head. Ten seconds later, Avery and a sniffling Mackenzie came to collect him.
“Still have a little blush on your cheeks,” Mackenzie said. She took out her handkerchief and cleaned him up. “Learn anything juicy today?”
The Holy Child got out of bed and let Avery dress him in his sacred robe. He nodded and, barely paying attention to them, said, “Oh, yeah. Definitely.”
The Holy Child had several tasks he had to complete every single day. They began with breakfast, where he, Justine, the six exemplars, and almost everyone else in Pyra sat down and ate together in the gathering hall. But before they could eat, they had to listen to him share any news he had received from god during the night. Most of the time, he just made something up on the spot—god wasn’t exactly a chatterbox—but here and there, Justine would pull him aside and tell him what to talk about.
Given the chaos in the cloister today, it was no surprise to the Holy Child that, after his guards left the room, Mother Abbess Justine entered, a look of concern etched upon her usually warm and inviting face. She wore a long, hooded, light blue dress that shimmered when she walked, and white gloves that looked as pure as the snow outside. He didn’t know as much about Justine as he would have liked, but he did know that she often dressed opposite to how she felt that day. According to her, it reminded her to “try harder.”
“I want to hear about Isla Taggart, I do,” she said, noticing how antsy he looked on his bed. “But god has spoken, and had a lot to say.” Her pale skin became flushed. She started to pace back and forth. “It’s about the monster in the West.”
The Holy Child nodded. “Someone spilled the beans?”
“It takes a long time for news to reach Penance when it’s not coming from god directly.” She stopped, combed her fingers through her long, brown hair. “That’s a good thing. We don’t need gossip and lies out here, in our cold wilderness. The monster was in the West, but not anymore.”
The Holy Child stood up. He felt his heart quicken. “Where is it?” His shoulders tightened, in preparation for the bad things about to come.
She waved her hand for him to sit, and he sat. She took a seat beside him. “In Gallows.”
Up close, she always looked sickly to him, her skin moist and almost translucent. Up close, she smelled strange, too. She did smell good, most of the time, but behind the perfume, there was always a pungent odor, like burning wood.
“Gallows? That’s all the way across the continent.”
“The monster made it there is no time.” She took his hand and squeezed it. She did this a lot, to borrow his courage. “It’s dead now.”
His eyes went wide and he exclaimed, “That’s great!”
Justine shook her head, a bit of her hair brushing his arm. “No, because now people think the monster is our fault.”
The Holy Child raised an eyebrow. “Why?”
She closed her eyes and nodded. “Because they think we made it.”
“What?” His hand started to shake. She squeezed it harder, giving him some of her strength. “What? Did we?”
“No,” she said. “No, Eldrus did. That’s what we’re going to tell everyone today.”
“But did they?” He searched her face for signs of a lie, but as always, she was unreadable.
Sounding sterner, she said, “That’s what we’re going to tell everyone today.”
Breakfast always began with a prayer, but the Holy Child was afraid to give it today, because he knew he would sound afraid. He sat at the front of the gathering hall, at the small table he shared with Mother Abbess Justine. To their left and right, two longer tables ran, where three of the six exemplars occupied each. He didn’t mind talking to them. It was the rest of Pyra—the priests, nuns, staff, students, and various visitors—now seated before him that made him scared. There had to be at least one hundred people here today. How could he say something that would make all of them feel at ease?
“You’ll do fine,” Justine whispered, leaning into him. “You always do.”
The Holy Child nodded, swallowed hard, and came to his feet. As soon as he did, the rest of Pyra went silent and fixed their eyes on him. After all, he was as close as they could get to god. The respect they had for him wasn’t necessarily earned, but understood.
“To the almighty lord who watches over us, we give our thanks and praise. For this day and those days to come, lend us your guidance and your love, so that we may serve you faithfully and honor through action your teachings. To those who do not yet know of your love or have refused it, be merciful, for in time, they shall know it and accept it wholly. We are your servants, and by the bones of your blessings, we shall bring to life the parts of the Earth that have withered without your grace. Through hell, we find heaven. And through heaven, we find you. So let us suffer and make better those who have suffered, so that we may be strong enough to sit at your side. To the almighty lord who watches over us, we give our thanks and praise. We shall honor you at every moment of every hour of this joyous day. Amen.”
As those gathered said “Amen,” the Holy Child took a drink of water. Prayer always managed to parch his throat. Looking out across the gathering hall, he saw everyone was on the edge of their seats, waiting for him to address what Justine had called the ‘Red Worm.” He started guzzling the water, his thoughts turning to escape. Between the age of five and his current age of eleven, he had spoken to most of these same people every day during this time. He wasn’t good at math, but he didn’t need to be to know that should’ve been enough time to be prepared for this moment when he, not Justine, finally gave the people his first bit of bad news.
Will they hate me? He looked at the exemplars, both tables, and set down his cup. Will they turn on me? A monster had killed all of Geharra, some Night Terror village of Alluvia, and ravaged most of Gallows, on behalf of King Edgar of Eldrus, yet here he was, worrying about himself. He felt like Isla Taggart; that is, selfish and sick.
“Forgive me,” he began. His leg started to shake. Justine touched his knee and it calmed. “God has spoken to me. It is dark news I bring to you today. But by the light of the lord’s words, we will lift this darkness and see the truth for what it is.”
The Holy Child’s confidence began to return. Like always, once he started speaking, he became eloquent and fearless. People would often compliment him on his speeches, but he couldn’t accept their praises. When he spoke as well as he did, it was because god was inside him, guiding him. Benefit, he assumed, of being the lord’s chosen speaker.
“Many months ago, a terrible thing happened in Geharra.” The Holy Child closed his eyes and, as he replayed what Justine had told him, began again. “As we revealed a few weeks ago, Alexander Blodworth, understudy of the traitor, Samuel Turov, went with a group of priests and soldiers to Geharra. He believed I had been taken there, and with the blessing of our benevolent Mother Abbess Justine, went to rescue me. But when Alexander Blodworth arrived, he found the entire city had been murdered by Eldrus’ soldiers.”
A hush fell over the room. People began to lean so far forward they slipped off their benches. Small whispers erupted like fires amongst the congregation, but the piercing eyes of Justine quickly snuffed them out.
“Our relationship with Geharra is a strained one, but ten thousand deaths transcend all past and present transgressions. Let us pray that, in their final moments, they accepted our lord’s love.”
In glorious synchronicity, the congregation bowed their head and said their silent prayers, and secret good riddances.
“Eldrus desecrated the bodies of Geharra, and in a terrible ritual, used them to summon a creature they have named the ‘Red Worm.’ They thought by creating it across the continent, it would go unnoticed. They intended to send this bloody weapon here, to Penance, to destroy us. And as many of you know as of today, they tried. But by the time it reached Gallows, our god intervened and smote it from the earth.”
The Holy Child took another drink of water. Everyone else did as well. While he must have sounded tough to those before him, inside, he was as weak as could be. Just looking at his food made his stomach do a backflip. But he had to see this announcement through. He could, and would, cry about it later.
“There is a rebel group trying to take credit for stopping the Red Worm. I assure you, no man could harm such a foul beast. Do not believe the lies of vultures, for they speak with the stink carrion on their breaths.
“It is with a heavy heart that I report to you that Alexander Blodworth has perished. He sits with god now.” The Holy Child looked over to one the exemplars’ table, at a young, brown-skinned woman seated there. “But it is with much happiness that I elect Alexander Blodworth’s assistant, Karyl Elesh, to join the exemplars. Behold and give praise to your new Exemplar of Restraint.”
Slowly, the rest of the room rose to their feet. In sporadic, forced bursts, they clapped for their new beaming exemplar.
What do they care? the Holy Child thought as he watched Karyl soak up the applause. It’s too soon… unless Justine wanted people to think of Karyl when they thought of this tragedy.
When the weak show of support died down, which didn’t take long, the Holy Child continued. “I am very sorry to share such grave news at such an early hour, but our lord wishes to keep nothing from us. God does have a plan, and when it is time—” the Holy Child looked at Justine, “—it will be shared with us. Fear not, for we are his sheep, and a shepherd will always protect their flock.”
After that, breakfast moved at the pace of a funeral dirge. Most of the food remained untouched, because baseless speculation was far more savory. To avoid a panic, which was only permitted when the Demagogue had manufactured it, Mother Abbess Justine dismissed everyone from the gathering hall earlier than usual and sent the Holy Child on his way to finish the rest of his duties.
After morning prayer, announcements, and breakfast, the Holy Child was confined to a classroom with one of the exemplars until lunch. Today, oddly enough, he was with Isla Taggart’s uncle, Augustus Enfield, Exemplar of Innocence. They were supposed to be studying the treaty of non-violence that existed between the quarters of Penance when it was known as Six Pillars. But the only thing the Holy Child heard during these lessons were his own thoughts.
Ten thousand dead?
Eldrus is responsible?
And we might have the only surviving member of the royal family locked up here? He gazed outside the classroom window. He had to squint to see Penance through the falling snow. Justine is planning something. Is she testing me?
Don’t feel bad about the ten thousand, don’t feel bad. They’re with god
now.
Augustus Enfield cleared his throat to get the Holy Child’s attention. And the Holy Child gave him no more than a tenth of it.
I need to tell her about the nightmares. He started taking notes, but all he wrote was gibberish. For the last month, almost every night, he had been having the same dream. In it, he was in a gray place, a kind of Void. But he wasn’t alone. The Night Terror who had saved him from Samuel Turov, the one who had the raven head, she was there, too. But she looked different. She had feathers instead of skin, and wings. Around her neck, she wore a pretty necklace that always shone bright blue. He’d even tried to talk to her once in his dream, but when she tried to talk back, she could only make choking sounds. The strange thing was, every time he woke up, this morning included, the scar on his thigh hurt. He had a few scars there. Most of them he was trying to forget how he got them. But that one, the one that hurt, that was the one from the lake monster the Night Terror had killed.
After lessons came lunch. With a company of guards, he ate his food in the small chapel that crowned the main terminal. During this hour, people lined up outside the chapel to speak, one at a time, to him.
“A lot of people here to see you today,” Avery said. He and Mackenzie stood behind him, while the other, less familiar guards, manned the entrance. “Think you could take a break from that peanut butter sandwich to talk to a few of them?”
The Holy Child shook his head as he took a big drink of milk. The only person he wanted to talk to was Justine. He wouldn’t see her again until their private evening dinner. Besides, peanut butter sandwiches were his favorite. At the moment, it was the only thing stopping his anxious heart from bursting out of his chest.
“Bring someone in,” Mackenzie said to the guards at the front. “We’re ready.”
Ten thousand dead, a monster made from their remains. The Holy Child gulped down some more milk. He hollowed out his sandwich until the crust was left, and left them there, for the birds. God, did you not help them because they were sinners?
I know they were our enemy, but I feel bad for them.
The first to enter the chapel was a bearded old man with a bad knee. He went to the Holy Child’s table.
With ten feet and Avery and Mackenzie between them, the old man bowed the best that he could and said, “It is an honor to stand in your presence. I mean no disrespect to the others, but you are the greatest of the Holy Children to come before you.”
Nodding, quickly dodging that sore subject, he asked, “What is your name?”
“Bart, your holiness.”
“It is an honor to meet you as well.”
“I know that a lot of people want to talk to you today, so I’ll be quick.”
The Holy Child nodded. “Many need guidance in these dark times.”
“Will there be war?” Bart’s eyes bulged as he asked the question.
“I don’t know yet,” the Holy Child said. “I hope not.”
“We were blamed for the Trauma. I don’t want Penance to be blamed for tearing the continent apart.”
“Nor do I.”
Bart scratched his bristly beard. “Did the lord tell you a long time ago about the Red Worm? It sounds like it’s been a long time since what happened in Geharra. I’m sure you were waiting until the right moment to tell us.”
The Holy Child felt as though he were being tested, so he said, “Thank you, Bart, for talking to me,” and sent the old man limping on his way.
The more people that came into the chapel to see him, the shorter he found himself becoming with each of them. Unsurprisingly, they wanted to know about the Red Worm and how Penance would respond. But the same question they kept asking him was the one that hit him the hardest: Why hadn’t god told him sooner? He didn’t have an answer, because aside from knowing the monster was out there, he had never been told where it came from or why it existed at all. He hadn’t heard anything from god. In fact, god hadn’t even been the one to tell him at all. It was Justine who broke the news. Most of the time, it always was.
The Holy Child sighed as he watched another man being ushered into the chapel. For a moment, he doubted himself and who he was supposed to be. Maybe Justine should be the speaker. She sure seems better at it than—
The man cleared his throat. His arm wasn’t Corrupted like most. Instead, the Corruption was freckled, splotchy, and it ran from his fingers all the way up to his neck. The Holy Child had seen this man before. He was in charge of the main terminal and its upkeep.
“Your holiness,” he began, bowing. His eyes darted back and forth between Avery and Mackenzie. “I know your lunch is almost over. Thank you for taking the time to speak to me.”
“If only I had more time… Grant,” he said, remembering the man’s name at the last minute.
A big smile spread across Grant’s face. He hadn’t expected that.
“What can I do for you?”
“You can…” Grant’s voice deepened. He bared his teeth, clamped them together. Small pricks of blue light started to shine across his irises. “Tell them the truth.”
Avery and Mackenzie reached for their swords, but the Holy Child told them to stop.
“Tell them about the cult.” Grant’s lips quivered. Drool seeped out the corner of his mouth. “The cult of your nightmares.” The blue light in his eyes grew brighter. “The Cult of the Worm!”
At this, Avery and Mackenzie grabbed Grant by his arms and hauled him out of the chapel, through the back entrance. He didn’t resist, he just kept staring at the Holy Child, his eyes glowing, mumbling, “Maiden… Maiden…” over and over again.
After morning prayer, announcements, breakfast, lessons, lunch, and afternoon guidance, the only thing the Holy Child wanted to do was go back to his room and disappear for the next century into his journal.
This is too much, he thought, trudging through Pyra, to his next duty. Please, god, let me get through this day. Please, I need you more than ever.
After afternoon guidance, the Holy Child met with the governing bodies of Penance, to receive updates on the city. These sessions often ran long, and were mostly for the exemplars, who also attended them. He was supposed to use what he learned during these sessions to guide his addresses to the public, so the Holy Order would always appear current. But with everything on his mind, even after a particularly delicious peanut butter sandwich, all he could do was watch Penance through the window and wonder how life would be different if he hadn’t been chosen to be god’s speaker.
I can’t be the only one, he thought, staring at Penance. The large, fluffy white clouds over the city were always there. He was pretty sure they hadn’t moved in years. I mean, there’s always another Holy Child after the last one turns eighteen. The clouds seemed to have an endless supply of snow. Lately, though, there hadn’t been any blizzards.
Except for Cadence, he didn’t really get to see much of the buildings of the South. But as he stared at the tall, sleek, white, and somewhat sparkling buildings of Penance, he doubted there was anything down there that could best them. Heaven must be cold, he thought, the buildings like giant icicles. It’s cold here, and when you do speak to me, lord, your words chill my mind.
Sighing, he set his eyes on the streets of Penance, where people went about their business wrapped in scarves and thick, billowing cloaks.
How many people live here now?
I guess I could ask. He looked to the front of the room, where the minister of agriculture and the Exemplar of Knowledge were arguing about crops.
But then they might remember I’m here.
The Holy Child turned away from the city. He folded his arms over his desk, rested his head against his arms, and went to sleep. Nobody noticed until it was time for supper.
“You’ve had a long day, haven’t you?” Justine asked as the Holy Child shuffled into her chambers, hours later, for dinner. She was bathed in candle light, and enveloped in the smoke of incense. She pulled out the chair of the table she sat at and said, “Sit, and tell me why you hate me.”
“I don’t hate you,” the Holy Child mumbled as he did what he was told. Tonight, everything about him hurt. His legs, his head, his throat, his brain. He felt sick from the stress of it all.
Justine smiled. Maybe it was because of the dim lighting, but she always looked better in her chambers. Less sickly, less translucent. And he couldn’t blame her. Justine’s chambers were one of his favorite places in Pyra. The massive bed, the thick curtains. The bookshelves and their odd trinkets. She even had a small jungle towards the back, with various plants and beautiful flowers. It was a place he could fill several journals on.
“I feel like…” The Holy Child bit the inside of his lip. He looked down at the table, where she had fixed him a plate of steak, greens, and potatoes, and filled him a cup full of wine. “I feel like… you’re testing me.”
Justine nodded, her pale, grayish eyes glinting. “I am,” she said.
“Why?”
“The world is changing.” She nodded at him to eat.
The Holy Child picked up his fork and knife and started cutting the steak into smaller pieces.
“We need to change, too. After the Trauma, our people were scared of change. They clung closely to their beliefs and their place in the world.”
“Why did we get the blame?” The Holy Child took a bite of the steak. His tongue prickled, a warm sensation spread throughout his body. Instantly, he felt better. “I don’t get it. Somewhere, shouldn’t it be written down what we did?”
“It’s been a long time,” Justine said. “So long, and there have been so many stories. It would be hard to say anymore which of them were true.” She paused, nodded to herself. “If I had to say so, we were blamed for the Trauma because god didn’t save them.”
“Kind of getting that feeling today.” He took a drink of wine. She’d given him a lot more than usual. “Do you… want me to do something? Is it because of the Red Worm?”
“I want you to be with us until you’re old and wrinkly.” She smiled and nudged his leg with her toe. Becoming serious, she added, “You will not be replaced when you turn eighteen.”
The Holy Child dropped his silverware. “What?”
“I’m asking you to continue to be at my side. Every time we elect a new Holy Child, we have to start over. We have to teach them, train them. We have to introduce them to the people and hope the people take to them like their predecessor. In the past, it was necessary. People didn’t trust the Holy Order like they do now. Back then, many years ago, the Holy Order didn’t even trust itself. To invest so much in one child for a lifetime was dangerous. But we are an institution now, with a direct line to god, and you, my dear, are a genuine and wonderful individual, and the people, they love you. I’ve wanted to do away with this tradition for a while, but I couldn’t until I found the right person. It wouldn’t work unless it was the right person.”
“Does… does god want this, too?” He wouldn’t be replaced at eighteen? It wasn’t something he often thought about—eighteen seemed so far away—but when he did, it made him shiver with fear. The Holy Children who had aged out of their position as speakers were given a final ceremony, and then never heard from again.
“God and I want the same. Do you want this as well?”
“Yes,” he said, in a whisper. “I don’t want to die at eighteen.”
“Die?” Justine laughed and held his hand. “They don’t die. That’s a nasty rumor. They live long lives, serving the Holy Order. God gives them new identities when they are finished. That’s why you don’t hear or see them anymore. You, though, won’t get that. Serving the Holy Order will be your life. It will be difficult, but it is also god’s will that you do this.”
“I knew you were testing me,” he said.
“We just had to start somewhere. This business with the Red Worm made me move a little faster. Penance, the world, needs us more than ever. There’s a new heresy in the West, and to respond, we must change.”
What does she want me to
do? The Holy Child kept waiting for her to come out and say it, but what was it she was trying to say?
Justine, as usual, hadn’t touched her food. She never did. “Do you remember the rumors that King Edgar returned from the Nameless Forest with a child?”
He nodded.
“Those rumors are true. Up until now, very few had seen him, let alone remembered the rumor at all. But the child is real. They are calling him the Anointed One. King Edgar and this child are accusing Penance of not only creating the Red Worm, but of worshiping a false idol. You see, they have started a new religion in Eldrus, a religion they claim follows the true God. It is called the Disciples of the Deep. It started in Eldrus, and has taken over in Nyxis.”
“True God?” The Holy Child wrinkled his forehead. His neck got hot and sweaty. “No, they’re wrong.”
“They are. You and I both know better than anyone else that they are.” Justine’s hands became fists. “But Eldrus and the Heartland are convinced we are responsible for the Red Worm. And we’ve lost many of our footholds in the Heartland, as well. People don’t believe like they used to. King Edgar foretold the death of the Red Worm, so when it happened, he found himself with new followers from this ‘miracle.’” She shook her head, looked as though she were about to spit. “Do you see now why we must be consistent, as well as adaptable?”
The Holy Child nodded. As the blood boiled in his veins, his heart began to beat hard to the thudding rhythm of newfound purpose.
“I will have new missions for you. Some of them may be dangerous, and it hurts me to put you in danger, but we must learn how to weather adversity if we are going survive.”
“You’re talking about Audra of Eldrus?” The Holy Child wished he had his journal. He wanted badly to show her all he’d observed this morning in Isla Taggart’s room.
“Yes. Alexander Blodworth smuggled her out of Ghostgrave after the rest of her family had been murdered. We’ve kept her here, out of sight and out of the loop, because having her was a liability. Geharra had always been our rival, but it is clear to us now that Eldrus is our true enemy. If we are to learn anything about our enemy, it would be from someone who lived amongst them.
“She is a gifted botanist, but she has other gifts as well. I believe she may be a spellweaver of some sort. I want you to befriend her, get to know her, and if you can, convert her. Find out how and why she’s been talking to Isla Taggart, and if others know about her.”
“People will find out if I start seeing her,” the Holy Child said.
“We’ll create the necessary story.” Justine paused and studied him. “I know you’re thinking I should just do it myself, right?”
He nodded.
“People don’t trust me the way that they trust you. They call me the Hydra, because they think that I am two-faced and have my hands in everything. No, it has to be you. If you can do this, then you can do anything. The Anointed One will claim he is the true Holy Child. We have to show the people he is nothing more than a fake. Our god is the true god, but that won’t matter if we’ve lost the faith of the flock.”
The Holy Child closed his eyes. He had been looking forward to supper as a means to clear his mind. And in a way, somehow, it had. He felt trusted, more informed. He didn’t grasp the exact implications of working more closely with Justine, but now, for the first time in a very long time, he actually felt important again. Sure, he knew he was important—he was the speaker of god—but even that had become routine. The same thing, day in and day out. Now, he could make a difference. He wouldn’t be waiting for orders but giving them.
“There’s one more thing,” Justine said, a wave of smoke from the incense washing over her. “I heard you had an incident in the chapel today with Grant. He mentioned nightmares and a cult.”
“I don’t know what that was about.” The Holy Child responded so quickly, so thoughtlessly, that even he believed the lie he told. And it seemed Justine did, too.
She nodded and stood up from the table. “Get some rest. You’ve had a long day. Tomorrow will be very different. Think about what I’ve said, and tell me your decision when you’re ready.” She went over to him and kissed his forehead gently. “You and I will make the world a better place. The way god has always wanted it to be. Never forget how fortunate we are to have you. Goodnight, Felix.”




CHAPTER III

When Felix woke the following morning, he had already missed prayer, announcements, and breakfast. If he’d had a nightmare last night, well, he’d missed that, too. Fully rested, but in an absolute panic, he crawled out of bed and started dressing himself.
Why didn’t anyone wake me up? His arms and legs were still asleep. They fought him every chance they could to stop him from getting ready. Not good, not good. People are going to freak out. Finally slipping into his sacred garments, he went at the speed of a sloth to the mirror and gave himself the once-over. Justine did this, he thought, spitting in his palm to flatten the explosion of hair on the top of his head. She really is testing me.
Without knocking, Avery and Mackenzie entered his room and shut the door behind them.
“What’s going on?” he asked, a fresh glob of saliva sitting in his hand.
Mackenzie shook her head in amusement. “All the spit in the world won’t be enough to tame that travesty of a hair-do.” She went to him, took his hand, and wiped it on her armor. “You look like you slept well.”
“Too well,” Felix said. “Why didn’t anyone wake me?”
Avery went to one knee, his armor rustling as he rummaged about on the ground. He stood up, brush in hand, and said, “Mother Abbess Justine ordered us to let you get some rest.”
“Why?” He tilted his head downward. Mackenzie grabbed the brush and went to work on him.
“Because you’ll be too busy talking to god today,” Avery said.
“I will?” He hissed. “Ouch, Mackenzie!” If she brushed him any harder, he’d have a concussion.
She stopped, said, “Don’t be a baby,” and tossed the brush onto his bed. She slipped her hand into a pocket and took out a thin, white key.
“What’s that?”
Mackenzie pressed the key into his hand and closed his fingers around it. Taking him by the shoulders, she turned him to the door and said, “Everyone’s still eating. Go do what you do best.”
Felix raised an eyebrow at Avery.
The guard raised his even higher. “I heard there’s a room in the unfinished part of the cloister. Behind a steel door. Seems as good a place as any to listen to god.”
Felix ran his finger along the teeth of the key. “I’ve always wondered what was behind there.”
“Be back here fifteen minutes before afternoon guidance,” Mackenzie said. She and Avery started out of the room. “Or we’ll send the Night Terror in to—”
Before Avery could finish his sentence, Felix grabbed his journal, pen, and keyring and bolted out of the room.
He hurried to the hiding place and slipped inside. His disguise was there where he left it, but he didn’t need it. Justine had told him Audra would trust him because of who he was. If he went to her as someone else, she’d never open up to him.
I can’t believe she’s letting me do this on my own, he thought, backing out of the hiding place and down into the abandoned closet at its end. Can’t be that dangerous. She wants to keep me around. She wouldn’t take that big a risk. He unlocked the door and, crouching low, entered the unfinished part of the cloister.
Felix jumped as the wind howled through the boards at the passage’s beginning. He could hear it rattling the pathetic barricade, like the undead returning home. As he turned to lock the closet behind him, he noticed wet patches like footprints along the semi-tiled ground. They started at the front of the passage and went past the closet, father back into this forgotten place.
But where the footprints led to, Felix couldn’t be sure. By the time he reached the first junction, he was too far from the front to see anything. He had to go left, that’s where the steel door was, but what if whoever had come through here went left, too? Suddenly, the cold and muted darkness that surrounded him didn’t feel empty like it should have. Standing there, teeth chattering, he swore he could see something in that frigid black, something darker than the dark it hid in. It was large, jagged, with a point like a beak jutting from the top of it.
“It’s just my imagination,” he said aloud. His voice echoed down the left passage. “It’s just my imagination.”
And maybe it had been, because after he said this again, the figure vanished.
Felix puffed out his chest, said a prayer to god, and plunged into the darkness. He started at a snail’s pace. When the wind rose to a wail, he booked it down the passage, stubbing his toes and nicking his legs on the rubble in the way.
When he came here before, he’d had a candle, so he knew that if he ran his fingers along the wall, they should catch on three doors—wood, rock, and glass—before they hit the steel door. And one after the other, they came, until his nails ground to a halt on the thick, heavy door he often daydreamed of.
Quickly, he took out the key. After a good ten seconds of struggle, he unlocked the door. Something buzzed inside the metal. A pinching shock ran up his arm. He quickly let go of the key. But the key didn’t need him. Slowly, it continued to turn on its own, until after two thuds and a click, the key stopped and the door popped open.
Felix, cringing, reached for the key and tore it out before it shocked him again. As he pulled the door back, a sliver of dirty, white light flickered on behind it. He let go of the door and crept through the crack. On the other side, a single fluorescent bulb sat fixed to the ceiling, blinking out a spastic distress signal.
“What is this?”
In awe, Felix closed the door behind him. Before he had the chance, it locked itself. But he didn’t care, because here he was, in one of the most rundown parts of Pyra, and there was electricity coursing through it. He’d challenged Justine and his teachers every chance he could about the Old World technologies, and every time, they swore they were an impossibility.
He squinted, the harsh light starting to agitate his eyes. “I knew it.”
Felix continued forward, to a second, circular, metal door at the end of this small passage. It was locked, so he took out the white key again and changed that. The door shook and opened inward. Light poured out from behind it, like water breaching a dam. With it came a gust of warm air, moist and earthy. Covering his face, he crossed the threshold and pushed the circular door shut.
Felix rubbed his eyes until they were right again. Then, blinking hard, shouted, “Holy crap!”
Statues, tens of them, covered almost completely in long, waxen sheets stood before him. They were tall, double his height, with humpbacks and star-shaped heads. Their feet were exposed—the statues looked to be made out of marble—but when he went to pull the sheets up, he found he couldn’t. They were stuck to the statues, as though a part of them. What were they doing down here? Was there something wrong with them? Felix’s imagination began to run wild, which meant it was time to move on.
But after he cleared the statues, he found there wasn’t much further to go, because past them, there was only a small greenhouse. Most of the glass was covered in flowers and vines. As Felix drew nearer, he saw through the openings a woman inside. She was sitting on a bed in a dirty slip, her back to him, facing the wall of the hollow this place had been built against. And, though he couldn’t hear her, he could tell by the way she moved her hands that she was talking to someone.
Felix bent down and laid his journal on the ground. Should I play stupid? He heard rocks crumbling behind him. He spun around, faced the hallway where the statues stood. There was no one there, but a few of the sheets that covered the statues were swaying slightly, as if someone had walked by.
Or should I pretend to be her friend? He turned back, towards the greenhouse, and froze. The woman was gone.
“What do you want?” the woman called out.
It was Audra, Felix was sure of it. She sounded the same as she had in Isla Taggart’s room. Not responding, he went to the front of the greenhouse, where an ugly jail cell gate acted as a door. It had no keyhole, no way to unlock or open it. The frame of the door was fused to glass surrounding it with nether oil, which meant nothing short of another Trauma would be able to knock it down.
“What are you doing here?”
Felix looked through the bars of the gate, into the greenhouse. Eggs of light hung down from the ceiling; from front to back, they covered the plants growing there in artificial light. In random places, sprinklers would sputter to life and spray the greenery they cowered behind. At the farthest end of the greenhouse, there was a long work bench covered in pots, bags, potions, and tools.
If someone told him all the plants of the world were growing here, he’d probably believe them. Felix didn’t know much about that kind of thing, but some of the flowers were colors he hadn’t even seen before. And there was a small stalk at the back, red markings like teeth running up it, that, when he looked at it, made his veins bulge.
Audra stepped out of the overgrowth running along the side of the greenhouse. “Holy Child or not, you shouldn’t be here.”
Audra of Eldrus. Here she was, not just as a name in a conversation or a shadow on the wall. And she wasn’t what he expected at all. Her hair was long, but greasy, thick with knots that would have to be cut out. She was gaunt, her legs and armpits unshaven. Dry skin fell from her lips as she chewed on them. Her nails had so much dirt under them, they probably had a garden of their own. Felix remembered Justine had said she’d been here since the royal family of Eldrus had been murdered, but why were they treating her like a prisoner?
“Did you come to stare?” He could see through her slip, but he knew he wasn’t supposed to, so he kept looking at her feet, instead. “Did they decide to turn me into a zoo attraction?”
“Isla…” Felix had said something just to say something, but when he said that, he noticed Audra’s eyes widen. “Isla Taggart told me about you.”
“How did you get in here?”
Felix took out his keyring.
“Let me out.”
“I don’t know how.” He heard more rocks crumbling back the way he’d come. He looked at the statues. Again, some of the cloth that covered them was moving.
“You’re lying to me,” Audra said. She padded across the greenhouse, her feet making sucking sounds in the soil.
“You met with Isla Taggart yesterday morning in her bedroom.”
Audra stopped and shot him a nasty look.
“You asked her to help. She wanted to wait until the right moment.” Felix took a deep breath. He had to be careful. “She said you weren’t happy.”
“So she went and told the Holy Child of Penance?” Audra laughed. Her bones pressed against her thin skin as she did so. “I’m not stupid. The Hydra sent you.”
Don’t call her that, Felix thought. He grimaced.
She started to pace. “What do you want?”
Audra had been down here a long time, and short of death, there wasn’t much worse that could happen to her. She would pretend not to trust him, he realized, but she would try to, every chance she could get. He knew what that was like. It was the only way he could get through those days in the South with Samuel Turov.
She growled, “Don’t stare at me.”
Felix’s eyes went to his journal on the ground. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.
“Do you know how to get me out of here?” She sat down on her bed. It sagged with her weight.
“I don’t see a way to unlock the door.”
“You can’t.” She threw up her arms. “I’ve had a long time to search this place. I can’t find the way out. The glass isn’t glass. I don’t know what it is, but I can’t break it.” She bared her knuckles, which were scabby and uneven. “I tried. A lot. But they come in here sometimes, to fix this Old World stuff or to leave food or supplies.”
Felix’s eyes found hers again. “How do they get in?”
Audra shrugged. “They fill the greenhouse up with gas. I don’t wake up for a long time until after they leave.”
“I’m sorry you’re here,” Felix admitted. He wanted to cry, he felt so bad for her. She didn’t deserve this. No one did. God wouldn’t want this.
Audra grunted. She picked her nose and ate what came out of it. “The Hydra would know how to get me out.”
“The… I got this key from Mother Abbess Justine’s room. There might be something… or I could talk to her for you.”
Audra scoffed. “After what your city is saying that my brother did? I don’t think so.”
“Did Isla tell you?”
“No, my real friends did.” She looked at the wall behind the glass beside her bed.
“Who?”
“She didn’t send you.” Audra stood up and walked over to the cell gate. “She wouldn’t forget that detail.”
“Shadows,” Felix blurted out. He remembered how she seemed to come out of Isla’s shadow.
Audra furrowed her brows. “Alexander Blodworth told me about the Worms of the Earth.”
Felix’s voice broke as he asked, “The what?”
“Ask the Hydra,” she said with a smile.
“Like the Red Worm?” Felix was starting to sound like the child he was. He straightened up and took a step back, trying not to look at Audra’s chest.
She grabbed the bars of the gate. “The Hydra knows more than she lets on. Did she tell you why she let Exemplar Samuel Turov kidnap you and take you into Night Terror country?”
“What?” Felix’s manliness deflated. “What are you…? She wouldn’t.”
“I could kill you where you stand,” Audra said. “She probably knows that. But she let you come and see me, anyways.”
“She didn’t send me…”
“You’re a pawn. She moves you to her advantage.” Audra let go of the bars and started to walk away. “Even if you wanted to help me, you couldn’t. You’d turn against me. I know enough about your ‘Holy Child’ kind. I don’t blame you, but I don’t need you.” She disappeared back into the overgrowth and said, “Hear anything from god lately? I prayed a lot that first year. Guess god can’t hear me all the way down here.”
Felix had lost her, but he had to leave anyway, because it was almost time for afternoon guidance. After Audra, all he wanted to do was sit down with Justine and ask her questions. He knew the woman was probably lying, but what were these Worms of the Earth? And why did she say Samuel Turov had taken him on purpose? And Audra could have killed him if she wanted to? He doubted that, but if there was a chance, why did Justine even take the risk?
At nightfall, Felix made his way to Mother Abbess Justine’s quarters, only to find she was gone. Her personal guards told him she had been called away on important business. She would dine with him tomorrow.
“Are you sure?” he asked, sulking. “I need to talk to her.”
“I’m sorry, your holiness,” one of the guards said. “She thought you would appreciate the time to yourself, to reflect on god’s word.
God’s word? He almost laughed. God hasn’t told me anything.
“Dinner was delivered to your room, your holiness,” the other guard added. As though he were speaking to a lost dog, he said, “Mother Abbess Justine is not here.”
Felix returned to his quarters and stayed there the rest of the night. He ate half his dinner and gave the rest to Avery and Mackenzie, who finished it off before he could hand them the silverware. Not wanting to think any more about Audra or what she had said, because he knew his mind would make those things worse than they probably were, he drank a bit of Respite and went to sleep.
After a month of nightmares, he wasn’t surprised to have another. But this time, he wasn’t in the gray place, or with the Night Terror who saved him. This time, he was in the South, back in the house Samuel Turov had kept him in. The old man was in his underwear. He had a switch in his hand.
“Recite,” he screamed at Felix, who was cowering in the pile of blankets on the floor. He was in his underwear, too, and he had almost soiled himself.
“Thou shalt not…”
Samuel Turov clenched his teeth and grabbed Felix by his ankle. He dragged him out of the pile and whipped the switch against Felix’s bare thighs.
“Stop me! Stop me!” Samuel Turov cried, eyes heavenward, as he branded the Holy Child with his cruelty.
Felix squirmed free of the exemplar’s grip. He got up and went for the sword against the wall, but Samuel Turov wrapped his arm around his neck and flung him down to the ground. “Thou shalt not worship false idols!”
Felix bit into the old man’s sunburnt arm, but it only made him choke him harder.
“Stop me!” Samuel Turov screamed.
Felix’s eyes rolled back in his skull.
And as his consciousness faded, he woke, drenched in sweat, tangled in his blankets. He threw his legs over the side of the bed and bawled into his hands.
“Don’t think about it, don’t think about it,” he repeated over and over, fingers sticky with snot and saliva. “She wouldn’t leave you with him. She wouldn’t do that to you.”
Felix wiped his hands on the covers and rose shakily to his feet. He sighed, his breath hot and potion-soured, and went the window, to stand in the moonlight coming through it.
“God give me strength,” he said. He put his elbows on the sill, his nose to the iced glass. “God give us all strength.”
Felix took a deep breath and blew on the window. The glass fogged. As he put his finger to it, someone croaked behind him, “Help me.”
Mackenzie? Felix looked over his shoulder, but it wasn’t Mackenzie he found there. It was the Night Terror who’d saved him, the woman with the raven’s head. She was in his room. He wasn’t dreaming.




CHAPTER IV

The Winged Horror ran forward and tackled Felix to the ground. The feathers that covered her pricked his skin, leaving numb bumps where they touched him. She wrapped her human-like claws around his face and tilted it back. The Night Terror leaned forward, into the shaft of moonlight coming through the window above. Her head was literally a massive raven’s skull. With it illuminated, Felix could see two sad, black eyes sunken deep inside it.
“Help me.” Her voice was high, but hoarse. The words came out muffled from that scarred beak of hers.
Felix shook his head. “I don’t… I don’t…”
The Winged Horror squeezed his head in anger, and let go. She reared up, her mottled wings splayed outward. He had been wrong. She did have skin, but it looked bleached, and there wasn’t much of it. It had been a long time since he’d seen her, but she looked wrong, starved. Her arms, which were attached to the inside of the wings, were sinewy, stretched. But she clearly remembered him. And if he looked at her hard enough, he could see what he remembered of her.
Felix scooted back, against the wall. “Who did this… to you? What can I…?”
She lowered her wings and rose to her feet. The talons that had burst from her boots clicked on the ground. “The cult… the cult.”
She gripped her head and bent over. The feathers on her back stood upright. Her spine pressed hard against her back.
“They’re coming,” she said, clawing her skull. “Find them. Tell them.” She looked up at the ceiling. “Two men.” She glanced back at him, shivering with fear. “I am… V-Vrana. Tell them!”
Felix cried, “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” He slid up the wall. “I want to help you, Vrana, but I don’t know—”
Gray fog formed above her. From it, a long, pale arm fell down in front of Vrana and grabbed her by the beak. The Night Terror screamed, sunk her talons deep into the arm. A second arm, longer than the first, slipped through the fog and, with its boney hand, choked her throat.
“Naughty, naughty,” a woman’s voice whispered. There were voices behind the voice, words within the words.
“Vrana,” Felix whispered.
Long, wet, black hair fell from the fog, draping across Vrana’s skull. Then, along with the arms, like a spider crawling down its web, a head and two shoulders appeared. It was a woman, the woman who had spoken.
The Witch twisted her neck, the veins and muscles in it bulging, and said, “Go back to sleep, little boy. This is only a bad, bad dream.”
Felix jerked awake. He was on the floor, curled up in a ball. The morning sun was coming through the window, slowly creeping towards him.
Avery and Mackenzie opened the door. Their eyes went wide. They ran to him.
“What happened? Are you okay?”
Felix tried to get up, but he was so covered in sweat he kept slipping.
Avery and Mackenzie went to his side and gently put him back in his bed.
“Bad dream,” he said, now shivering. He grabbed his pillow and held it tightly.
Mackenzie shoved Avery toward the door. “Get a doctor.”
“Not necessary,” Justine said.
The Mother Abbess was standing in the hall. As though nothing were wrong, she strolled in. Flicking her wrist, she sent the guards out of the room.
When the door slammed shut behind her, Justine said, “We can’t miss morning prayer again.” Her morning gown, a pinkish white, pooled around her feet.
Felix peeled himself from the pillow. “Where were you?”
“A few months ago, we sent another party to Geharra, at Blodworth’s request. They made it back last night, with two survivors from Blodworth’s group.” Justine’s lip quivered. “You have to learn how to live without me sometimes.”
Felix’s cheeks went red. He could tell he had let her down. Yeah, he was only eleven, but he was the Holy Child, god’s speaker, and one of the highest ranking members of the Holy Order of Penance. He couldn’t crumble every time she wasn’t there to support him.
“I don’t know who the two survivors are. I’ve never met them before. They were too traumatized to talk. Maybe you can talk to them.” She fingered a chain around her neck, mumbled “Ouch,” when it moved. “Are you sick?”
Felix shook his head. He was perfect. There was absolutely nothing wrong with him. He might have just seen his nightmares come to life, but how did that make him different from anybody else?
Justine wrinkled her nose. Her pale eyes darted back and forth as she stared him down. She could tell he was lying this time. But apparently, she didn’t care, because she ignored it and said, “Did you speak to Audra?”
“Yes.” He tossed the pillow onto his bed, got up, and started getting dressed. He had to keep busy, to keep the images of Vrana and the Witch off his mind. “She said—” he searched the ground for feathers, scratches—anything that would prove it had really happened, “—something about the Worms of the Earth?” He threw on a tunic, slipped into some pants. He touched the back of his head and felt a stinging cut. “And something about—” he still had a few of the numb bumps on his arm, “—Samuel Turov. But I know it’s not true.”
Justine touched Felix’s shoulder, to slow him down. “I wouldn’t sleep well, either, with all that on my mind.”
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Her hand on his shoulder, its cold warmth comforting him. This was what he needed last night. She wasn’t his mother, but to him, she was. Without her, he only had god, and sometimes, god wasn’t enough.
“Did she say that I let Samuel Turov take you on purpose?”
He nodded.
“That is a vicious lie that Isla Taggart and the Winnowers’ Chapter have been trying to pass off recently. If Isla wasn’t the Exemplar of Innocence’s niece, I’d cast her out to the tundra.”
“I know.” He smiled, fought back a tear. “Doesn’t make sense, anyways.”
“What doesn’t?”
“Letting Samuel Turov steal me.”
“Exactly.” She patted his head. “A lot of people lost a lot of trust in the church when that happened. And I… lost a lot of faith in myself.”
She apologized a million times that day the soldiers brought him home from Cadence. He had never seen her look so scared in his entire life. She had never said she loved him before, but in that moment, he knew. Nothing made Justine cry. But that did.
“Samuel Turov… Worms of the Earth. She’s already trying to turn you against me.” The smell of burnt wood rolled off Justine and made Felix’s nose curl.
“What are they?”
“Ancient, mythological creatures. But apparently, not that mythological.” She smiled, ran her fingers through his hair. “Eldrus’ Red Worm seems to be one of them. Get through the day, Felix, and I’ll give you the writings on the creatures tonight at dinner to read. I’m not worried, though. It’s nothing god can’t handle.”
As she finally took her hands off him, he felt his stomach sink, the burden of his lie about the nightmare weighing it down. But that wasn’t the only thing making him sick. Samuel Turov. Something didn’t add up about him, about how he’d taken Felix. He acted like he believed her, only because he hoped to fall for the act himself. She loved him, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t hurt him.
Felix shook the stupid idea out of his head.
“After the usual morning business, I want you to go to Penance. Meet these survivors. The people of Penance need to see you, too.”
“What about Audra?”
Justine laughed, her face flashing all the colors of cruelty. “She can wait. She’s not going anywhere.”
The road to Penance proper from Pyra was a short one—the monastery sat high on a hill at the edge of the city—but the weather had been poor the night before. Helminth’s Pass, the road on which Felix’s carriage traveled, was covered in a few feet of snow. The weather workers were out in full force, as they often were, maintaining the roadways. For some reason, though, they hadn’t made it to Pyra yet—a place that was supposed to be taken care of before anywhere else.
Felix rode alone, but outside the carriage, he was at the center of everyone’s attention. Avery, Mackenzie, and several additional guards rode alongside him. But with all the armor and furs they wore, even he had a hard time recognizing them. They looked like a bunch of wild animals on horseback, pretending to be human. It made him smile, and made him think of Vrana.
There was a ragged copy of Helminth’s
Way on the seat beside him. He grabbed it and opened to a random page, to forget about the Night Terror. The sacred text of the Holy Order was everywhere in the city. There were definitely more of them out there than any other book. And he was pretty sure it was the only book most people ever read.
“The Five Commandments of Helminth,” Felix started, focusing as hard as he could on the prophet’s words. “The First Commandment: There are no other gods but god. The Second Commandment: Lillian was the first mother of the Holy Order, and the first speaker of god; her words are divine truths. The Third Commandment: God’s followers are missionaries; it is their duty to save those who have strayed from god’s grace.”
Felix bobbed in his seat as the carriage cleared a mountainous drift. The driver shouted something at the horses. With a snap of his reins, the carriage bucked again and landed, at last, onto cleared road.
Felix lost his page, but quickly flipped back to it. Of course, he didn’t have to. He’d had the Five Commandments memorized long before he could speak them.
“The Fourth Commandment: Do not do harm to god’s people, lest harm is done unto the people of god. The Fifth Commandment: The Holy Order is the embodiment of god and, therefore, infallible.”
He hated to admit it, even in his head, but thinking about the Commandments, it made him realize how people like Isla Taggart and the Winnowers’ Chapter were right about the way they were written. Helminth was a Trauma survivor, a prophet who created the sacred text and many of the Holy Order’s rules, but why was his name on everything? Shouldn’t he have given god credit? The same went for Lillian, about whom even less was known.
Justine had made him attend a Winnowers’ conference in secret once, to see how extreme some individuals’ views were when it came to their religion. They had claimed that people didn’t worship god anymore, but the Holy Order itself; the “institution” as they put it. It had made him so mad that he begged Justine to break up the Chapter, but she told him it wasn’t worth it.
“There’s always someone who thinks they’re smarter than the rest,” Justine had said, ushering Felix’s red-faced self out of the meeting. “It’s not about worshiping, but being the one who is worshiped.”
“Isn’t that blasphemy?” he had said, cursing them in his head.
“Everything is a blasphemy. The Night Terrors are right, in a way.”
Felix remembered he had stopped and looked at her like she was crazy.
“It’s all about balance. But not an equal balance, as they know it. The scales must always favor evil. Otherwise, there will be no motivation to do good.”
“No,” he had said, shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s true.”
“Would you rather it be the opposite? Good outbalancing evil? That’s how we end up with groups like the Winnowers’ Chapter. Good is never good enough. Honestly, it’s not even about balance, Felix, but maintenance. Life is best enjoyed with the faint taste of rot in one’s mouth.”
“God doesn’t think so,” Felix had boasted boldly.
Justine had smiled at this and said quietly, “Is that what god said?”
Outside the carriage, Avery shouted, “We’re almost there!”
Felix closed the sacred text and tossed it across the compartment. Realizing what he’d done, he said, “Sorry, god,” and prayed a quick prayer of penitence.
The carriage picked up the pace once Helminth’s Pass wrapped around and joined with Lillian Avenue. Penance’s main road, it ran from north to south across the snow-sieged city. When Penance had been known as Six Pillars, Lillian Avenue was the way in which the religions housed here could come out of their quarters and interact and build good relationships with one another. When Six Pillars became known as Penance, Lillian Avenue was the way in which the newly formed Holy Order had been able to take over the city and absorb the faiths that were too weak to fight them off.
The two surviving soldiers of Geharra and the group who had found them were waiting for Felix at Saint Priscilla’s Hospital for Maladies. Saint Priscilla had been the second Mother Abbess, after Lillian; her namesake hospital was mostly used for quarantining patients. According to Justine, the survivors may have come into contact with a plant Eldrus had used to take Geharra over. They had since been tested and cleared, but to avoid a panic and mob, were yet to be released.
Two knocks sounded on Felix’s door. Then Avery’s voice shouted through it: “There’s a few people here to see you. Do you want to address them?”
You do, god said to him, so Felix nodded and said, “Yes.”
Avery shouted something to the other guards. He heard them dismount. The horses all snorted in appreciation. Felix opened his door slightly. A few people? Even through the crack, he could tell the area was packed.
Mackenzie pulled the door open all the way. A cold wind funneled through and blasted Felix with a face-full of ice.
“Tell Avery his math skills suck,” he said, as Mackenzie wiped him down.
“Your math skills suck,” Mackenzie shouted at Avery, who was securing a perimeter outside the hospital.
Avery looked back angrily, and shrugged.
Felix strained his ears to make sense of the crowd, but too many people were saying too many things all at once. “What are they saying?”
“The usual. They know you’re here for the survivors.” Mackenzie pulled back, gave him the thumbs up. “Say something sassy about Eldrus. The Demagogue has been whipping them up all morning. They’ll love it.”
“The Demagogue?”
Felix dropped out of the carriage into two feet of snow. Despite his layers, the cold found him at once. The frozen needles of this forever winter stabbed at his feet, worked their way up his legs, and prodded him for warmth to take.
“He’s here?”
“Unfortunately.”
Felix wasn’t very tall, but the crowd stretched so far and was so loud, that he didn’t need to be to know there were more behind those bunched up outside Saint Priscilla’s Hospital for Maladies. They had to have been standing there for a while, all the men and women, and the children like glue that wriggled between them. Their faces were bright red, their whole bodies solid, stiff. An inch or so of snow sat on top of their shoulders. Altogether, they looked and moved like hunks of ice. But that didn’t stop them from crying out to him, reaching out to him, begging him for blessings and god’s guidance.
With Avery and Mackenzie to his left and right, he trudged toward Saint Priscilla’s. The hospital had been a shell of itself after the Trauma. Mother Abbess Priscilla took that wreckage, gutted the Old World machines and objects, and rebuilt it. Now, it stood two stories high, pillars running up and down its length, with more stained glass windows than most of the churches nearby.
The Demagogue was standing, arms crossed, at the foot of the steps that led up to the hospital. Dressed in a long, tapered, black robe, with a red clerical collar like a fetter around his neck, the man, with his craggy face and crooked nose, still looked like an absolute tool.
“Your holiness,” the Demagogue said, kneeling. His greasy, shoulder length hair slid across his face like an oil spill.
Cringing, Felix held out his hand; he yanked it back as soon as the Demagogue kissed it. This was a formality he kept trying to forget. But he did it today, because he knew the Demagogue wouldn’t forget. He didn’t forget anything.
The Demagogue rose to his feet. “Are they supporters or traitors?”
“Who?” He had to shout it, because the crowd around them was getting restless.
“The survivors.” The Demagogue’s hand dipped into his pocket and took out a rosary. He started rubbing each of the wooden beads.
Supporters, god said, so Felix said, “Supporters.”
“That’s a shame.” The Demagogue bowed and stepped aside. “Nothing like a little gossip to warm up a city.”
Felix smiled the fakest smile he could manage and started up the steps. The Demagogue; his real name was Joseph Cleon, but if you called him that, he’d throw a temper tantrum. What a freak. Why Justine continued to use him, he didn’t understand. And she seemed to like him, too. He caught them flirting every once in a while. It made him jealous.
Felix and his guards stopped at the top of the stairs, where several nurses stood, eyes shining and happy to see him. He nodded at them and turned around to greet those who now stood below him, two hundred strong.
“It’s freezing out here,” Felix started, a big grin on his face.
Penance, below him laughed. They nodded and nudged one another, but never broke their gaze from his.
“Thank you for coming here to show your support for our soldiers. These brave men have endured unspeakable horrors, but their faith remains unshaken. God has a plan, but expectations, as well. I know that you want to know what we are going to do about Eldrus, but before we make a decision, we need all the information we can get. God expects us to learn, to make use of these minds given to us. God has all the answers, but sometimes, we have to find them for ourselves. We must be patient. We must be diligent. We mustn’t become what we once were, what led us out here to the edge of everything.”
Applause broke out through the crowd. In the snow-covered city of Penance, all sound was dampened, so each clapping hand was like the crack of a snare, the thump of a drum.
But Felix could see that some of the people weren’t pleased with his speech. Winnowers, probably, or people with close ties to the blabbermouths of Pyra.
So he added: “There are whispers that Eldrus has abandoned god for a false idol. There are whispers that King Edgar has formed a new religion, the Disciples of the Deep, with an imposter holy child. God has spoken to me, and god has said that anyone who pledges allegiance to this new heresy will be cast out from the flock, from god’s light. Remember—”
The Demagogue nodded at Felix. He was practically rubbing his hands in excitement. In that moment, he knew he had screwed up.
“Remember this,” Felix said, voice cracking. He turned on Penance and headed inside.
I’m in trouble, he thought, as he, Avery, and Mackenzie followed the nurses from outside through Saint Priscilla’s. I shouldn’t have said that. They might not even know about that new religion. Crap. They turned down several corners, the doctors that lined the halls forcing patients back into their rooms. Crap, crap, crap.
“They are through here, your holiness,” one of the nurses said.
She and her sisters took the lead and pushed open the double doors at the end of the hall. Prayers from the patients they had left behind echoed around them.
“Mother Abbess requested that you meet with them alone,” Avery said as they filed into the infectious disease ward of the hospital.
“They are still somewhat sedated,” another nurse said. She led them past the front desk, down a hall, to a large metal door, with a peephole at the top of it. “And restrained.”
“Restrained?” Felix looked at Avery and Mackenzie. “Why?”
“The Mother Abbess said that if you were going to meet with them alone, they should be restrained. For your safety.”
“Do they know I’m here to see them?”
The nurse shook her head. “They went mute after the Mother Abbess visited yesterday.”
“We’re out here, okay?” Avery drew his sword.
Mackenzie did the same. “Leave the door unlocked,” she said to the nurse. “Your holiness, if you feel threatened, don’t hesitate to run.”
“I’ll be fine.” Felix turned to the nurse. “I have god on my side.”
The nurse nodded. She took out a keyring that was positively overflowing with keys and, somehow, immediately picked out the right one. She unlocked the door, smiled, and mouthed something that looked like “Be careful.”
Felix opened the door and went through. The room on the other side didn’t have much going on. Just two beds and the two men on them, haggard as heck and not having much fun with the chains around their wrists and ankles.
The man on the left looked almost feral. His hair and beard had, more or less, taken over his face. But what scared Felix the most about him was his eyes. They had a strange, green sheen to them, like the back of a bug.
The man on the right, however, was different. Felix felt bad for that man. He looked hurt. Not a recent kind of hurt, but the kind of hurt someone carries with them a long, long time. This man didn’t have much of a beard, and no hair. One of his eyes was bright blue, while the other was clouded over, as if he were blind in it. He was covered in scars, too, all over his face and body.
“Nobody said the Holy Child was coming to see us,” the man on the left said. He sounded like a jerk.
“It is an honor, your holiness,” the man on the right said, lowering his head.
“I’m sorry about the restraints.” Felix closed the door behind him, stepped further into the room. “I didn’t know.”
“We understand, your holiness,” the hurt man said.
The jerk nodded. “It’s kind of you to grace us with your presence, my… your holiness.” He smirked at the hurt man and rolled his eyes.
“Please, forgive him, your holiness,” the hurt man said. “He is without his medicine. And we have seen many things to trouble our minds.”
“I’ve come today to help you unburden yourselves.” Felix started counting the scars on the hurt man. When the hurt man noticed this, he stopped… stopped at fifty-three. “I’m sorry to ask you to relive what happened in Geharra, but it may save even more lives if you…”
Felix stopped speaking, the word of god lifting from his tongue. His eyes darted back and forth between the two men. Something clicked in his mind. Words he’d heard hours before now made sense. Two men
are coming, Vrana had told him. So he stared at these two men, who had come from so far, and wondered: Are these them?
Would it hurt to ask?
If they did know who Vrana was, then they would know she was a Night Terror. That would make Felix look bad, but it would make them look suspicious, too. He was the Holy Child, though. If he had to play that card to get himself out of a bad situation, he would.
Maybe they know her. Maybe they met her on their way back. Justine did say Night Terrors were killed along with Geharra, too.
“Is everything okay, your holiness?” the hurt man asked.
“Do you know…” He hesitated, looked at the Corruption on these men’s arms. It was faded, pinkish, like most children’s looked; like his did.
The jerk cleared his throat. “We told the Mother Abbess everything, your holiness.”
Felix shook his head and forced himself to say it. “Do you know someone named Vrana?”
The hurt man’s mouth dropped open slightly.
The jerk started to laugh. He cocked his head and said, “Uh, what?”
“Vrana,” Felix repeated. “Do you know her?” But he already knew they did. He had caught them off-guard.
The jerk said, “No, sorry, we—”
“Yes,” the hurt man interrupted. “She saved your life.”
Felix checked the door, to make sure it was shut. His face got hot and his heart started to pound. This was a mistake. Crap, crap, crap—
“She saved your life,” the hurt man continued. He leaned forward. “The Exemplar of Restraint had taken you. She found you accidentally and killed him. She took you to Cadence, where Penance finally found you. We know her, because we are looking for her.”
“She came to me… she came to me.” Felix pulled down on his face and fell against the wall. “She visits me—” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “—Visits me in my dreams.”
The jerk gasped. “Deimos, she is dead.”
“No,” Deimos said. “That doesn’t mean anything.” He turned to Felix. “Your holiness, we must find a way to help her. She has something, and someone terrible is using her for it.”
“I saw that someone,” Felix said. “She was… awful. Who is she? No, no, who are you?”
“Night Terrors,” Deimos said. “This is—”
The jerk shouted, “No, stop, idiot!”
“—Is Lucan. We know that you are kind, your holiness, and that you are wise beyond your years. We did not come here to cause trouble, but to stop another Worm from laying ruin to the Earth.”
“You went to the wrong city,” Felix said, praying to god no one could hear them. “Eldrus started this!”
“Vrana is a dear friend. We received correspondence that something may have happened to her. There are people here in Penance, in Pyra, that are changing because of her.”
“Changing how? The cult?”
“Cult? I don’t know. But if you are in contact with her—”
Someone knocked on the door.
Felix jumped so high, he almost went through the roof.
“Your holiness, it’s time to return,” Mackenzie said.
“You’re Night Terrors?” Felix didn’t know how the prophets of old did it. All these revelations would be the death of him. “No, you’re sick. That’s why you’re in here. It’s a sin to lie to the Holy Child.”
Lucan sneezed onto his bedsheets. “If we were lying, we’d lie about something that wouldn’t get us killed immediately.”
“We can help you, help you help her,” Deimos said. “But you have to get us out of here. She’s coming to you in your dreams? Your holiness, you are not safe. Have you told anyone else?”
“No, I haven’t, I—”
Another knock. This time, Avery: “Is everything okay in there, your holiness? We’re coming in.”
“She saved you, kid,” Lucan grumbled. “Everyone in Cadence is dead because they found you there. Do the right thing.”
Deimos spat at Lucan to shut him up. “Your holiness,” he said. “Do not trust anyone with eyes like—”
The door swung back. Avery and Mackenzie poured through, the nurses flanking them.
“What happened?” Avery asked, looking like he was ready to cut off Deimos’ and Lucan’s heads.
“Nothing,” Felix said. He pushed past his guards, past the nurses, his mind burning so hot it surely scorched them. “Take me back.”




CHAPTER V

Knowledge is a sickness borne by right. What we learn, we believe we are entitled to share. We do this to enlighten, or we do it to burden. But not all minds accept knowledge equally. Some reject it, the same way a body may reject an infection. Some minds become fevered and irrational, offended and confrontational. While others harbor the knowledge and let it fester inside them, where it either changes them, or destroys them.
I, Victor Mors, have traveled the Membrane in-between, and there a sickness fell over me. I am contagious, you see, and though I know it to be false, only by sharing my sickness can I be free.
The Worms of the Earth. It is a name of my own creation, and yet I expect it has always been their name. They exist in a place parallel to our world, but as far as I can tell, they exist only because we do. Perhaps Parasites of the Earth would have been a more fitting name, but I am not yet convinced they are without merit.
But to truly begin, I must go back to the beginning, where on one dark night here in Eldrus, I found myself searching through the Archivist’s relics. I was not looking for anything in particular, until, by happenstance, Deacon Wake’s black chalice was in my hands. The research I had been conducting on the causes of the Trauma were leading nowhere. I had ideas. I had interpretations. But so did the gutter rats that clog the streets outside Ghostgrave. Ideas and interpretations weren’t enough, and there wasn’t enough evidence left on this earth, it seemed, to ascertain the truth of the matter. But then, on that dark night here in Eldrus, without trying, I stumbled upon the first ghoul’s black chalice, the object by which he visited a place ostracized occultists have deemed the Membrane. We know this world was once densely packed with advancements and technologies beyond our current comprehension. For most of it to disappear, off the earth and from our minds, in such a haphazard fashion, led me to believe it had not vanished, but been moved elsewhere. And what better place for these things to have been relocated than a place of seemingly infinite space that runs alongside our own? Perhaps it makes me a deviant, but I smile when think that heaven may be there, and it is overflowing with all our ruin.
Using the black chalice was easier than I expected. Beneath it, there was a very small piece of parchment that had the instructions for its activation. This was too convenient to have been anything but deliberate, but I value my life too much to make accusations as to who may have been responsible for its placement there. After gathering the necessary ingredients, which took several days and several raids on the Archivist’s stash, I retired to my chambers, locked the doors and windows, and proceeded to do the devil’s work.
It took one hour of chanting and guzzling the contents of the black chalice. As the last drop of that infernal concoction touched my lips, the room began to spin. In a drunken haze, I fell to the ground. When I awoke, a portal loomed over me, the sinewy tendrils of light that wreathed it writhing and tasting the air. As I stumbled to my feet, I considered that it may close behind me, and that I would be trapped. I considered this, and then I went in, anyways.
It was as though I had walked through a door. On one side, my chambers, and on the other, the vertical sprawl of the Membrane. It felt as though I had shrunken down and wandered into the intestinal tract of some gargantuan creature. I could see the other side of the tunnel from the narrow ledge on which I stood, but the gaping pit between that point and mine prevented any attempt to cross. If there was a beginning or end to the place, I did not see it. Above and below, there was only darkness.
With nowhere to go but back, I turned around, thinking that a second ritual may place me somewhere else, where I could access additional parts of the Membrane. But that’s when I saw it, something which may or may not have been there before. Behind the portal, a passageway had been carved out of the thick, tongue-like material of which the walls were comprised. In Deacon Wake’s writings, he mentioned that his greatest mistake had been exiting this section of the Membrane, for this section was the barrier itself, and it was by this barrier he was safest. I knew that if I were to leave here, I would be exposing myself to that infectious knowledge I had spoken of earlier. But at the time, I considered myself inoculated by intelligence, so I went to that passageway, whose insides were made of roots and bones, and walked it.
First there was cold heat, followed by dark light, and then the passageway opened up to a pale desert that shimmered and shook beneath a sunless sky. I had come here alone, but when my feet touched the sand, I saw that I was expected. Humans, I thought at first, seeing the familiar and comforting shape of my fellow man dotting a nearby dune. Fellow travelers, I figured, watching as the shapes slinked down the dunes, their forms warped by mirage. But they were not humans, nor fellow travelers, I realized as they drew near, but something else, something empty, something hungry.
I tried to flee, but the sands held my feet. The creatures, the shadows, they swarmed over me in a black wave of silver fangs and burning eyes. At that moment, I expected death, and thought that I even deserved it. But much to my surprise, the shadows did not put me in the ground, but raised me from it. And on their midnight hands, emotionally vacant, I let them carry me across the sands, to that dune from whence they had emerged.
Up close, the dune was mountainous, and not entirely comprised of sand. As the bone-white grains shivered down the sides of it, I saw an architecture within. It seemed like something our species would be capable of. In that moment, then, the alien desert that surrounded me suddenly became recognizable. I could not make sense of it, nor had I any memories to give credence to the claim, but like the word on the tip of one’s tongue, it was simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar. Known and unknown.
The shadows set me down, and when they did, I had a chance to consider them. Like dark shapes cast by light upon a wall, they were truly their name. The only difference was that they were not two dimensional, but three. They had a hazy transparency, and yet there was a weight to their actions, a strength in their voided forms. Looking at them, I became convinced they were truly human at some point. I still do not know what terrible thing they had endured to reduce to them to such a desolate state. But, at the time, I assumed they had brought me here to experience their fate.
The dune began to rumble, and the sands that covered the front of it began to part. A howling wind that sounded like sharpening knives sliced through my tenuous will. More shadows appeared at the crest of the dune. When the rumbling stopped, the sands had thinned away to a point where I could see a doorway beyond their ashen vale. I expected to be forced in against my will, but instead, the shadows merely outstretched their hands and pointed forwards. It was then that I realized I had been spared not to suffer, but to give witness to something secret inside.
I thought about running, but every step I took brought me closer to the dune, until, with sand having fallen into my eye, I stood upon that stony threshold. Beyond it, a steep staircase led downward into the desert, the light that illuminated it dim, its source invisible. This is what I wanted, I told myself, doubt setting in as I stared into that yawning abyss. I did not know at the time if I would find the answers I sought at the end of the staircase. But I knew I would have answers, even if they were answers to questions that had yet to be asked, let alone conceived.
I walked for what seemed like hours down those ancient steps, until, at last, my feet found earth. The soil was wet and ruddy, and the stones that sat in it were pricks of light, like distant, dying stars. In that cavernous landing, I became convinced I had left the desert. Somewhere along the staircase, I had crossed another barrier—I felt this transition in my very bones—so where I stood now, mouth agape, goalless and grief-filled, I did not know. Despite the light around me, the shadows had stayed topside. I suspect each of them had seen this place once, and then never again.
I pressed forward, portal be damned. This was a binary situation I found myself in. Either I would escape, or I would not. But where was I to go? The strip of earth I navigated radiated outward in all directions, some doubling back the way of the staircase, the others going further still, deep into the even darker depths not even the invisible lights could penetrate. But as I wandered blindly, I noticed the Membrane once more, imposing itself into this realm. Here and there, those thick, muscular walls cordoned off areas so as to prevent passage. Though they were hard to look at, those disturbing murals of discarded organs and entrails were a welcome sign that I had not yet strayed too far.
Surrounded by inhuman things, I was reminded of my own humanity. Hunger, thirst, and sheer exhaustion were beginning to take a toll. When one plunges into a place such as that ancient temple beneath the sands, one does not expect to be done-in by dehydration or sleep deprivation. But then I saw something, something purposeful, something of intelligence and meaning, and I put aside my own mortality and donned immortal indifference.
The thin slice of earth came to an end, and beyond it, a red chasm of ruin. But I strayed from that sight, for it was too distant, and my eyes only saw what my imagination wanted them to see. Instead, I went to the nearest wall, where it was covered in strange, tubular growths, like veins that had been extracted from a body. Beyond the growths, I saw that the wall went further back, to another chamber, where, again, the strange architecture was present. There, large archways stood on islands in a sea of nothingness, and crowning each archway were gems of magnificent color. White, red, and green on one side; gray, yellow, purple, and blue, the other. Each color had an archway and island all its own, and pressing my face through the veins, I saw that these islands were not made of stone or earth, but something else entirely. I could not reach the red chasm of ruin, but if I were careful enough, I could cross the vermillion veins and follow the causeway that ran under them and between those eldritch islands.
As I ducked and weaved through the vermillion veins, a part of me came to the conclusion that I would die here. I did not know where Deacon Wake had gone to contract ghoulism, but at that moment, I wished that I did and had gone there first. I had no doubt in my mind that I was close to stumbling upon ancient knowledge, and to think that I would be the only one of our world to carry it seemed cruel. In my selflessness, I became selfish, and perhaps that is why I sit here now and recount these recollections. Because the Worms of the Earth indulge selfishness, and they knew that, if I had done all of this for good alone, they would have had to let me perish in that otherworldly waste.
I do not know why I did it, but as I cleared the last of the vermillion veins, I turned around and took a bite out of it. A sour, invigorating fluid filled my mouth and, suddenly, I was no longer hungry, thirsty, or even exhausted. Bright, unfocused images flashed through my mind as I swallowed that red drink, but even to this day, I have yet to make sense of them.
I hurried across the causeway, towards the islands in their abyssal lake. On each of them, an idol was suspended between each archway, held there by silvery chains that looked like worms. For the red-gemmed island, the idol was a patch of skin. For the blue-gemmed island, a book made out of bones. On the green-gemmed island, it was a diseased skull. The idol of the grey-gemmed island was difficult to make out, but if I had to say it represented anything, it represented a firearm from the Old World. For the yellow-gemmed island, its idol was a shroud lined in gold. Suspended above the purple-gemmed island was the idol of two figures entwined, each one eating the other, in an unending circle of unfulfilled and everlasting appetites. On the white-gemmed island, the idol was simple, but poignant: a cross onto which millions of holy symbols had been etched.
Not all of the gems, however, shone as brightly as the others. For the green and white islands, the gems were lightless. I followed the causeway to these locations first and saw additional discrepancies between them and the others. Whereas the other islands had small stones identical to their gem’s color littered about them, these did not. Leaning out from the causeway, I saw that the islands were not floating in the darkness, but were propped up there by grimy, almost glass-like, ribbed tubes. From the bottom of the island, where the tubes started, to as far as I could see in the dark through which they ran, they were clogged with a dormant, but twitching entity. But as I had mentioned earlier, there were discrepancies. The tubes of the green and white island were empty, as though whatever had been inside was already let loose. Looking at the blue island, I saw that the entity beneath it was nearing the surface of its island as well; it, too, appeared to be moving towards an awakening.
At that moment, a gigantic black shadow fell over me. Not a shadow like those above, but the shadow of an actual beast, snake-like in shape. In a million voices, it said, “They have fallen far, and are what they are. Nothing more. They do until they’re done.”
Without turning around, I whispered, “The Worms of the Earth.”
The voices, pleased, said, “Through hell, we find heaven. Through them, they’ll find It.”
“It?” I felt my mortality returning to me. I felt the vermillion liquid bubbling in my stomach, eating away at its lining. “What is It?”
“Trauma, and rehabilitation. The One you did not look at, the One you meant to find all along.”
“Are two of the Worms already summoned?” I asked, closing my eyes, trying desperately not to look at the horror behind me.
“Yes.”
“Will more be summoned?”
“Yes.”
“Will you… let us stop them?”
The voices laughed. “You will have to stop yourselves, first. They are so large, now. Time has shown us humans will never stop.”
“How will they be summoned?”
“When they are known, and needed.”
My eyes opened slightly and glanced at the shadow. But the shadow was no longer there.
“Go back, Victor Mors,” it continued, voices echoing around me. “Your kind will see you out.”
“My kind?” I backtracked across the causeway. “You mean the shadows?”
“Sure,” the voices said.
I stopped, because I saw a little boy ahead, through the gaps in the vermillion barrier. He was standing there, half-formed, staring me down. “Hurry,” he said. “They will think you have turned on them. And if they think that, your bones will become the sand your people choke on.” The young boy giggled and then dropped off the side, into the red chasm.
I ran as hard as I could from that subterranean hell. When I emerged into the bright, lightless desert, the shadows swarmed once more and considered me. It was then that I realized they had not shown me the way so that I would learn of their masters below and give offerings to those secluded altars. No, these shadows, yours and my kind, these vessels, empty but for the hate and rage that fill them, showed me the way so that we could save them, and save ourselves from becoming them.
The Worms of the Earth. I think the phrase every moment of every hour, and of late, I have begun saying it aloud. And now that I am infected with this secret knowledge, I have started to see their presence in my daily life. Strange growths, strange people. Strange behaviors leading to even stranger occurrences. These supernatural entities are supernatural weapons that want desperately to be wielded.
This is but one of many entries I shall write. My knowledge is spreading, but there are many who reject it. In Six Pillars, the prospect frightens them. I have received many death threats from the Lillian Quarter. Mother Abbess Priscilla is especially infuriated with my speeches.
Two Worms have already been summoned. Do they, too, move against me? They are what they are. But where are they? For the —, I have my suspicions. But it leads them not to death, but prosperity. They do until they are done. But is — ever truly over?
In my paranoid state, I sometimes wonder if I am a —. Too many questions remain. I — black chalice and try —.
Felix closed the ragged notebook, took a deep breath, and, for the first time since he’d started reading aloud from it, looked at Audra.
Winded from Victor Mors’ account, he said, “I stole this from the Mother Abbess. Now do you believe I’m here to help you?”
Audra pursed her lips and pinched the bridge of her nose.
The scrappy remains of Victor Mors’ journal hadn’t actually been stolen. After Felix returned from Saint Priscilla’s, he had found a small chest on his pillow. The journal had been inside it, past several layers of locks only the white key could undo. He read it once in his chambers. Abandoning his other duties, he hurried to this place, to share it with Pyra’s captive.
“Alexander Blodworth read some of a copy of that to me,” Audra said. She bit her thumb. To take her mind off things, she started to tend the plants inside her cell. “Some of it, but not all of it. He said I had a gift, but I thought he meant my gift for botany.”
Felix’s eyes went to the now much larger stalk at the back of the greenhouse. Its red markings no longer looked like teeth, but talons. Its roots were no longer in the soil, but bound around it, as though to stop it from spreading further. This time when he looked at it, not only did his veins bulge, but his heart began to pound, making him dizzy.
“Do you know what that is?” Audra asked, a spade in hand.
Felix closed his eyes to break the plant’s spell over him.
“There’s myths for everything, I guess.” She took a deep breath, stabbed the spade into the ground. “In Eldrus, I created the Crossbreed, a plant which makes others susceptible to control. Before I realized what they were… going to do with it, I started working on that.” She pointed to the stalk with the strange markings. “I had nothing else to do down here, and I thought Alexander Blodworth would let me go if I managed to… But I heard he’s dead. I keep trying, anyways, though.”
Felix, refusing to look at the plant, said, “What is it?”
“A Bloodless.” She walked to the gate and sat down in front of it. “This one doesn’t control. It just drains. Figured if I could make that, I’d either kill everyone in Pyra and get out that way, or it would just kill me and that would be that. But they know what I’m doing down here. They give me the ingredients. So I figure they’re just waiting for it to turn on me, and then take it for themselves.”
“Why don’t you stop?”
Audra shrugged.
One of the artificial lights flickered on and off. In that moment, Felix saw a shadow standing beside Audra.
Crap, he thought, shaking his head. Story’s getting to me. But then he remembered how Audra had used the shadows in Isla’s room to speak to her. And how, when he first met her, she appeared to be talking to something on the wall.
Audra wrinkled her brow. “What?”
“Your friends… Do you speak to the shadows?”
Audra’s back stiffened. “What?”
“Are they your friends? The ones that tell you things?”
She laughed at him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I just saw one standing right next to you. If they’re the same, then—” Felix flipped open his own journal and began to write frantically.
Audra pressed herself up against the gate. “What are you doing? Hey!” She punched it, leaving a red mark on the glass. “Hey! Answer me!”
Alexander Blodworth took her before the murderer could get to her. But he didn’t take her as a hostage, but for what she could do. Felix ignored Audra as she banged on the glass. He was pressing so hard with the pen that he wasn’t writing words but scratching them into the paper. Justine knew she was special, too.
And Isla Taggart, she’s with the Winnowers’ Chapter. If the shadows are the same as from Victor Mors’ journal, then she had to know about the Worms before Alexander Blodworth told her. What did he say? Felix opened the philosopher’s journal again and reread the following passage: “No, these shadows, yours and my kind, these vessels, empty but for the hate and rage that fill them, showed me the way so that we could save them, and save ourselves from becoming them.”
Audra rumbled. “Holy Child, don’t ignore me. I am tired of being ignored. I don’t care who you are.”
“I think I know why Alexander Blodworth took you.” Felix closed both journals and jumped to his feet. He felt bad for feeling so giddy, but he couldn’t help it. “But you have to tell me the truth. Are they the same shadows Victor Mors saw?”
Audra’s lip quivered. “Why are you trying to help me?”
Felix heard something stir towards the entrance to this place. He looked back at the covered statues there; some of their sheets were moving slightly.
Because Justine told me to, he thought. But was that the case anymore? In the last three days, his entire life and what he thought about it had changed. And for some reason, this woman, Audra of Eldrus, was at the middle of it. But it wasn’t just that.
“Alexander Blodworth took you from your home, your family.” Felix tried to stop himself from talking, but it was too late. “He brought you here to make you something else. I think I can relate.” He rubbed his eyes, so the tears wouldn’t come. “Besides, god would want me to help you.”
Audra nodded. “Yeah, the shadows are the same. I mean, what else could they be?” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “They’ve been with me since I was a little girl. I’ve never really had any friends, except for them. They were always there for me. Sometimes, they got me in trouble. Sometimes, they got me out of it. They lie a lot. But I don’t think they can help it.
“I spent so much time trying to find out more about them, about others like me. Archivist Amon said that maybe I was a spellweaver, except that I could weave with shadows. He was really the only person I ever told. My twin brother Auster, and Edgar, found out later, but I don’t want to talk about… that.
“Yeah, the shadows have taught me things. I already know what you’re going to ask. They taught me how to use them. But I’m no good. It takes me so long to get it down. Once I figured out I was in Pyra, I used them to find Isla Taggart. And I spent months practicing how to communicate with her through them. I don’t think us humans are meant to do what the shadows can do.
“But they never mentioned the Worms. And they never showed me that desert. But I think I’ve seen those archways, with the gems, in my dreams.” Audra paused, swallowed hard. “The shadows always came to me. They were always there. They were a better family most of the time than my own.” She took a deep breath and put her defenses up again. “Was that good enough for you, Holy Child? Am I pathetic enough to be freed?”
Audra was drenched in sweat; the slip she wore almost completely see-through because of it. Her muscles were so tight that he thought at any moment they would snap. She was panting, and her fingers were constantly fidgeting at her side. Anyone else might have thought she was sick or had lost her mind, but Felix knew better. She wasn’t sick. She wasn’t crazy. She had just bared a bit of her soul. Now, she was waiting to see what he would do with it. He had been in a similar situation once, that night when he finally told Justine what Samuel Turov had made him do in the South.
“I believe you,” Felix finally said, smiling.
Audra let out a slow exhale and started to relax.
“I think Alexander Blodworth locked you up down here because he knew about the shadows.” Felix read through his notes again. “Like Victor Mors said, the shadows don’t want to help the Worms, they want to stop them. I think Alexander Blodworth brought you here because he thought a Worm would be summoned one day. He probably knew what your family was looking into—he was always at Eldrus—and realized you were in danger there.
“He didn’t tell anyone, not even Justine, why you were here. If she knows what you can do, she will let you out herself, I know it. You’re not the enemy, but a blessing from god!”
Audra’s face darkened. She mumbled to herself and said, “Holy Child, I don’t think you have all the right facts.”
But at this point, Felix’s mind was settled. “No, you’re right, but I’m going to get them.”
“That’s not what I mean. I… never mind.”
“I’m going to get you out of here. But if I do—” she would trust him better if the deal wasn’t one-sided, “—will you help me?”
“Of course,” Audra said. She started to suck on her greasy hair. “If you think that’s really enough.”
“I do,” he said. “I have a… friend. I don’t know what happened to her. But she’s trapped somewhere, too. Somewhere in that Membrane, I bet. Could you try to find her with the shadows?”
“Yeah,” Audra said. “I mean, I can try. Who is she?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Felix said. “This is just a big misunderstanding, Audra. I’ll be back soon. I promise.”
Felix ran as fast as he could to Mother Abbess Justine’s chambers. Dinner had already started, so as long as he was quick enough, he would make it there before she sent a party out to find him. But as he crawled out of the hiding place and into the Ascent, he gasped and dropped the journals.
On the other side of the hall, one of the tall, humpbacked statues with the star-shaped heads stood. It was still covered, top to bottom, in the same kind of waxen sheet as the others, but the material looked looser, as though slowly but surely, it would melt from it.
“How? Who did this?” A cold chill ran like icy fingers down his spine. Not taking his eyes off the strange, shrouded sculpture, he picked up the journals and walked backwards down the Ascent, until it was out of sight.
There was a lot of noise coming from around the corner where Justine’s chambers were. Voices, some shouting. He could hear the Mother Abbess herself barking orders. Did something happen? Was it about the Winnowers’ Chapter? He didn’t mention that part to Audra, but he had his own theory about them and her, too.
“We are not having a repeat of earlier,” Justine shouted as Felix rounded the bend. He went to her doorway and saw not only her own personal guards inside the room, but Avery and Mackenzie as well. “If we have to tear Pyra apart—”
As soon as she saw him, Mother Abbess Justine told the guards to leave. They turned around, surprised looks of relief on their faces. The guards quickly filed out of the room, with Avery and Mackenzie being the last to leave, shutting the doors on their way out.
“I am so glad you are safe,” Justine said. She nearly glided across the room and wrapped her arms around him. “I am a fool. Maybe I am not fit for my station.”
Felix didn’t know what she meant, but he did know that, if he didn’t tell her what he had figured out right away, he might not get the chance to for a while. “We can trust her. We can trust Audra.”
An almost fire-like heat exuded from Justine’s chest to his. It made his skin itch; it was starting to hurt. She could sense it, too, so she let go of him, and said, “Felix—”
But he interrupted her, the first time he ever had in his entire life, and said, “Alexander Blodworth brought her here to use as a weapon against the Worms of the Earth! And I think the Winnowers’ Chapter are the Cult of the Worm. I think Isla Taggart told them about her, after she told Isla everything she knew. I don’t know if they are good or bad, but I think Audra is good.” And then, to seal the deal, he added, “God thinks she is good, too. God’s spoken to me and decreed it so.”
Justine touched her chest, where the heat had been. She closed her fingers around what had to have been a piece of jewelry behind her shirt. “Felix, she’s not good. I don’t know why it took me so long to put this together. But she’s not good. She’s not even human.”
“What?”
“Alexander Blodworth didn’t bring her here to use as a weapon. He brought her here because she is a Worm. In Victor Mors’ journal, he mentioned that the Green and White Worms were missing. Disease, and religion. I do not know which she is, but I am certain now she is one of them. She communicates with the shadow creatures. She is capable of growing deadly plants no one else can. And her brother, King Edgar, has started a new religion of his own. What if she was part of that? Its creation? And what if she’s starting it here, here in Pyra, as well? Beginning with the Winnows’ Chapter.
“Felix, she’s been in that cell for years. We have not fed her once since Alexander Blodworth left for Geharra. And I’m sure she has mentioned the gas. That gas can kill a room full of men in five seconds. All it does to her is put her to sleep.”
“But… why did Blodworth bring her here then?” Felix couldn’t believe what he was hearing. She had to be wrong.
“I don’t know. I think he thought we were safer if our enemy were in our hands. I think he thought we could learn from her. It’s hard to say now, Felix. But I can say with absolute, infallible certainty that Audra of Eldrus is a Worm of the Earth.”
Tears welled in his eyes. “What are we going to do?”
Justine smiled and touched his cheek. “We have to find out everywhere she’s infiltrated, and then, with god’s permission, we will destroy her.”




CHAPTER VI

Felix didn’t believe her. Not one bit. A Worm being kept as a prisoner in Pyra? No, he wasn’t buying it. He didn’t know what the creatures were capable of, but he doubted a greenhouse and a gate, regardless of what they were made out of, could stop one. Sometimes, Justine told him he was too trusting, that he wanted to make friends with everyone. But he hardly knew Audra. That couldn’t be the case, could it? Maybe she really was a bad person. Heck, maybe she was the one who had killed her family. Felix wouldn’t deny that if it were true, but he just wanted to know. And he didn’t like that Justine thought she had to make up some crazy story to get him to turn on Audra. She was definitely testing him, but did she have other reasons for doing so? Did god speak to her, too? And if god did, did god share Felix’s thoughts with her? He hoped not. That wouldn’t be fair at all.
In the days that followed, Justine gave Felix more special missions. This time, she had him keeping tabs on several members of the Winnowers’ Chapter, including Isla Taggart again, who, to no one’s surprise, finally announced she was part of the extremist group. The Mother Abbess agreed that not only were the Winnowers’ Chapter likely connected to the Disciples of the Deep, but this Cult of the Worm, too.
“They are probably one and the same,” Justine said.
It was Saturday morning, breakfast time. Felix had just taken a seat after giving his prayer and announcements.
“Audra may even be using the shadows to communicate with King Edgar.”
Felix looked around the room. He couldn’t believe she was talking about these things out in the open. The gathering hall was packed today. Ever since everyone found out about Geharra and the Red Worm, more and more people from Penance had been visiting Pyra.
“They can’t hear us.” Justine pushed around the food on her plate. He never saw her eat anything at breakfast, but somehow, it was always gone by the hour’s end.
Felix whispered, “Do the exemplars know what we’re doing?”
The Mother Abbess laughed and, with no subtlety whatsoever, glanced at the two tables where the exemplars sat. “No.”
The exemplars smiled and nodded at her, oblivious.
“They are for the people, not for us.”
“The Winnowers’ call them idols, too,” Felix said.
Justine covered her mouth, stifling a burp. She blushed, stuttered out an apology.
“Are you okay?” Felix asked, as he thought, Holy crap, is she drunk?
Justine ignored him. “I want you to follow Father Marshall Jones. The Winnowers’ Chapter share leadership responsibilities. For now. He is one of those trusted few.”
Father Marshall Jones. He was a priest who spent a lot of time in Penance, holding mass for the poorer parts of the city-state. He nodded—Maybe I can go into the city after him. I could talk to Deimos and Lucan again—and took a drink of his milk.
“So much has been happening lately that I forgot to ask about the survivors from Geharra.”
Felix choked, spitting the milk into his cup. A splotchy, milk moustache ran across his lips. He wiped it off before someone noticed and said, “Brave men.”
“I’m going to bring them into Pyra. We should celebrate their accomplishments. I think everyone will appreciate that.”
“Did you—” he crunched into his apple, “—find out who they are?”
“Don’t talk with your mouth full, your holiness.”
She winked at him and hissed. Out of nowhere, he smelled burning wood. It made his eyes water.
“They’re from Mistmarsh. It’s a small town a few days out from the Divide. It’s Alexander Blodworth’s birthplace. He must have passed through on his way to Geharra and enlisted several of the men there who were part of Penance’s reserve.”
“Good way to keep what he was doing a secret,” Felix said.
“Alexander Blodworth.” Justine impaled a roll with her fork. “If ever there should have been an Exemplar of Secrets. You better visit Audra today. She will be suspicious, otherwise.”
What is going on? Felix sat back in his chair and sank into the sounds of clinking silverware and sloshing cups around him.
She wants me to see her? He cringed as he heard every smacking lip, every gnashing mouth. She wants me to go back and visit the Worm? He could smell the candles and the congregation’s hot, stale breath.
Why does she want to hurt me? The walls of the gathering hall darkened, and where there had been stone, there were trees, and where the congregation had been, there was only Samuel Turov, naked, in wait. Oh, god, please tell me. He didn’t believe her about Audra, but what if she wasn’t lying and was truly convinced the woman was a Worm?
God, tell me what she’s doing to me.
“Your holiness?” Justine took his chin and turned his head towards her.
It made him feel like the eleven-year-old he was, so he jerked away. “She’s a Worm.”
“She is imprisoned. Each Worm seems to be powerful in one particular skill. Clearly, breaking out of jail isn’t this one’s.” She stood up, signaling the end of breakfast for everyone, and added, “Just keep your distance from now on. You’ve got god on your side. I trust god to keep you safe. Don’t you?” She sighed and bent down, putting her pale lips to his ear. “Did you forget? I want you to be our Holy Child forever. I know I am asking a lot, but if we can get through this together, we can get through anything.”
Felix felt pretty badly for the rest of the day, because the truth was, he had forgotten Justine’s offer. Eldrus’ murder of Geharra. The Red Worm. The Disciples of the Deep. The Winnowers’ Chapter. The Cult of the Worm. Night Terrors in his nightmares, and his city. Audra locked away, supposedly a Worm of the Earth herself. And then there was that niggling feeling that the Mother Abbess had let Samuel Turov take him away. That she had been behind all the disgusting things that man had… It was a lot. She expected a lot out of him. But it made sense. If he was going to be the last, true speaker of god, he had to prove himself. He couldn’t crumble. He could question her, but he couldn’t crumble.
After all the remodeling and additions to Pyra, to still call it an abbey was kind of a stretch. In this lower level of Pyra, the Lyceum, Felix now followed Father Marshall Jones through was a honeycomb of classrooms, sleeping quarters, and maintenance stations that sat beneath the main terminal. It was here that those wishing to join the Holy Order full-time began their training. But since it was Saturday, most of those students were in Penance, getting drunk with the maintenance workers.
When it came to special missions, the more corners, the better, and the Lyceum, being a literal honeycomb, had the best corners in all of Pyra. Felix had been down here about fifteen minutes. Right now, he was pressed up against a wall, fixing his wig. Further ahead, Father Marshall Jones was shuffling down the hall, his cane clicking with every other step down the hall.
Felix had put on his shabbiest dress, to look like one of the “tunnel rats” that assisted the maintenance workers. The problem was, he had grown out of it, so it kept riding up on him.
Father Marshall Jones was the definition of a geezer. He had white hair, long nails, bad breath, and a terrible temper. But he was observant, and if Felix ended up failing this special mission because he stopped at the wrong time to fish out a wedgie and Father Jones caught him, he might just give up this part-time spy business altogether.
Felix peeked around the corner. The priest had given up the turtle act and sprinted around the next corner. Faker, he thought. He took out his journal and scribbled on Father Marshall Jones’ page: “He wants to look weak, so people won’t know how strong he really is.” He smiled, pleased with that little bit of insight, stowed the journal, and took off.
Where was Father Jones going? The Lyceum was basically a bland basement of cobblestone walls and identical rooms. But even Felix could tell they were going in circles. Did he know he was behind him? Felix sniffed himself. Could he smell his perfume? Why the heck did even put perfume on in the first place?
They were back at the beginning of the Lyceum, where the six descending staircases from the main terminal converged at a wide landing. Felix stayed back, in the shadows, flat against the wall. Father Marshall Jones hobbled to the center of the landing, spun around. Did he know he was being followed?
No, Felix thought, as the priest took off into another tunnel. The geezer’s just lost. Or he just forgot to stop acting.
“Where’s everyone?” Father Jones’ voice echoed out of the tunnel he had disappeared down.
Felix scampered across the landing, to the edge of the tunnel. He saw the room that Father Jones was standing outside of. After he went in, Felix took out his journal and started towards the room, keeping to the shadows along the way.
“Where’s everyone?” Father Jones cried.
“Keep your voice down! What’s wrong with you?”
Isla Taggart. He could recognize that harpy’s voice anywhere.
“I have to be in Penance in an hour,” Father Jones shouted.
Isla groaned. Felix went flat against the wall. He heard her go to the doorway, saw her look out. Quietly, she shut the door.
“You need to… act together.” Isla said, her voice muffled.
He had to get closer if he was going to make out what they were saying. He crouched down, slid across the wall. His dress snagged on a bit of brick and ripped. No evidence, he thought, grabbing the shred and stuffing it into his pocket. No one can know I was here.
Isla went on. “They’re… everywhere… always listening.”
Holding his breath, Felix went down on all fours, crawled in front of the door, and reared up. He put his eye to the keyhole. The room was a classroom with ten or so desks. On the chalkboard, a smeared map of Penance had been drawn, and there were arrows pointing to the poorer parts of the city. Isla was standing at the professor’s podium, in a white burka that covered everything but her cleavage. Father Jones was slumped over one of the desks, looking at nothing but Isla’s cleavage.
Annoyed, Isla blew at the mesh covering that hid her face. “What took you so long?”
Father Jones grumbled, “It all looks the same down here. Why are you dressed like that?”
“With the Disciples of the Deep, we have a chance to finally enact some real changes. What am I wearing? I modeled it after clothes from the Old World. Women who wear these outfits won’t have to feel ashamed of their bodies if they don’t meet society’s standards of beauty.”
Father Jones leaned back in his seat. “Did you run out of fabric when it came to your chest?”
Isla gripped the side of the podium. “Does my acceptance of my body and sexuality bother you, priest?”
“No, just your confused message and the fact that, not forty-eight hours after your initiation into the upper ranks of us Winnowers’, you’re already trying to convert everyone to your worldview.”
“My worldview?” Isla scoffed. “I’m sorry, but is labeling not an abhorrent issue?”
“Ah, yes. But you’re telling me it’s okay to define others by their sex, gender, weight, eating habits, political views, and religious beliefs?”
Isla rolled her eyes as she said, “Don’t twist my words. I’m saying we should appreciate everyone’s unique and individual qualities, so we don’t trample on them.”
“Is that why you want the Disciples of the Deep to persecute homosexuals? And to have ugly women cover themselves? Or is it just ugly people in general?”
“I didn’t say every unique and individual quality was okay.” Isla bit her lip. “Don’t get high and mighty with me, priest. The places where you preach in Penance keep getting poorer and poorer, and yet you keep getting richer and richer.”
“I’m aware of my imperfections. I’m not so sure you are.” Father Jones held up his hand as Isla tried to snap back. “Why did you call me down here? If you wanted to waste my time with your Old World regurgitations, you could have waited until next week.”
“As I was saying,” Isla said through her teeth. Felix could tell it was taking everything she had to stop from biting the old geezer’s head off. “The Mother Abbess has eyes and ears everywhere. I invited a few others, but they didn’t make it, because they were suddenly sent away on urgent matters in Penance. I don’t think we’re going to get any more support, so we have to act fast.”
“What about those two survivors, those soldiers who came back from Geharra?”
Isla shook her head. “Untouchable. Word is the Mother Abbess is bringing them here, but that won’t be enough time to see if Alexander Blodworth truly converted them to our cause.”
Father Jones sighed and said, “Then we will have to be patient, and wait.”
“No.” Isla tore at the mesh that covered her face until she ripped a hole in it large enough she could slip her head through. “Stupid freaking dress. That’s better. No, no waiting. That’s all the Winnowers have been doing for years. Where has it gotten you?”
“Initiating you was a mistake.” Father Jones stood up, the bones in his legs cracking, one after the other. “The Mother Abbess will leave the Winnowers’ Chapter alone, like she always has, as long as she doesn’t think we are a threat. And right now? We’re not. No, Isla, we will wait. Alexander Blodworth murdered an entire city and let that pederast take the Holy Child into the South. Those terrible things will not have been for nothing. He bought us a lot of good will with King Edgar when he made those things happen. If we waste it, we are forsaken.”
Felix covered his mouth. Eldrus hired Alexander Blodworth to kill Geharra?
And he’s the one that got Samuel Turov to take me? It all made sense, except for the part of how all this had happened behind Justine’s back. Why he hadn’t asked this earlier, he didn’t know, but at that moment, he looked to heaven and thought: Did Justine really not know what was going on?
Much to his surprise, not one second later, there was a response. It was god. God spoke to him in his own voice, and said: She did not know, my son. There are more devils than angels in this world, and most are indistinguishable from the other. This is why she needs you.
“It’s time to break her out,” Isla said.
Felix tore himself away from the dialogue with his maker. A mixture of happiness and anxiety left him feeling like he had water in his ears.
“Audra?” Father Jones whispered. “How?”
“The Holy Child has been visiting her.”
Father Jones gasped and said, “That’s interesting.”
“Someone gave him a key. I think we can all figure out who.”
“If the Mother Abbess is sending him in to talk to her, there’s a chance Audra’s already turned on us. It might be wiser to leave her in there to rot.”
“No. She’s our connection to King Edgar. If we have her, we have all the support we need. She just wants to be free. She will side with anyone to make that happen.”
Isla’s eyes wandered over to the door.
Felix pulled away from the keyhole. Did she see me? He crept back to the keyhole and saw that she was looking at Father Jones again.
The priest said, “No, this needs to be decided upon by the other Winnowers before we make this decision. Once she’s free, everything will change.”
“It’s too late,” Isla said, smiling. “She’s already putting the finishing touches on the potion to keep her awake when they gas her cell. We just have to make the Holy Child unlock the door to her prison.”
“Isla,” Father Jones said, raising his voice. “I swear to god, I will break your neck if you put a hand on that child.”
“I’m getting her out of there, whether I’m part of your little group or not.”
“We’re finished here.” Father Marshall Jones turned his back on Isla and headed for the door. “You’re finished, too. I don’t care if you’re the niece of the Exemplar of Innocence. I want you out of the Winnowers’ Chapter.”
“My devotion is to the Disciples of the Deep. To the true God of the people.”
Father Jones whipped around. “Your devotion is to yourself. You worship only that which will elevate you above others.” He spat at her feet. “You’re no better than the Hydra.”
“I’m getting her out,” Isla said, unrelenting. “I am the niece of the Exemplar of Innocence. You’re just an old priest, like the rest of them, and that’s all you and the Winnowers will ever be.”
“And I thank god for that,” Father Jones said. “Because when you ruin everything, the Mother Abbess is going to start with you first. And, yes, we may hang. But you, Isla Taggart? You’re going to live a very long time. She’ll make sure of it.”
Father Marshall Jones hobbled quickly towards the door, leaving Isla speechless. Felix pulled away and hurried down the tunnel. The door flew open, cracking back against the wall. Father Jones and Isla had started arguing about something else, but as Felix rounded the corner at the tunnel’s end, he wasn’t listening.
Because there was a statue there. A tall, marble statue with a star-shaped head and a humpback, just like those outside Audra’s cell. It was wandering around the Lyceum, one long arm holding the other. The statue started to suck on the waxen sheet that covered it, like a child would a blanket before going to sleep. It looked sad, as though it were lost, as though it knew it didn’t belong here at all.
“It was a mistake calling you here!”
Felix peeked down the tunnel. Isla had gone one way, and Father Jones was coming his. He quickly turned around. Isla’s shouting had to have given him away, and maybe it had. He couldn’t be sure. Because in that second he had looked away, the statue had gone.




CHAPTER VII

By the time Felix had reached Audra’s cell, his dress had split and his wig had fallen off somewhere back in the main terminal. Going to her, this supposed supporter of the Winnowers’ Chapter and Worm of the Earth, should have been the last thing he did. But he had to know for himself what she was, and if there was any chance he could save her from what would happen if she were caught with the likes of Isla Taggart.
The abandoned part of the cloister smelled mildewed today. It was warmer than usual, too, as though a bunch of people had recently passed through. Felix ran to and unlocked the steel door. It gave him a quick shock, but at this point, he’d had worse shocks in his life.
“Come on, come on,” he said.
Two thuds. One click. The key stopped turning, and the door popped open. The fluorescent light flickered in the passage beyond. Squinting, Felix shuffled in and shut and locked the door behind him. He crossed the passage and went to the circular door. There was a large bird feather on the ground in front of it.
“Vrana?” He picked it up. “Are you trying to get to Audra, too?” The feather could have been hers. There was a small piece of skin at the end of it, like it had been ripped out. I have to help her, he thought, pocketing the feather. But when?
It’s too much.
Felix slid the key into the circular door at the passage’s end. There had been one of the strange statues in the Ascent, and the other that had been moving around in the Lyceum. That probably left about twenty on the other side, in Audra’s prison. But when the door rattled open, he found that there weren’t twenty on the other side. There weren’t any at all. They were all missing. Every last one of them.
Felix slammed the circular door shut and ran to the greenhouse. “Audra! Audra!” He went to the gate and grabbed its bars. “Where are—” He pulled and, much to his surprise, the gate gave. “What the…?” He stepped back and looked around her cell. Cringing, he whispered, “Audra?”
She wasn’t there. Not in the bed. Not at the worktable. He called out her name again. But this time, something else answered. From the back of the greenhouse, sounds came, leathery and low. And now that he was looking, he noticed that Audra’s mythological plant, the Bloodless, was no longer just a stalk. It had fully bloomed.
Its roots had broken free of the bindings. They were splayed outward, running like greedy fingers across the greenhouse, in search of that special kind of sustenance. The Bloodless itself, however, was hard to find. He could only make out parts of it, because it had hidden itself behind the other plants and crops growing around it. It looked like it was almost eight feet tall now. And there were flower petals, too. Steely discs with razor edges. If he squinted hard enough, there appeared to be some sort of hole at the top of the plant, with hundreds of hair-like vines spilling out of it.
And just as he was about to, he heard Audra whisper, “Don’t. Move.”
With those two words, a clammy panic came over him. He turned on his heels and booked it.
“Holy Child! No!”
Felix didn’t get five inches before something wrapped around his ankles and jerked his feet out from under him. Screaming, he hit the ground hard. A sharp, sinking feeling filled his stomach as he struggled to catch his breath. Already crying, he craned his neck around to see what had a hold on him.
The Bloodless’ roots were wrapped around his ankles, dragging him towards it. The plant wasn’t hiding anymore, either. Hunger had brought it out into the open. The monstrosity’s body had changed completely. It was the color of raw meat, and looked like striated muscle. Pink sacs filled to the point of popping ballooned from its thick stalk. The razor petals he had noticed earlier started to click. From their dark red ovaries, a hissing liquid spewed.
“God help me,” he screamed, pawing at the ground.
The Bloodless wasn’t dragging him very fast. It was to be a slow death for Felix. One that he would experience several times over, in his head, before he finally reached the plant’s gurgling gut.
“Shut up! Take this,” Audra cried.
The tears in his eyes made the greenhouse nothing more than a stinging blur. But Audra was so close now that he couldn’t help but find her. She was curled up in a patch of flowers, just a few feet from him. She looked bad, like the corpse of a corpse. In her hand, there was a vial. She was holding it out.
“Take it,” she kept saying, over and over.
She’s a Worm of the Earth, he heard Justine say to him. You can’t trust her.
With a pathetic flick, she flung the vial at him. “It’ll stop the Bloodless from eating you!” It bounced off his chest and rolled away. “Grab it!”
Felix’s hand kept falling short of the vial. Suddenly, he couldn’t breathe, let alone keep his eyes open. In a sluggish haze, he saw that the hair-like vines coming out of the Bloodless were rubbing against one another. And with every twist and curl, soft, lulling notes emerged. They were soothing, and they were weakening. Each movement they made pressed against his mind, cornering it, until it was capable of only the simplest functions.
First, he peed himself. Then, he started to drool, and as his tongue lolled outside his mouth, he apologized for all the sins he was guilty of.
“I’m sorry… for… doubting you.” His eyelids shut, the soft sounds of the Bloodless’ music closing them for him. “I’m sorry, god, for not… being better. I’m sorry for… jealousy. I’m… for letting him kiss me there. I… I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to… like it.”
The veins in his neck started to bulge. The Bloodless’ roots tugged him harder, faster.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t strong…. I tried to be good.” With his last bit of strength, he forced open his eyes. He was right below the Bloodless. The razor petals were lowering towards him. And he could see bones in the pink sacs, floating through the liquid inside them. “I’m sorry I said… all those things. I just wanted to know… who Mom and Dad…”
The Bloodless’ roots
tried to yank him forward, but he wouldn’t budge. There was something else holding him now. He glanced back and saw Audra behind him, her knee on his shoulder.
“Drink this!” In one hand, she had the vial, and with the other, she was prying open his lips.
Felix, dumb with delirium, said, “Stop. You’re a Worm.”
Audra ignored the accusation. She forced open his mouth and poured the potion down his throat.
“No,” he cried in a slur.
Audra grabbed his chin and held his mouth and nose shut, until he swallowed. She sat down, wrapped her legs around his chest, and took both his arms. Between her and the Bloodless, Felix felt as though he were going to be torn in half.
“It hurts,” he said, his stomach on fire.
The singing, hair-like vines extended further down the Bloodless’ stalk. They crawled into Felix’s dress and started to worm against his skin.
He tried to bite at Audra’s hands. “You’re killing me!”
“I know,” she said. She held on tighter to him as the razor petals descended on them, determined to cut loose the boy from her grip. “It’s the only way.”
Felix bucked as the Bloodless leaned forward, the chomping hole at the top of it inches from his feet. “Oh god, please help me!”
Audra started to say something, but screamed instead. Something hot and wet splattered across Felix’s face. I’m sorry god, he thought, eyes shutting for good. Don’t let it hurt.
The Bloodless’ mouth closed over his feet and started to suck them dry. I don’t want to hurt anymore. I just want to go home. I just—




CHAPTER VIII

“The thing about hell,” Samuel Turov had once said, “is that you won’t know you’re in it until you’ve gone too far. Until all doors close behind you, and every escape feels like a dead end.”
These were the words going through Felix’s head when he finally came to. Needless to say, he could have done without them. He looked like something that even the grave couldn’t stomach. Sweat and soil clung to his goose-pimpled skin. He was groggy, his eyes large and their lids heavy. Swallowing all the spit in his mouth was hard, because he was pretty sure he might have swallowed a few knives hours before. His feet, bare now, were purple, inflamed by the thin cuts left there from the Bloodless. And try as he might, he could not seem to move himself much further from where he lay now. Whether it was the plant or the potion, he couldn’t be sure, but something had sapped his strength.
“Well, all that was unexpected,” Audra said.
Felix took his fingers and opened his eyes. It was the only way he was going to be able to see where he was. He was in Audra’s prison, outside her cell, near the circular door, where the living statues should have been. The Bloodless was still confined to the greenhouse, its gate now shut and seemingly locked again.
“I know how you’re feeling right now.” Audra knelt down beside him. She was a boney blur of blotched skin and good intentions. “Take this.”
Felix opened his mouth. With a bowl, she poured some water in, dousing the fires raging along his throat. He tried to get her to stop, but she kept going, until the bowl was empty, and his chest was drenched.
Audra sat down. Again, she wrapped her arms around him. But this time, she held his head against her chest. He sighed, smiled, as her fingers ran through his hair. No one had done this for him before, no one except for Justine.
“It will pass soon. I drank the same thing. It was a proxy potion called Vein Rot. I don’t know who came up with these potion names, but sometimes, they are a little on the nose.” She laughed. “I knew the Bloodless would bloom, eventually. Vein Rot tricks your body into thinking its infected with a blood disease. It’s temporary, but as you can see, the Bloodless didn’t want much to do with us once it was in our system. The problem is that it knocks you out. Makes you feel god awful. Not exactly the best defense.”
Felix finally got a good look at her face. She had a long cut running across it, eye to nose to eye, from the razor petal. It looked like gory war paint.
“I made another potion to fight off the gas they use to put me to sleep. I’m kind of getting the feeling they wanted me to escape. I mean, they gave me all the ingredients, Holy Child.” She touched his forehead, hummed to herself. “So I drank the potion, and then they gassed the chamber. At the same time, the Bloodless bloomed. When they came in to drop off food and supplies, the plant attacked. I overreacted and drank the Vein Rot. And because all they feed me are freaking leftover crumbs, it kicked in quickly. So the door was open, but that stupid plant had eaten the two guards with the key, and I was too sick to move.”
“Then I came along,” Felix whispered.
Audra laughed. “Yes, you did. I would have eventually gotten out of the cell, but not out of this prison, not without the key to open these doors.”
“You could have left me,” Felix mumbled. His hand found the white key, which was still in his pocket.
“I’m not that kind of woman,” Audra said.
“What… do we do?”
“When you’re ready to walk, we’ll walk out of here together. You said you were going to help me. Do you have anything prepared yet?”
Felix shook his head. Crap, this is going too far too fast.
“That’s okay. We will figure it out.”
“You can… stay in my room,” he offered, not really thinking about what he was saying.
“You really want a Worm of the Earth rooming with you?”
“Oh. Did I say that?”
Audra nodded.
Felix closed his eyes. In the emptiness there, he saw god’s light, and god said to him, You are doing the right thing.
“I’m not a Worm. I guess I can see why you would think that. But look at me.” She tilted his head back. “Do you really think I am one?”
Her face was gaunt, her cheekbones like the sides of a cliff. Her lips were chapped, chewed up. Her eyebrows were a mess and coming together in the middle. She had nice teeth, but they were dirtier than a used fork.
He peered into her emerald green and bloodshot eyes. When he had looked at Samuel Turov, Alexander Blodworth, and even the Demagogue, he always saw the dark inside them. It glinted in their pupils, like the scales of a fish swimming through placid waters. But when he looked at Audra, he didn’t see anything evil. He just saw the woman who had lost almost everything, and who could have finally lost it all by saving him.
She wasn’t a Worm of the Earth. She was something Mother Abbess Justine didn’t understand, and because of that, she hated her for it.
“I think you’re okay,” Felix said. “Why not use the shadows to escape?”
“I wish it worked that way. Like I said, it takes a long time to understand them. Trying to get them to do anything for me is an exercise in futility. It rarely works.” Laughing, she said, “Maybe if I were a Worm I could force them. But I’m only human, like you.” She jerked her right arm. “Only Corrupted.”
Felix hacked up some phlegm. He sat up, away from Audra. “What do you think they are?”
She smiled at his progress. “I think they’re us.”
“Like dead people?”
“I think so.”
“From hell?”
“That would make sense. They’re unhappy enough that it’s certainly not heaven. But I try not to think about it, Holy Child. Being able to talk to the damned doesn’t put me in a particularly good light.”
If the Worms are from hell, I can see why Justine doesn’t trust her. I just have to show her she’s wrong. He asked, “Why do you think they are reaching out to you?”
“I think it’s the same reason they reached out to Victor Mors. They want someone to listen, to help them, if they can. Maybe stop people from making the same mistakes. If I were stuck in hell, I would do the same.”
Felix nodded towards the greenhouse. “What about the Bloodless?”
“I don’t know.” She stood up and held out her hand for him to take. “Maybe we can find a way to destroy it before I leave.”
Quickly, Felix said, “Audra, do you know what happened to the statues that were here?”
She shook her head. “I guess they had someone better to go spy on.”
It was dark outside. Felix had been gone for several hours. So he knew when Avery and Mackenzie finally spotted him, they would freak. Or, at least, he hoped they would. He was kind of counting on it.
Felix backed out of the hidden place, into the Ascent. Audra was further down the hidden place, shivering. He was dressed in his usual robes, to better hide the Bloodless’ wounds.
“Stay here,” he said, slurring his words, not yet fully recovered. “Do you remember where I told you to go?”
She nodded. He had given her the best directions that he could to his room. First, he would cause a distraction, running past this same place. Then, when she thought the coast was clear, Audra would go to his room and wait there until he came back later that night. If she decided to do something else, like escape Pyra on her own, then there was nothing he could do stop her. The Third Commandment: God’s followers are missionaries; it is their duty to save those who have strayed from god’s grace. He was pretty sure she didn’t believe in god, but he still had to help her all the same.
“Crap! Hang on,” Felix said, remembering that, right outside this place, one of those living statues had been posted. Crap, crap, crap, he thought. Big crap. I hope it didn’t hear me talking to her. He crawled from the hidden place, out from behind the bookshelf, and into the Ascent’s hall.
But there was no statue. It was gone. He could see where it had been—there was dust around where it had stood—but as far as he could tell, it had been moved or moved itself.
I need to ask Justine what these are, he thought, looking both ways down the torch-lit hall. And then he froze, Isla Taggart’s words from earlier today popping into his head: “The Mother Abbess has eyes and ears everywhere.” Of course, she could have been talking about almost anyone or anything, but even Audra had called the statues spies.
He told himself to worry about that later. Returning to the hidden place, he bent down, said to Audra, “I’m going now,” and went.
About halfway to his room, Felix felt as though he had swallowed a bottle full of quicksand. He stopped, propped himself up against the wall. Cold beads of sweat trickled down the back of his neck. For a second, he thought it was the potion, but deep down, he knew it wasn’t. It was the realization that he was about to go directly against the orders of the Mother Abbess by letting the Holy Order’s prisoner stay in his freaking room. What was he thinking? He banged his head against the cobblestones. Why would she want him to be the last Holy Child if he went and did something like that?
“This is what happens when you don’t talk to me, god,” Felix whispered, clenching his eyes shut. “I’m just a stupid little kid without you. I can’t do anything right. I’m so—”
Footsteps. He opened his eyes and leaned away from the wall. There, a little down the hall, Avery and Mackenzie stood, jaws dropped, eyebrows raised.
Avery, red in the face, started first. “Where. Have. You. Been?”
Mackenzie threw up her hand. “It’s not for us to know.”
“But it is for us to keep him safe! I’m sorry, Mackenzie, but I care about our Holy Child, whether the Mother Abbess does or not.”
“Hush!” She looked behind them. She slapped the back of his helmet. “Your holiness, please disregard what Avery said. We were worried sick. The Mother Abbess cares for you deeply. We do not always understand her decisions to send you out alone, but it is not our place—” She bared her teeth at Avery. “—It is not our place to.”
Felix ignored her. “What time is it?”
“Late,” Avery said. “Past your dinner with the Mother Abbess.”
“Is she expecting me?”
Mackenzie nodded like she’d had too much coffee. “The Mother Abbess knows you’ve been busy these last few weeks. The Mother Abbess didn’t request you until just now. And it was an urgent request. So, if you don’t mind, please, come with us, your holiness.”
“But you guys,” Felix said, starting forward, “know about the white key. And the room in the abandoned part of the cloister.”
“We do what we’re told, your holiness,” Avery said. He and Mackenzie parted for Felix to take the lead through the Ascent. “We do not ask questions, because we both know no one will guard you better than myself. And Mackenzie… I guess.”
She smiled, pointed at him, and then her sword.
Avery moved to put his hand on Felix’s shoulder, but stopped himself. “The Mother Abbess loves you greatly. If you trust her, we trust her.”
He knew he shouldn’t have said it, but he did, anyway. “And if I didn’t?”
Mackenzie’s mouth tightened. “Hurry, your holiness. She’s been waiting. And people are starting to talk about how often you’ve been missing your duties. We don’t want a repeat—”
“—Of when Samuel Turov took me?” Felix interrupted. The slashes on his ankles started to burn; so did the scars on his thigh.
“Yes,” Avery said. This time, he did put his arm around him. “We do not want a repeat of any of… that.”
They didn’t go back the way towards the hiding place, but Felix figured Audra was a smart enough woman that she could handle a small change of plans. Instead, he and his guards headed into the cloister, where stalwart torches burned against the blizzard pouring through its open roof. Avery and Mackenzie bunched up against him, to protect him from winter’s icy venom.
“Who the heck thought it would be a good idea not to a put a roof on this place?” Felix shouted over the unending wind.
Mackenzie put her weight against him. He took the hint, took the steps to the first floor of the cloister, and turned down the furthest arcade.
“Ever s-s-see it accumulate it though?” Avery chattered out.
“No more than a few inches,” he said. He tried to curl the numbness from his toes, but it wasn’t having any of that. “Always figured—” Avery nudged him down another arcade, which ran west to Pyra’s Tribunal, “—someone cleared it before people woke up.”
“No one could clear this much snow,” Mackenzie said. She blew on her hands and pressed them to Felix’s neck to warm him. “It just melts faster than it can stick. Miracle from god, I suppose.”
The Tribunal. Wait, why were they going to the Tribunal? Felix dug his heels into the ground and said, “Why are we going this way?”
“The Mother Abbess is holding Vehmic Court,” Avery said. “She wants you there to pass judgment.”
“What?” Felix threw out his hands. “Whoa, wait. On who? Why?” He looked ahead, where the cloister stopped and a second courtyard began. A great slab of stone loomed over it, like some sad silo where a human crop was kept. This was the Tribunal, and those that entered its massive steel doors to be judged seldom came out again. “I’m the Holy Child. I don’t do that.”
Voice choked, Mackenzie said, “You do now.”
The cloister was empty, because everyone was here, in the Tribunal, roaming its halls in their nightwear, trying to figure out what was going on and how they could use it to their advantage. Because he had been with Audra not fifteen minutes earlier, Felix figured it either had to do with Winnowers’ Chapter, Deimos and Lucan, or, heck, even the Cult of the Worm, whatever that was.
Avery had said Justine was holding a Vehmic Court, but the thing about Vehmic Courts was that they were supposed to be in secret, with only the Mother Abbess, the six exemplars, and the guilty present. These were final judgments, not trials, of individuals found undeniably guilty of crimes against the church, such as apostasy, treason, or murder. The fact that they were a secret was an old tradition meant to scare those from following in the offenders’ footsteps. Maybe that was why all these people were here, Felix thought. Another old tradition she was slowly trying to do away with, like how she didn’t want to train anymore Holy Children.
“Step aside,” Avery bellowed.
Felix threw up his hands. Those gathered went silent and to their knees; another perk of being god’s speaker, one which he didn’t take advantage of enough.
“Part,” Mackenzie cried. She drew her sword, which was unnecessary, but did the job well enough.
Several more guards emerged from amongst the people of Pyra and they, too, made a path through the gossipmongers. They waved Felix onward, so with his two best friends, he moved onward.
Most of the people in the Tribunal tonight were what the Demagogue often called the “important people.” Unlike the “unwashed masses” that strolled in to the abbey on a daily basis, they didn’t try to touch Felix or beg him for guidance or prayers. So when he went past them, he did so without having to hear Avery and Mackenzie break bones behind him.
“Through here, your holiness,” one of the guards said. He gestured to a small, wooden door with black metalwork. The door itself looked scorched. Most likely to remind the guilty who passed through it of the hell they were headed off to.
Felix took a deep breath and, with both hands and a little help from Mackenzie, pushed the door open. It budged about six or seven inches, but in the interest of saving face, Felix sucked it up and slipped into the courtroom on the other side.
There wasn’t much to see, because there wasn’t much to see. Except for the ten tiny candles laid out across the room, it was pitch-black inside. But at the back of the courtroom, there was something else: a white twinkle, like gems catching light.
“Is that you?” Justine asked. A flame appeared in the palm of a hand. There was her face, smiling above it. “I’m so happy you came. I think we both lost track of time today.”
Felix, going forward, said, “What do you want me… to do?”
“Come up here with me.” Justine took the flame in her hand and lit two candles. She placed one in front of her, at the top of the podium she stood at, and one on the podium beside her. “The Holy Child has never had a place at court before. I borrowed this other podium from another room. It will do until we have your own crafted.”
Felix’s stomach started to knot. “I can’t see where I’m going.”
“Here.” Justine disappeared from the candlelight.
Out of nowhere, two warm hands wrapped around Felix’s. “Ah,” he shouted, pulling away.
“It’s me.” Justine’s voice was still distant, still up there behind the podium, even though, apparently, she was right in front of him. “There are steps. Take it slow.”
Felix squeezed the Mother Abbess’ wrists. His toe hit with a loud thump the stairs she had mentioned. They were at the foot of the podium, which seemed several feet high now that he was under it.
Carefully, he went up the steps, turning as they turned around the podiums, until he was behind both and facing that infinite expanse of courtroom abyss.
“Why’s it so dark in here?” he asked.
Justine let go of him. Before his hands were at his sides, she appeared back at the podium. Hovering over the candle, her thin skin looked how a leaf would if he held it up to the sun.
“I find it is easier to make hard decisions in the dark. There are less distractions. Come,” she held out her hand to his podium, “take your place at my side.”
“Okay,” Felix said softly. He stepped up to his podium and rested his hands beneath the candle there. Hot wax dripped onto his skin, but he didn’t flinch. There were good pains, and that was one of them.
“I cannot believe that it was just this morning I asked you to follow Father Marshall Jones.”
“He met with Isla Taggart in the Lyceum,” Felix said.
“I know.” Justine smiled. She adjusted the strap on her black gown. The smell of burning wood came out of the fabric. “Isla was planning on releasing Audra. She was going to use her to make contact with King Edgar. Father Marshall Jones did not agree with Isla’s idea.”
“How do you know that?” Felix remembered the living statue with the star-shaped head he had seen in the Lyceum. Eyes and ears everywhere.
“Father Marshall Jones told me himself,” Justine said, as though countering his thought. “After I interrogated him.”
This time, Felix’s hand did twitch when the hot wax dribbled onto it. “Interrogated him?”
Somewhere in the courtroom, someone coughed.
Justine clicked her tongue. The coughing stopped.
Felix leaned over the podium, saying, “What was—?”
“You’ve talked enough to Audra of Eldrus and several Winnowers by now to know Alexander Blodworth was a bad man, right?”
“Oh.” He nodded. He did. He had forgotten, but he did. “Oh, yeah. But, I mean, I don’t… There’re so many questions, so many things I don’t understand.”
Justine took his wax-covered hand and started picking away the parts that had dried. “I know. I have asked you to grow up very quickly these last few weeks.” She smiled, lifted his hand to her lips, and kissed it.
She had never done that before. It made him feel funny.
“Alexander Blodworth was a bad man. He had forged a secret alliance in Eldrus with King Edgar and Archivist Amon. Part of that alliance involved destroying Geharra, using Audra’s Crossbreed and a Worm of the Earth.”
“Why?” Felix asked.
Someone else coughed in the room.
Justine clicked her tongue again. “The Disciples of the Deep. It was a way in which Eldrus could slowly but surely propagate its new religion. They created a tragedy and an overwhelming threat with which only they had the tools to combat. King Edgar had tried to move into the Heartland years ago, but the Heartland rebelled. So he and Alexander Blodworth devised that insidious plan, instead.
“I do not know the full details, even now, but I do know Alexander Blodworth was the one who had Samuel Turov take you into the South. And I do know he did this to ensure that I would give him permission to travel to Geharra, to not only look for you, but help us make our way back into the city. I was desperate. He took advantage of that desperation. I figured that, even if you weren’t there, it would buy us enough time to find you elsewhere.”
Felix swallowed hard. “You really didn’t know the exemplar was going to take me?”
Justine shook her head. “I really didn’t, Felix.” And then she continued. “The Winnowers’ Chapter is Alexander Blodworth’s pet. He put it together sometime after the royal family of Eldrus was murdered. My fault was assuming that they wanted to do our jobs better. What I didn’t realize is that they were representing another religion entirely.”
“The Disciples of the Deep,” Felix whispered.
“Exactly. Because Alexander Blodworth died in Geharra, they have been trying to continue operations without him. He entrusted Audra’s care to them. Isla Taggart is a colossal moron, Felix, do not get me wrong, but she is correct in assuming Audra is meant to be a connection to King Edgar. Alexander Blodworth brought her here for that reason, and for her abilities as a botanist. He wanted her to recreate her success with the Crossbreed, but instead, it seems she’s outdone herself and created a Bloodless.”
“You’ve seen it?” Felix covered his mouth, to hide the way his words shook.
“Not recently.”
Again, someone coughed. And someone started to hyperventilate.
Justine made a fist and slammed it like a gavel against the podium. The candle jumped in place.
Felix’s eyes darted back and forth across the courtroom. “Is there someone else in here?”
“Yes,” Justine said. She took a deep breath and uncurled her fist. “The Winnowers’ Chapter have converted those who guard and tend to Audra’s cell. They have been supplying her with the means to create the mythological plant, the Bloodless. It is our belief they did this to orchestrate her escape and to launch an attack on Pyra itself, to better the Disciples of the Deep’s position here. In doing so, they have graduated from being annoying elitists to dangerous terrorists. So they are here tonight, in this Vehmic Court, to receive the punishment for their heinous crimes.”
“What?” Felix leaned over the podium. He looked at the ten candles that ran along the room. “They’re here?”
“Vehmic Court is a stretch of the phrase,” Justine went on, ignoring him. He noticed another white twinkle, somewhere near where she stood. “You saw the crowd. This is hardly a secret meeting. I made sure the Demagogue spread the word of what was going on here. But before we open the doors to our disposition, we have to come up with one. Are you ready?”
“Ready?” Felix put his hands together, as though to pray. “Ready for what?”
Justine smiled, fixed the strap on her dress again. “Lights, please.”
Across the courtroom, a massive torch exploded in flames. Holding the torch was one of the living statues Felix had seen outside Audra’s prison. Still covered in the waxen sheet that ran from its star-shaped head to its bare ankles, the walking marble monstrosity went about the room, lighting the sconces on the wall.
“What are they?” Without realizing it, he had stepped out from behind his podium and into Justine’s. “What are—?”
A cone of light crossed the court from the first sconce. In it, Felix saw another living statue. It was standing behind one of the ten candles, and it was holding a man.
“M-mother Abbess…?”
Another sconce flared, and another living statue was revealed, with yet another body in its grasp. As more light filled the room, he saw there were more living statues, and each one was holding a prisoner tightly against its unbreathing chest.
With the last sconce lit, the count was ten. Ten living statues with ten living captives. Felix’s mouth had gone dry at the sight. The tiny candles were in front of them; and he had been so close. In the dark, he hadn’t even noticed they were there.
“Father Marshall Jones,” Felix said, recognizing the old man as he slowly awoke in the statue’s clutches. “Father Peter Smith. Sister Mary Pascal. Father Conahan. Sister Beth Chambers.” They were waking, too. They were all waking up, waking up to lie down with damnation. “These are all—” Sister Zoe Mura, Sister Alexandra, Father Perrin Tribble, Father Davidian, Blessed Mother Lysandra, “—the Winnowers’ Chapter.”
“Not all of them,” Justine said. “They have about two hundred supporters. These are just the leaders.” She leaned forward, her elbows on Felix’s shoulders, and pointed to the torch-bearing living statue. “That one was meant for Isla Taggart. But the she-snake slipped our grip. Funny thing is, she went missing about the same time we lost track of the soldiers from Geharra.”
Deimos and Lucan.
“Coincidence, or more double-crossing? Hard to say. But I guess there will not be a homecoming party for them.” She stood upright. “Their punishment is death, though, these esteemed Winnowers, is it not, Felix?”
Was she asking him to put them to death? No, no, he couldn’t, wouldn’t, do that. He would do almost anything for Justine, but not this. He was god’s speaker, not god’s weapon.
“Felix.” Justine bent over, looking him in the eyes as the Winnower leaders started to squirm and scream. “I will pass judgment. But you are the one who I have chosen to guide the Holy Order of Penance through these troublesome times. If the punishment is death, tell me it is so. If it is not, then what would you have us do with terrorists and their ilk?”
What do I do god?
What do I do? He looked at the ten traitors, at the ten statues standing there, their grips slowly tightening around them. Their punishment was death, he knew that. But he didn’t want to say it. If he said it, then his punishment would be death, too. Because if everything went right, then Audra was in his room right now, making him more of a traitor than those restrained here tonight.
“Felix,” Justine said, breaking him out of his thoughts. “Do you want to know what happens to a Holy Child after another is chosen to take their place?”
“What?”
The Mother Abbess tilted her head at one of the living statues. “They are what happens.”
He laughed. His eyes started to water. “I don’t understand?”
“Those statues are the Holy Children that came before you. That’s what god does to them when their service is finished. They continue to serve the church, and keep all their secrets to themselves. Do you see why I want this terrible tradition to end?”
The waxen sheets over their star-shaped heads. He understood now why they wore them. “But why would god make them look… look like that?”
“We are nothing more than clay to be molded as god sees fit, Felix. For the Holy Children god no longer needs, their form is what god saw fit. So tell me: the Winnowers here have committed terrible crimes. What is their punishment?”
Lip quivering, Felix closed his eyes. Images tore through his mind, of his body being ripped apart and put back together, of his head being chopped up and made pointed and severe.
His eyes snapped open and he said, with absolutely no conviction whatsoever, “The punishment is death.”
Justine nodded. She rapped her fists six times upon the podium. The small, wooden courtroom door opened, the Demagogue and a crowd full of onlookers standing on the other side.
“Death,” Justine shouted to crowd funneling into the court. “These Disciples of the Deep have stripped their souls to appease their false god. They have turned on family and friend and shamed their creator to threaten the stability of our ancient order. You know them by name and face, and by involvement in the Winnowers’ Chapter. I have been patient and open to their beliefs, but tonight, I have found them brewing death, trying to recreate the events of Geharra here in Pyra. The Holy Child and I have convened, and by the grace of god, we sentence these ten heretics to death.”
The Holy Children wasted no time carrying out the judgment. They set down their fear-stricken prisoners. But before they could run away, the statues clapped their hands together. Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop. They clapped their hands together over the Winnowers’ heads. Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop. Like melons, their skulls exploded, flinging pink mush and boney seeds across the courtroom audience.
And the courtroom audience accepted this new baptism with red-cheeked glee. They didn’t scream out in terror or threaten revolt. They just looked at Felix and Justine and gave them silent thanks.




CHAPTER IX

Felix couldn’t remember how he ended up back in the Ascent. He had long left his body before his body had left the Tribunal. His vision had become a tunnel of stretched smiles and marble limbs. His hearing had become a muffled cloud of small praises and whispered worries. In between the Tribunal and the Ascent, Avery, Mackenzie, and Justine had tried to get his attention and make sure that he was okay. But he hadn’t been okay. In fact, he hadn’t been anything at all. In that moment, he had been nothing more than the vessel he was supposed to be. And when he called on god to fill him, god was not there.
Back in the Ascent, seeing the door to his room, Felix thought of Audra and finally came out of it.
“I’ll be fine,” he said to the Mother Abbess and his guards. A few people skirted through the Ascent. They pointed at him and bowed. “I need to go to sleep.”
“Your holiness,” Mackenzie started.
Felix ignored her and pushed open his door.
“Your holiness, we have to check your room first,” Avery said.
“What?” He stopped, the door barely open. He peered through the crack and thought he saw something on the other side. “Oh. No, it’s fine.”
“There may be more enemies in Pyra than we realize,” Justine said. She lifted the hood attached to her gown and lowered it over her head. “Let your guards check your room. Let them do their jobs.”
Mackenzie’s face begged him to give them the chance to carry out their duties. He wanted to fight back, use god’s demands against them, but he couldn’t put Avery and Mackenzie in that situation. He didn’t know what Justine would do to them if he did.
“Sure,” he said. He peeked through the crack again, but this time, he didn’t see anything. “I’m just really tired.”
As Avery and Mackenzie went past him, Justine held out her arms. Felix waddled over to her and accepted the embrace.
“Why did you do that?” he whispered to her. He breathed in her gown, and it was like breathing in a campfire.
“Felix, you know that I have sentenced many, many prisoners to death.”
“But you made me watch.”
She touched the back of his head, pressed his face harder into her chest. “You are god’s voice. A voice cannot speak without seeing the world and its inhabitants. Things are different now. Our words must have weight, or they will be swatted away, like flies.”
Felix heard Avery mumble to Mackenzie. He craned his neck. Did they find her? Did they find Audra? Justine took his head and, again, pressed it hard against her chest.
“Those statues are really Holy Children?”
“Hush,” Justine said. “That’s our secret.”
“Why were they in Audra’s cell?”
Avery and Mackenzie stepped out of his room.
“So I could see and hear everything that was being done and said in there.” Justine patted his head and turned him around. “Off to bed. We have more work to do tomorrow morning.”
Avery and Mackenzie nodded at the Mother Abbess and took up their posts.
“See and hear everything?” Felix repeated.
“Yes. If people are going to call me the Hydra, I may as well play the part and put myself in everyone’s business. You did a good job convincing her.”
Felix froze. In that moment, he replayed every conversation he’d had with Audra. Did she know the woman was probably only a few feet away, in his bedchamber? His eyes darted back and forth, searching what he could of his room from the hall. Maybe this was the final test. Tonight, she had not only shown him what happens when someone goes against the Holy Order, but what happens to a Holy Child when god is finished with them.
Say it, he thought, hot pains twisting through his neck. Say it. Tell her. Tell her she’s in there. This has gone too far. She knows about Audra. Audra is nothing to me. Say it, say it!
But he couldn’t say it. He couldn’t say anything at all. He just turned around, looked at Justine, and smiled. And as she said, “Goodnight,” and started to walk away, god whispered: You did the right thing. Audra is innocent. We will help the Mother Abbess see this. I give you my voice, but you must listen to what it says.
Felix felt better after that. If it was good for god, it was good for him. He strolled into his room, shutting the door behind him. The door was thick, heavy, and he could lock it from the inside if he wanted. However, if Audra or her shadows said or did anything louder than a whisper, he knew Avery and Mackenzie would rip it off the hinges. But where was she?
Probably escaped while everyone was in the Tribunal, Felix thought. He lit several candles and drew back the curtain over the window. Trying to stick to routine, he sat on his bed and pretended to get undressed. Sitting there, he picked the room apart. Behind the mirror? He leaned over. No, not behind the mirror. Under the bed? He got down on all fours and hung over the edge. No, not under there, either.
He was supposed to go to the closet next, to change into his nightwear, so he jumped down and plodded across his room. There were piles of clothes on the floor. They weren’t big enough to hide a woman, but he turned them over, just in case. The closet seemed about the most obvious of hiding places, but maybe Audra found some sort of secret compartment no one else knew was there.
Felix took a deep breath and pulled the closet open. Shirts and pants. Robes and shoes. Some old toys and couple copies of Helminth’s Way. The closet was shallow, as most closets are, but in depth as well. He walked in, walked around. He felt up everything, cringing as he did so, just in case he accidentally felt up something he shouldn’t. Shirts and pants. Robes and shoes. Some old toys and Helminth’s Way. And some snacks he’d snuck out of the kitchen about two months ago. But no Audra. She wasn’t here. She wasn’t anywhere.
A mixture of sadness and relief washed over him as he stripped down and put on a breezy robe. He backed out of the closet and latched it shut. What did you expect? he thought, trotting into his personal bathroom. She wasn’t in there, either. It was a sink, a toilet, and a bath. Unless she was in the floor or walls, she wasn’t hiding in here. She used you, he thought, going to the sink and splashing water over his face. It’s good she didn’t stay. He dried his face, relieved himself for a good two minutes at the toilet. I couldn’t have done anything for her, anyway.
On his way out of the bathroom, he grabbed a candle from the windowsill and did a tour of the room again. Shadows shot across the walls as he waved the candle back and forth, probing every patch of darkness for Audra.
“I don’t blame you,” he mumbled.
Again, Felix checked under the bed, behind the mirror, inside the closet. He searched the places where she couldn’t fit, like his chest of drawers and a trunk filled with trinkets from special missions. But she wasn’t there, either. He even opened his window, thinking she might have squeezed through and was hanging on for dear life on the other side. But all he got for his efforts was a blast of air that left his nose runny and his ears sore.
He sighed and shut the window. That was it. She was gone.
And then Audra whispered, “Holy Child.”
Felix bit his tongue and dropped the candle. “Au-Audra?” he cried. He snatched the candle off the ground. “What… where?” He squinted, held the candle to the corner near the window. A web of shadows like a black cocoon clung to it. “Audra?”
One by one, the tenebrous strands fell, peeling away from the black husk. As the layers were stripped, the shadows became grayer, lighter. Besides their impossible thickness, there seemed to be a compartment within them, a deepness that betrayed their shallow dimensions. Inside it, several inches past where the corner itself should have been, Audra stood, stiller than the still-life she resembled.
The shadows, now pooled around her feet, began to take form. They spiraled upward, creating two gossamer torsos on both sides of Audra. The material then eroded across the creatures, bringing them definition and shape. Semi-translucent branches broke free of the trunks and tightened into long, gangling limbs. At the top of each torso, a dark swell of gloom ballooned into a neck and head.
“It’s okay,” Audra said, stepping out of the corner.
The shadows rose. Fangs, silver and dripping, pushed out of their black gums.
Audra swallowed hard. “He is a friend.”
The creatures flexed their fingers. Each time that they did, their fingers grew longer, sharper, until they were like the blades of black scissors.
Heart pounding, Felix stumbled backward. Avery’s and Mackenzie’s names were in his throat. One shout and they would be in here, saving him, and damning him.
“Stop,” Audra hissed. “I command you to stop!”
A light flickered in the shadows’ eyeless sockets. Their shoulders slacked and their claws uncurled. Eerily, they took a step back to be at their dark mistress’ side.
“It’s okay,” Audra said. She moved in front of them. “They’re protective of me. But I promise they won’t hurt you.”
“You lied to me.” Felix was practically tripping over his feet to reach the door. “You can control them.”
She held out her hand, asking him to stop. “No, no, I can’t. It doesn’t always work. Only when I’m in dire need. And not even then. Listen, Holy Child, listen. You’re safe. We’re together. I waited. I heard you talking to the Hydra. Something bad happened. If she finds you here with me, how will you explain it? You’re safe, Holy Child. Please, please.” Tears poured down her face. “Please, don’t tell them I’m here.”
Felix sat at one end of the empty bathtub; Audra, the other. Knees to their chests, hearts in their throats, they mirrored one another not only physically, but most likely mentally. They kept quiet, kept twitching at every late-hour sound. They were like animals caught in a trap that had failed to be sprung. It was an uneasy tension that bound them, not the deeds they had done; they were their own prisoners.
It wasn’t until the shadows faded from Audra’s side that Felix finally broke the silence. Sinking down into the tub, he said, “I’m sorry I freaked out.”
Audra shrugged. “Imagine how I felt the first time they visited me.”
“How old were you?”
She raised her eyebrows. “Seven. I was in my room, making a new shadow puppet show for my twin, Auster. Out of nowhere, this strange feeling came over me. Like how you feel when you catch a cold?”
Felix nodded.
“Then the shadows started moving on their own. And I could move them, too, like they were there. I actually used a shadow to pick up a teacup next to the wall. Granted, I dropped it a few seconds later, but I wasn’t able to do that again for… years. That’s what I mean, Holy Child. I have these bursts of power, but I still don’t know what I’m doing.”
“You’re a spellweaver.” Felix sat up. He started to stretch out his legs, went all the way with them when it seemed she wouldn’t mind. “So is it any shadow? Or just those creatures?”
“Any. The shadow creatures are different. I just think about how much I could do if I could use shadows around us. There’s shadows everywhere. I could do a lot of good if I could just figure it all out. But I can’t find anyone like me. Our Archivist Amon promised to teach me a thing or two, but that never happened.”
Audra seemed to realize how much she was talking. She stopped abruptly and said, “Do you really hear the voice of god?”
“Yes, I do.” Felix didn’t hesitate to answer. It wasn’t something you could hesitate to answer.
“What’s god sound like?”
“Hard to say. Doesn’t really sound like anything. God doesn’t talk a lot. But I think it’s because god wants us to make our own decisions. I think god is changing, too.”
Audra grinned her yellow-toothed grin. “What does god think of me? The woman who spends more time with hell than anything else?”
“God told me to help you.” Felix tapped his fingers on the edge of the bathtub. “I’m sorry I thought you were a Worm.”
“I don’t blame you.” Audra nudged his legs with her toe. “I talk to the shadows. They’re right there in Victor Mors’ journal. I would have thought the same. When did you first hear god’s voice?”
“I always did, I guess. That’s what they told me. But the first thing I remember god saying to me was that I was—” Felix chewed on his lip, embarrassed, “—was that I was good. That there wasn’t anything wrong with me.”
“You thought there was something wrong with you?”
Felix’s body went tense. He had walked into something he didn’t want to talk about. But he really wanted to. Deep down. He was tired of secrets and keeping things to himself.
So he said, “I still do. Sometimes.”
“Heh, me too,” Audra said. “Funny we should meet. Wish the circumstances were different, Holy Child.”
“Felix.” He held out his hand and she shook it. “Name’s Felix.”
“Audra. Obviously. We’re an odd pair, you and I. I talk to hell. You talk to heaven.”
“I don’t think… I don’t think god is in heaven. I think god is somewhere else. I think god has big plans for the world. I think that’s why we don’t hear from god much. Are you a believer?”
“When I need to be. Don’t think badly of me, Felix, but god wasn’t there when my brother killed my family. I don’t care if it was wrong of me to expect god to intervene, but I did. And god didn’t.”
Felix tried to hide his shock. “King Edgar k-killed your family? Are you sure? How… how?” Did Justine know? If what Audra had said were true, it may even be enough to destroy the Disciples of the Deep.
This time, it was Audra who was squirming to be out of the conversation. But like Felix, she swallowed her doubts and confessed. “He did. He came into my room that night. He stabbed me in my sleep.” She lifted her filthy slip and bared her hip. There was a scar, a deep, albino gouge. “When I woke up, he stopped and walked out of my room. I didn’t move. I didn’t know what to do. If I had… if I had known that he was going to kill my mother and father, my brothers and sister, I might have done something. But instead, I lay there. I was so shocked, so betrayed. Edgar and I had plans. We were finally getting closer. We were going to do things for Eldrus. Together. I couldn’t believe he would… It was paralyzing.”
“I know what you mean,” Felix said quietly. “It was the same way with Turov.”
“I’m sorry I rubbed that in your face earlier, him taking you. I don’t know much about it. I just wanted to hurt you.”
Felix shrugged.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Again, he shrugged. “You could tell everybody about what King Edgar did.”
Audra’s eyes went soft. It was too late. By mentioning his name alone, she had seen the hurt the exemplar had sown within him.
“I could, but what good would it do? It’s been years. He’s the king of Eldrus. If he knows I’m alive and I’m speaking out against him, all he has to say is that I’m a fake. Mmm, no. I don’t know why he did it or if something forced him to, but I can’t and won’t forgive him. I know I’m too nice, too trusting. But not anymore. He could have come and saved me at any time, but he left me to rot here for two years.
“You know, it really makes me mad, Felix, that it’s night right now. I haven’t seen the sun in so long. It’s still out there right?”
Felix grinned and said, “Yeah, it shows up, but it doesn’t do much.”
“Sounds like my father.” Audra laughed at herself. “I’m sorry I keep talking. I’m probably giving us away. It’s kind of been awhile, you know?”
Felix noticed a thin, brown layer had formed around Audra in the tub. It was all the dirt and grime that she had been carrying with her these last few years. At last, it seemed, it was starting to finally come off.
He was dirty, too, on the inside, where no one could see. Sometimes, he could taste it, smell it—a kind of bitter odor, sweet and revolting. When god spoke to him, it went away, but only for a while. He had to get clean, too, like Audra. He had to spit it out; otherwise, it was going to fill him up, and if it did, how could anything holy inhabit him anymore?
“How did you know Samuel Turov was going to kidnap me?” Felix asked. Please don’t laugh at me, he thought, ready to share himself. Please don’t look at me funny.
“Alexander Blodworth bragged about it on the ride from Eldrus to Pyra. He told me everything. What he was going to use the Crossbreed for. How he and my brother were working together. How he was going to have the Exemplar of Restraint hide you. That piece of… He didn’t take me seriously. I was just a mirror to him. Something he could see and hear himself in. He knew I couldn’t stop him. And he was right.”
Weakly, Felix said, “Did he tell you what Samuel Turov was going to do with me?”
Audra shook her head. It only took a few seconds for her to put two and two together, and once she did, her face went dark and her eyes wide.
“Only god truly knows.” Felix gathered himself. He called on the strength of heaven, but it was from that mire of hate inside him he found fortitude. “I think the Mother Abbess does, too, but I never told her everything.”
Hands twitching like a broken clock’s hour, he pulled up his robe, to his knees, where the scars started. “He kept me drugged in the beginning. I remember there were a few soldiers, but one day they were gone. It wasn’t until we were in the South he stopped making me drink all those potions. I was so sick. Couldn’t stop throwing up.”
Keep going, god told him. You are doing the right thing, my son.
“I don’t know if he meant to keep going, but we eventually stopped in a forest. He found a small house. There was a family living there and… I don’t know what he did with them. But they didn’t come back.
“He never really explained to me what we were doing. I trusted him, though, because he had always been nice to me. After a week or two, something went wrong. He stopped being nice. He told me I was a liar. That there was another voice of god.”
Don’t cry. Felix rubbed his eyes, but the tears were already coming. A cold chill crept up his spine and his jaw started to shake.
“It’s okay,” Audra said. She touched his leg. “You don’t have—”
“He said I was a sinner,” Felix shouted. His voice dropped to a raspy whisper. “He said I was sinner who didn’t know sin, and that he was going to show me what sin was.”
Audra’s forehead glistened with sweat. She covered her mouth, almost covered her ears. She knew what was coming.
“He made me do every sin he could think of.” Large globs of spit gummed up Felix’s mouth. When he breathed, he made choking sounds. Where he touched, wet patches of perspiration were left. “I did them to him. He did them to me. We hit each other. Cut each other. We, he, we cursed god. Sometimes, we stole from travelers. We ate our own…” Felix leaned over and pinched the bridge of his nose. He drooled hot spit all over himself. “He touched me. Made me touch him. Even when I was so sore. He would wake me up and make me… do things for him.”
Wiping his mouth, he said, “I have to be a sinner, because sometimes I think I liked it.”
“No, Felix,” Audra said. This time, she didn’t try to touch him.
This time, he really wanted her to.
“No, you did absolutely nothing wrong. No, no, no.”
“But I did like it. Sometimes, sometimes I think I miss it.”
“No, Felix.”
“There is something wrong with me. Normal people aren’t like that.”
“Felix, he took advantage of you. What you felt, what you did… Felix, he used you. And I’m so, so, sorry. He was just as insane as Alexander Blodworth.”
“Are you sure?” he begged. “Why do I miss it? Why do I have these sinful feelings?” His eyes started to probe her slip. He quickly looked away. “I don’t always, but sometimes, they sneak up on me.”
“We all sin all the time,” Audra said. “Felix, look at me.”
He did.
“We are all sinners, and shadows of our sins. What Samuel Turov did to you was disgusting. But your feelings are not. They’re just confused. That’s all. We just have to make sense of them. Listen.” She scooted forward, her legs outside his. She tightened them and took his wrists. “I created a plant that was responsible for killing thousands upon thousands. I wanted to use it for good, but someone used it for evil, instead. Does that make me evil?”
Felix shook his head. “You didn’t know.”
“You are good. You are a good kid. Our bodies are what they are. They don’t read Helminth’s Way. They are like my plants. Creatures of biology. Sometimes, they can tell when things are bad, yucky, but sometimes they get confused. What you felt was okay. What he did wasn’t.” She touched his cheeks, held his face. “You are good. There is nothing wrong with you. He showed you things you shouldn’t have seen, and no one was there to make sense of them. You are good, Felix.”
Swallowing hard, he nodded and said, “I wish you didn’t have to leave Pyra.”
She sniffled her nose. “How did you get away from Samuel Turov?”
“One day, we saw a Night Terror at the edge of the forest. He thought she was hunting us. He said he was going to kill her. He said we were going to eat her. It was a sin we hadn’t tried yet.” Felix’s face brightened several shades of the sun. “The Night Terror killed him so fast. She tore out his heart. I was happy, but angry, too. Scared. I was getting used to him. I didn’t know. I thought maybe the Night Terror would be worse. I had heard so many bad stories. Samuel Turov was awful, but he took care of me.
“The Night Terror was nice, though. Her name was… Vrana. She saved me from a monster and took me to Cadence. After that, I guess someone recognized me and soldiers brought me home.”
“Now, that’s a happy ending,” Audra said. She nudged a laugh out of him. “You’re good at turning it off and on, aren’t you?”
Felix cocked his head, confused.
“The good and bad thoughts.”
“Oh. Yeah.” It was true; already, he could feel the filth inside him breaking free, breaking apart.
“Me, too. People like us, we have to be.”
Felix didn’t understand what she meant, so he just said, “I guess so.”
Audra finally let go of his wrists and scooted back to her dirtied spot. It was time to change the subject. “You know, my brother, Vincent, was obsessed with Night Terrors.”
Vrana, Felix thought. Vrana, I’m so sorry I forgot about you.
“Some of them wear the skulls or shells or whatever of animal lords. Vincent tried to catalogue them and figure out where they had come from.”
“Uh, huh.” Felix’s thoughts had become twisted, a disturbing helix of the mutated Vrana and the last, depraved days of his time with Turov.
“He said there was an animal lord in the Ossuary, that great, big desert in the south. He said it was maggot lord with a kingdom of little maggots. Imagine the Night Terror who finally slays that…” Audra wiggled her leg until she had his attention. “What’s the matter, Felix?”
“Will you still help me?” he blurted out.
“Help you?” Audra rested her elbows on the edge of the bathtub. “I have to be going soon. Help you with what?”
Gloomily, he said, “Never mind.”
“No, wait.” Audra stood and stepped out of the bath. Her nasty slip trailed behind her like the maggot lord she had mentioned. “I remember. You said you had a friend. You said you had a friend trapped in the Membrane. You wanted me to use the shadows to find her. I thought maybe you were… but you really do need my help.”
A few lights dimmed in his bedroom. The candles were getting low, drowning in their own wax.
“It’s the Night Terror. Vrana.” Felix stood, too, and stepped out of the bath. “I don’t know what’s happened to her. But she’s trapped somewhere. She came into my room, out of my dreams, one night, begging me to free her. She saved me from Samuel Turov. I just feel like I need to return the favor.”
“You saved me, Felix,” Audra said, nodding. “Whether or not I get caught or killed tonight, you still saved me. You have no idea how good it feels to be out of that cell. For that alone, I owe you. Her name’s Vrana? I owe her, too, because without her, I wouldn’t have met you. Night Terror or not, she deserves our help.”
“I see her in my dreams. Do you think the shadows can… go into my dreams?”
“You were there when I talked to Isla Taggart through the shadows on the wall? That took a long time for me to pull off. But they can project themselves into different places. If you can dream about your friend, where she is, I think they’ll be able to go there, through you, and tell us how we can get in, too.”
“But you might be caught if you do this.”
“If I do this for you, I’ll happily be caught. This is Penance, and I’ve a lot of penance to do for the things I’ve done.”
“But you said it. You said you’re not evil.”
Audra smiled a liar’s smile and said, “Let’s get started.”




CHAPTER X

“I don’t know if I want devils in my head,” Felix said as he lay in bed, nursing a cup of Reprieve.
“We all have devils in our head,” Audra said, sitting beside him. “At least you’ll know where these devils came from.”
Felix polished off the drink, cringed, and said, “Crap. I should have waited until the shadows came. This stuff makes me so tired.”
“It’ll be fine.”
“But I have to help you get out!”
Audra patted his knee through the blankets. “Not so loud. Avery and… Mackenzie? They are probably still out there.”
“They’re supposed to be.” His eyelids went up and down, one after the other. “I’ve—” he yawned into his pillow, “—I’ve sneaked out a few times around three in the morning. They’re always gone by then.”
“It’s a little after midnight, now.” Audra got off the bed. “What about the other guards?”
“There aren’t a lot of guards in Pyra. The Mother Abbess said she didn’t want this place to feel like prison.”
Audra curled her lip and laughed.
“But there’s usually always a few people running around. Everyone is supposed to keep an eye on everyone. Can you—” he rubbed his eyes and propped himself against the headboard, “—use the shadows to get around?”
“If they’ll let me.” Audra went through the room. She gathered up candle after candle, placed them all around Felix’s bed. “The shadows are cold, though. Like that Vein Rot potion, being in them drains you. I could do it for a little bit. But I need a disguise, too. Something warm, preferably.”
Felix pointed to his closet. “There’s a bunch of girl stuff in there. Some of it is Mackenzie’s.”
Audra placed the last candle next to the headboard. “Oh?”
“They’re for my special missions. I need disguises to do them. There’re some coats, too. A lot of it is too big. I was saving it for later.”
“Oh.” Audra tongued her canines. “You dress up like a girl to get around Pyra unnoticed?”
Felix’s nodded, and started to nod off.
“Anyone ever recognize you?”
“Huh? Yeah, but I think they just pretend not to.”
Audra started moving the candles she’d set near Felix’s bed, strategically creating shadows here and there. “Hey, Felix, you don’t happen to have a weapon do you?”
Squinting, as though he were looking straight at the sun, he mumbled, “What?”
“A dagger. A sword.”
She had created a trail of candles, running from the foot of the bed, to the center of the room. They seemed to form some sort of symbol, but Felix’s vision was too blurry to make sense of it.
“To be honest, I don’t know where I’m going to go,” she continued. “But I need to be able to defend myself. I’ll keep in contact, though, I promise. I’ll get better at talking through the shadows, like with Isla.”
“Okay,” Felix chirped. His cheeks were too numb to smile. “There’s, um.” It took everything Felix had to move. He slumped over, dug under his mattress. This is where he kept his journal, and where he kept his knife. “Here.” He slid it out and held it up. “I stole it from the sacristy.”
The knife was a ceremonial tool used in baptism and contrition. Long and twisted, the blue blade had only one purpose: to cut Corruption, to symbolize the bleeding of sin from a new member’s body. Felix had taken it after his ordeal with Samuel Turov, to protect himself. But the longer he had it, and the dirtier he felt on the inside, the more he used it. Not on his right arm, that would have been too obvious, but on his thighs—the true seat of his corruption.
Audra took the knife from Felix and said, “That’ll do. Have you ever had to use it?”
He ignored her. “Go back to the hidden place. Come out in the cloister. Use the second floor sleeping quarters to get to the main terminal. The Lyceum is below that. There’s maintenance tunnels down there. A few of them lead outside. It’ll be really cold. Sometimes, they have food in the Lyceum for meetings. You could steal some. Maybe if we wait until the morning, I can go with you and—”
She cut him off. “You’ve done enough. Get comfortable, Holy Child.” Audra’s eyes rolled back in her head. “U’cha, ma’zil.” Her body started to twitch. “Ih’ya, ih’ya.”
Felix wasn’t so tired anymore. Covers up to his chin, he said, “Is it… is it always like this?”
She took the knife, slashed her palm. “Fuh’zil. Ka’li’ya.” And smeared the wound all over her face.
“The shadows are coming,” she said, gripping her slip in her hand.
The candles flared and flickered, flared and flickered. On the ceiling, scabby holes opened. Out of them, shafts of sand poured, snuffing out the lights of each of the candles Audra had placed.
“The shadows are coming.” She held out her hand and pointed her dripping finger at Felix. “Make him sleep.” Her voice wasn’t one but many; an agonizing chorus singing the only song they knew.
“Make him sleep,” she said. Six shadows rose out of the ground around her, forming as the others had formed, one limb at a time. “Make him sleep, so we may see.”
Fully completed, the shadows surged forwards and climbed onto the bed. Felix kicked off his blankets. Before he could sit up, the creatures piled onto him and held him in place. Their scissor-like fingers clamped down over his ankles, his knees; they wrapped around his wrists, pressed hard against his shoulders. The shadows put their weight into him, forcing the air out of his lungs, so he couldn’t speak or scream. They were simultaneously as heavy as boulders and as ephemeral as ghosts. Sometimes, they slipped into him. When they did, it was like nails were being pounded into his bones. It hurt so bad it made him cry. But before the tears could leave his eyes, the shadows were already there, drinking them off his lids.
“Audra,” he wheezed. Two shadows were hovering over him, running their claws across his face. “Please, I don’t want to do this anymore!”
“Felix, please, be quiet,” Audra said. “Tell them her name.”
“V-Vrana,” he stammered. “She’s a—” A shadow drilled its claw directly into his forehead. “—A Night Terror!”
Agitated, Audra said, “Cover his mouth!”
As the shadow stirred the contents of Felix’s skull, a second shadow covered his mouth and held his jaw shut. Audra started chanting again, but at this point, he had lost the ability to make sense of most anything. Consciousness came and went without concern for his safety. The shore of sleep wasn’t far off now, either. He could hear it calling to him, promising a place to rest.
This is what I wanted. He closed his eyes and gave in to the pain his trust had bought him. This is what I deserve.
Felix may have been asleep for hours, but the dreams started immediately. Like a tapestry of memories, they came to him, one after the other, in quick succession. He dreamt of Audra, in his room, not as a friend, but as a sister. He dreamt of Justine and the Demagogue, his hand up her dress, her tongue in his mouth. He dreamt of the Bloodless, rising high above Penance, people lining up to feed themselves to it. He dreamt of the kindergarten he couldn’t possibly remember attending. There were soldiers, and a woman, and someone was beating at the door, crying, screaming, begging, “Not him! Take the other, but not him!”
The dream was quickly dispelled, and others followed in its place. It was a dizzying display of experience and interpretations that left him disorientated. But as they came and went, he began to realize what was happening to him. The shadows. Like flipping through a book, they were turning the pages of his mind, searching for what they had been brought here to find.
Vrana. The Void. And the Witch who kept her there. Almost every night for the last month and a half, he’d had recurring nightmares of the place. And now that he actually wanted to go back, the doors were shut to him?
Vrana. The Void. And the Witch who kept her there. Felix focused as hard as he could on those three things.
He thought about Vrana, in the South, with that raven’s head and ax of hers, and when they had sat beside the lake. Though he would be attacked moments later, it had been the first time since Samuel Turov had kidnapped him that he felt safe.
He thought about the Void, that dark and gray place, with the plummeting pits and whining winds. He remembered the unrelenting blackness that surrounded the wasteland, the greedy Abyss that gave no quarter when it came to light or life.
And finally, he thought about the Witch, of whom he knew little, and who terrified him on an almost instinctual level. That disgusting woman, with her pale, wet skin and ragged dress. That night she and Vrana had come to him, the Witch had crawled like a spider out of thin air and claimed the Raven. Who was she? What was she? How could anything do something like that?
Felix’s eyes snapped open. He scraped the crust from their corners and wiped the drool from his mouth. Crap, he thought. He flung his legs over the side of his bed and stood up.
“Audra?” He stumbled forward blindly in the dark. “Where are you?”
There was something wrong with the floor. It didn’t feel right. Still out of it, he bent over and closed his hands around a clump of grass. What the heck? He reared back and rubbed his eyes. With every pass, they worked a little better. Until, when they were good and ready, red and raw, he saw that he wasn’t in his room at all.
“The Void,” he whispered. His words rippled the air. “I’m here.”
Standing on a hill, Felix could see most of the Void. The lowlands below him were a mess of narrow ravines and gaseous pits that fragmented the scaly stretch. The ground itself appeared as though it were liquid, not solid. Although the inky, rocky texture flowed in every direction, it never actually moved at all. There were dark masses that swept across the area, too; feathery whirlwinds of disease-wracked ravens that flew the lowlands in a constant patrol.
Felix backed up. He didn’t want to be seen. Not by the birds. Not by anything that lived here, really. A clammy wind rolled off the peaks that loomed in the distance. Breathing it in, he quickly coughed it out, as it burned his lungs and turned his stomach.
Holding his breath, Felix turned around, to see what other sights sat behind him. At the furthest end of the hill, where the tall grass tapered off, there was a small house. Out of its chimney, thick, bruised-colored smoke poured. The front door to the house, or what was left of it, creaked open, stopped, and slammed shut. It did this over and over again.
“In the house.”
Felix jumped and stumbled sideways. Beside him, one of Audra’s shadows floated. Here, in the Void, the creature had more definition, more detail. There appeared to be bones inside it, a ghostly skeletal system that floated inside the hazy darkness the shadow was comprised of.
“So close to death,” it said, flexing its claws. “Good place to hide.”
Felix cleared his throat. “Can we g-get Vrana out?”
The shadow shrugged. “There are ways.” It floated towards the house.
Felix ran after it. “What about the Witch?” After a few seconds, he was already out of breath. He stopped, buckled over, and gulped the vomit-flavored air. “Can you…? Oh, god.” He retched. “Can you stop her?”
The shadow floated back to Felix and straightened him out. With its ice cold hands on his shoulders, it said, “No.”
Looking into the creature’s eyeless sockets, he whispered, “Can anything?”
The shadow nodded and pointed to the house, to the woman standing at the window, watching them from behind it. “She can.”
Vrana? Felix wiped his mouth and broke into a sprint. The closer he got to the house, the more his body fought against him. His skin was on fire, and his muscles seizing. But he ignored it, all of it. This wasn’t his body, anyway. Just a dream of his body. He was still back in Pyra, asleep, with Audra at his bedside and Avery and Mackenzie close by. He knew pain, and he knew it well. If Samuel Turov had taught him anything in their time together, it was that pain, much like money, had a value to it. It could buy a person, and it could be used to buy something with. Pain here, in the Void, was cheap, an inflated imitation. His time in the South had given him a wealth of suffering, real suffering, to spend. And now, at last, it was time to cash it all in.
Felix sprinted up the yard. The front door creaked open, paused, and slammed shut. As he reached for the handle, the shadow grabbed his arm from behind and said, “Wait.”
“Wait?” a woman’s voice cried inside the house. “Don’t wait.” The woman laughed cruelly. “No, no. Come in. We seldom have willing visitors.”
The door slowly creaked open on its own. The shadow let go of Felix’s arm and stood beside him. Blue light spilled over the threshold, across their feet.
The shadow leaned into Felix and whispered, “I can get her out. But we can’t keep her out.”
Felix noticed the drool that had started to fall from the shadow’s fangs. “God will find a way,” he said.
At that moment, the door slammed all the way back. It cracked against the house and flew off the hinges, just barely missing Felix and the shadow. Cringing, he gathered himself and stepped across the threshold.
The Witch was there, rocking back and forth in a chair made out of bones. She was rubbing her hands together over the fireplace, as though to get warm, yet there were no flames or logs inside it. Instead, there were tentacles—fat, blue, writhing tentacles that spewed the very same bruise-colored smoke he had seen coming out of the chimney. At the back of the fireplace, an object caught his eye. Squinting hard, he saw that it was the same silver, blue-gemmed necklace Vrana had been wearing the night she came into his room.
The Witch leaned back in the chair, her spinal column sinking into her skin. Lazily, she twisted her neck and looked at him, half-interested.
“Who’s this?” another woman asked.
Felix’s head snapped to his left, where another woman stood beside the windows. Unlike the Witch, who wore black, this woman wore white. She had a kinder face, too, with soft eyes and a small smile. She looked about as out of place here as he did. But then he saw the skinned bodies dangling from the rafters behind her and thought otherwise.
“That is the Holy Child of Penance,” the Witch said, unenthused. She turned her head and went back to the fireplace. “She must have called him here.”
The second woman nodded and put her finger to her lips. “You shouldn’t let her do that.”
The Witch waved off the woman’s warning.
“My name’s Joy,” the second woman said, making a small curtsey. When she did, several dead fetuses fell out from in between her legs. They slid across the ground, like vaginal regurgitations. “I’m sorry.” Her cheeks went red. “I’m so embarrassed.”
Felix tried to cover his mouth, but he was already puking. He fell against the doorway, spitting up what little was left of what the dream thought was in his stomach.
The Witch howled with laughter. She fell back in her chair and pounded the armrests in grotesque delight. “Don’t worry about it, Joy.” The Witch came to her feet and clapped her hands together. “Vrana will clean it up.”
Something rattled in the rafters above. As Felix looked up, Vrana dropped to the floor and scurried to where the fetuses had been spilt. She stopped short of Joy and reared back, stretching out her massive wings. With a look of disappointment, she nodded and turned away. In a ravenous fury, Vrana went down on all fours and started shoveling the abortions down her beak, swallowing them whole.
“I’m sorry to say,” the Witch said, getting out of her chair, “but Vrana is grounded. She can’t come out and play with you tonight.”
“Please, don’t,” Felix begged, reaching out to Vrana. She was licking clean the floor. “God, please, make her—”
The Witch stomped her foot and shouted, “What is this? What is that behind you?”
Felix turned around. She was talking about the shadow, except it wasn’t just one shadow anymore. There were several of them now. They were holding their hands in the air. Above them, a dark circle was forming, like they were etching it into reality itself.
“I told you she would be a problem,” the Witch said to Joy. She spat at Felix and went to the fireplace. “I hope you’ve gotten right with the God, Holy Child. You’re about to meet It very soon.” The Witch clapped her hands and belted, “Vrana!”
“No, come with us,” Felix cried as the Winged Horror scurried across the ground, talons clicking on the floorboards. “We’re getting you out of here.”
Vrana ignored him. She crawled up beside the Witch and lay her head at the woman’s feet.
“Say the words,” the Witch said. She grabbed Vrana by the feathers on her neck. “You know them. Say them!” She shoved Vrana’s face into the tendrils. The silver necklace at the back of the fireplace glowed vibrantly. “Say them!”
“Penance, Pyra. The Holy Child. His quarters,” Vrana croaked. Her feathers stood up across her body. The blue tendrils extended and stabbed into her skull. “Penance, Pyra! The Holy Child. His quarters!”
“What’s going on?” He turned around to the shadows, but they were gone. “No, no!”
“Penance! Pyra! The Holy Child! His quarters!” Vrana clawed at the ground like a dog digging a hole. “Penance! Pyra! The Holy Child! His quarters!”
The Witch crossed her arms and grinned.
Felix, wake up!
Wake up! It was Audra’s voice. He backed out of the house. Where was she? His body started to shake. He felt hands on his shoulders, someone slapping him across the face. Felix, he heard Audra cry. Felix, wake up!
Joy stepped in front of him, frowning. “I’m sorry, but you really did do this to yourself. All of you. You and the whole world.”
Felix! Audra screamed into his ear.
“Where are you Audra?” He looked up at the black circle, which was beginning to fade away. “Audra, where are—?”
Felix shot up, out of bed, and onto the floor. Onto the floor of his room. He knocked over the candles, burnt his arm on a few that had reignited. He was out of the dream. He was awake. He was awake and there was Audra. But she looked horrified; the way she had looked when the Bloodless had bloomed.
“Felix, Felix!” She shook him hard. “Felix, do you have any more weapons? Is there another way out?”
“What?” He heard screams and steel outside his room. Someone was beating on his door, trying to break it down. “Audra, what’s going on?”
“She sent them. Her cult. Somehow, she—”
The door burst open. A flood of robed figures spilled into the room. They surrounded Audra and Felix with bloody daggers. Even though their eyes were glowing bright blue, he recognized them all. Patricia and Juda, doctors from the second floor clinic; Amanda, a cook, and Abram, her father; York, the quartermaster; Malachite, head of the kennels and stables. Even Grant was there, the man who was in charge of the main terminal, and the first person to mention to Felix the Cult of the Worm.
But Grant, unlike the others, wasn’t holding a dagger. No, they were…. Felix covered his mouth and howled. In each of Grant’s hands were heads. Severed heads. Avery’s and Mackenzie’s severed heads.




CHAPTER XI

“Kill the Holy Child,” the cult chanted, Vrana’s voice hidden behind their own. “Kill the Holy Child!”
Audra shielded Felix with her body. With his contrition knife, she spun around, slashing at every cult member that drew near.
“What do we do?” Felix clung to her slip. His nails tore through it and dug into her back.
“Kill the boy!” Juda grabbed Felix’s robe and started to yank him away.
“Audra! Audra, help!”
Audra twisted back and stabbed the knife into Juda’s arm. She ripped downward. His skin split open like overcooked meat.
Juda screamed in gut-wrenching pain. He toppled backward, severed veins and arteries dousing his robed brothers and sisters.
“Stay back,” Audra threatened. Her hand was shaking so much she could barely keep hold of her weapon.
The cult members kept reaching for him, kept taunting him by stabbing the air. “God, please help us.”
Patricia and Amanda stepped over Juda and filled in where he had been standing.
“Justine! Justine!” Felix wailed as Abram went for him.
Audra sliced across the quartermaster’s collarbone. A red signature signed Audra dribbled down his chest.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. She moved Felix in front of her. “Get back!”
Abram tried to stab her face, but Audra deflected the dagger. “Don’t listen to her, you morons!”
Juda twitched in the background, dying without any concern from those he’d come here with.
“We are going to kill him,” Grant said, swinging the severed heads of Avery and Mackenzie back and forth by their hair. “Do you want to go first, shadow-weaver?”
Audra, holding him from behind, whispered, “Felix, pray to god.”
Malachite, the head of the kennels, started to bark like the dogs he had so lovingly cared for. “Pray.” He pricked his thumb on the dagger and flicked the blood in Felix’s eyes. “Pray,” he repeated, this time in Vrana’s croaking drawl. “Pray you die quick!”
Felix dropped to the ground and curled into a ball. Audra shielded him.
Please god, make them stop. Please god, I won’t ask you for anything else.
Audra shrieked. Felix looked back and saw Patricia’s dagger in her shoulder blade. Please!
We need you now!
“Wait.” Grant was addressing Patricia, but the rest of the cult moved away from their victims. He took a seat on Felix’s bed. Now the Witch spoke through him: “He sent a prayer. Let’s see what happens.”
Between Audra and Felix, a puddle of sweat had formed beneath them. His skin sliding across hers, he pulled her in and said, “Where are the shadows?”
“They abandoned me.” Audra gripped the curved knife and put it to Felix’s neck. “Do you want me to?”
Hearing that, Grant jumped to his feet and screamed, “Don’t you dare!”
He threw the heads of Avery and Mackenzie at them. Avery’s cracked on Audra’s nose and sent her reeling to the ground. Mackenzie’s slammed into the side of Felix’s; everything went fuzzy and hot.
“Kill them,” the cult started to chant.
Sitting there, stunned, Felix shouted, “No,” as Malachite grabbed his leg and dragged him across the ground. “Get off! Get off!” He grabbed onto the bed posts, onto dead Juda’s ankle. Patricia straddled Felix and punched his head into the floor.
Through his swelling eye, Felix watched Amanda, Abram, York, and Grant descend on Audra. He begged them to stop. Malachite smashed his face into the tile, so that each word he uttered caused his teeth to grind against the ground.
“I didn’t want it to come to this,” Abram said, both the Witch’s voice and Vrana’s tangled inside his own. He lowered his knife and pressed it to Audra’s neck. “We had big plans for you, little boy.”
“Audra, no!”
Suddenly, Patricia’s lifeless body fell in front of him, blocking his view. The intensity of the blue light in her eyes blinded him. What the…? Crunch, snap. Something warm dribbled over his calf. Malachite’s grip weakened.
“Deimos?” Grant cried.
Deimos? On wobbly arms, Felix pushed himself up and collapsed on Patricia’s corpse. “Audra!” She had a dagger in her back, but she was breathing.
Out of nowhere, Deimos rushed past Felix, Abram at the end of his sword.
“Holy Child,” he said, kicking Abram off his blade. “Lucan, get them!”
Grant, panicking, crawled backward, into the corner.
“Lucan?” Felix shifted on Patricia to look at the front of the room.
Lucan was there, by the door, his knee deep in Amanda’s unhinged jaw. Grunting, he picked her up and hurled her through the mirror.
“Where’s the other one?” Lucan said, panting.
Deimos pointed to a body on the ground. “Playing dead.” He threw his sword to Lucan and closed in on Grant.
Lucan caught it and drove it through York’s back. Eyes bleeding blue, he reared up, screaming. In one motion, Lucan tore out the sword and cleaved the cultist’s head.
Felix fell backward onto his bed and used it to get to his feet. Pointing at Audra, he said, “Is she… she okay?”
Lucan hurtled across the room and scooped Felix into his arms. He tore some sheets off of the bed and started wrapping them around Felix’s head. “She’s not with them?”
“No, no.” Felix’s left eye had completely swollen shut. “She’s good. She’s… my friend.”
Lucan nodded. He carried Felix to her side and laid him down beside her. “Hey, lady,” Lucan said, nudging Audra. “We’re going to get you out of here.”
Grant screamed, in Vrana’s voice, “Deimos… Deimos. Use her.”
Brushing Audra’s hair, Felix turned his attention to Grant in the corner.
“Vrana?” Deimos snapped his fingers. Lucan tossed him his sword. “Is that… you?”
“It is,” Felix said. “It’s her.”
Audra stirred beside him. She grabbed his hand and pressed it to her lips. “Felix.”
“Oh my god, Audra.” He looked up at Lucan.
“Deimos, let’s move,” he said. “Help me with the woman.”
“This is Vrana speaking through this man.”
Deimos pointed the sword at Grant. “Holy Child, what is going on?”
“There’s more,” Grant screamed. “She won’t stop until you’ve killed them all!” He plunged the dagger into his throat.
“Wait,” Deimos cried. He dropped his sword and ripped the dagger away from Grant.
“Stupid girl,” Grant said, his words bloody bubbles on his trembling lips. “This has been a…” Grant sputtered and slouched into the corner, “… learning experience.” He looked up, eyes finally going dim. “We’ll break her better… next time… Bat.”
Deimos fell back on his haunches and didn’t say anything else until Grant had finished dying.
“What are you…?” Felix’s head was throbbing. His gums felt as though someone were running wire through them. “What are you doing here?”
“Hunting them.” Lucan nodded at the dead cultists. Again, he picked up Felix, and added, “We’ve been here awhile now, trying to track them down.”
Deimos sighed and walked over to Audra. He knelt down beside her, and whispered, “It’s okay, I have you.” Carefully, her arm around his shoulder, knife still protruding from her back, he helped her to her feet. “I’m sorry about your friends.”
Avery and Mackenzie. Felix’s good eye wandered over to the doorway, where a woman’s arm lay across the threshold. It hurt too much to cry, so he closed his eye and waited for the feeling to pass.
“Do you know what happened here?” Deimos asked. He grabbed his sword and, with Audra, shuffled towards the door.
“The Witch made Vrana do it,” Felix said. Lucan followed after them.
Deimos stepped over the corpses of Avery and Mackenzie. “Do you know how?”
Felix buried his face in Lucan’s chest. “No,” he babbled. He wished both his eyes were swollen shut, so he didn’t have to see them like that.
They moved into the halls outside Felix’s room. There were five more dead bodies staining the carpet, those of the gossipmongers who forever roamed Pyra’s distinguished places. A few torches and candles burned along the walls, but elsewhere, further down in both directions, all lights were extinguished.
Felix’s stomach grumbled nervously. “How many people did they kill?”
Lucan ignored him, said, “Where are the rest of the guards?”
“Not many guards,” Audra rasped. “Don’t want Pyra to look like a prison.”
Deimos shook his head and raised his sword. “Where’s the Mother Abbess? Isn’t her quarters near?”
Felix nodded. He had one last look at the halos of gore that hovered where his best friends’ heads should have been. Where was Justine? Or her guards? Why hadn’t they come? He bit the side of his mouth to stop himself from cursing the Mother Abbess’ name.
Audra raised her head. Chin quivering, she chattered, “Why’s it so dark?”
Lucan let down Felix. He leaned against the wall and grabbed one of the two torches in the hall.
“It was not like this a few minutes ago,” Deimos said, his breath puffs of fog on the air. “It is colder, too.”
Felix brushed off Lucan’s attempts to help him. He limped over to Audra, to share the torch’s warmth with her. “Here,” he said, smiling until she smiled.
Deimos lowered Audra from his shoulders. The dagger went deeper into her shoulder, but she held her composure.
“Leave it,” Deimos said as she reached to rip it free. “You don’t want to lose any more blood.”
Audra scowled at him. She turned to Felix and said, “Thanks, but I’m really hot right now.” It was true: her face was practically melting, and the slip was almost indistinguishable from her skin. “I’ll be okay, though.” She ruffled Felix’s hair. “Do you smell that?”
Lucan crossed the hall and grabbed the other torch. “Smells like a toad,” he said. He leaned forward, into the darkness that surrounded them. “Smells like a fat, rotted toad.”
Felix listened closely. There was something else, something out there in the dark at both ends of the hall. It smelled awful, but it sounded… heavy. Thump. Skhhh. Thump. Skhhh. It sounded as though it were dragging a block of stone. Thump. Skhhh. Thump. Skhhh. But it was doing it as quietly as it could. Thinking, maybe, no one would hear.
Deimos took the torch out of Felix’s hand. “Get ready to run,” he whispered. “We’re not alone.”
Lucan nodded at Deimos and, together, both Night Terrors hurled their torches down the opposite ends of the hall. At first, as the torches lay there, singeing the carpet, there was nothing. But then the sounds started again. Thump. Skhhh. Thump. Skhhh. Thump. Skhhh.
“Is there any other way out?” Lucan grabbed Avery’s sword off the ground. “Holy Child!” He shook Felix. “Is there any other way?”
But Felix wasn’t paying him any attention. Ahead of them, a leg had stepped into the light. A pale, stone limb, with a waxen sheet that swayed around it. His head snapped back to the other end of the hall. There, a head floating above the torchlight, star-shaped and twitching. It looked like it was laughing.
“Run,” Felix cried. He grabbed Audra’s arm and pulled her back towards his room.
He didn’t get a foot before the petrified Holy Children toppled him over and tore Audra away. Felix slammed into the wall and fell on top of Mackenzie’s corpse. He grabbed her sword and struggled to his feet.
Deimos stabbed at one of the Holy Children. It caught the blade, and it broke it in its grip. With the shards in its palm, it punched them into Deimos’ chest. He flew off his feet and into the open arms of the statue that had snuck up behind him.
Several more of the Holy Children ambled into the hall. Lucan hacked at their heads and sides, but the statues would not be stopped by the blows. They closed in until he couldn’t move. One reached out and caught his arm, mid-swing. It snapped the bone in half and flung him across the hall. A smaller statue, jittery and giggling, quickly scooped him up and held him against its chest.
“Get out of here,” Audra screamed.
Felix snapped out of it and saw her being hauled away by four statues, each one holding a limb.
He hurtled down the hall after her, tears and spit streaming down his face, belting, “Let her go, god damn you,” when, as though out of thin air, Justine appeared before him.
Sword inches from her stomach, he dropped it and crashed into her. She wrapped her arms around him, stopped his momentum.
He pushed off her and screamed, “Make them stop!”
Justine sighed. “It’s okay.” She smiled. She couldn’t have been calmer when she said, “They will not hurt them.”
“What?” Felix laughed in disbelief. Deimos’ chest. Lucan’s arm. And Audra was on the verge of being split like a wishbone between the four statues that held her. “Are you kidding me?”
His pupils dilated with undiluted hatred. In that moment, he didn’t care who she was, what she had done for him. In that moment, he could have killed her.
Justine was wearing a white dress tonight. A simple dress, but it was covered in ornate needlework that, even in the light, would be impossible to make sense of. It wasn’t that the images were confusing; it was the fact that they were of symbols and shapes that simply didn’t exist. Still smiling, she plucked a piece of thread from it and let it go. As soon as it touched the ground, it shriveled into diamond dust.
Through his teeth, Felix said, “What are you trying to be tonight?”
“Hmm?” Justine looked down and touched her dress. “Oh. Just myself, Felix. For once.” She held out her hand. “Please, come with me.”
He batted it away. “I’m not going anywhere.” Deimos and Lucan struggled behind him. Audra had passed out. “Not until you let them go.”
“Let go of Audra of Eldrus and the Night Terrors who broke into Pyra?” She shook her head. “That’s not for me to decide, Felix.”
“You’re the Mother—”
“It’s for you to decide.” She held out her hand again. “If you want me to let them go, I will let them go. All I ask, your holiness, is that you listen to what I have to say.”
“You’re testing me.” He looked at her fingers, so close to his, and thought about biting them off. “No, you’re a liar! You have been tricking me this whole time. You don’t care about me!”
Justine’s hand returned to her side. “The test is over, Felix. I care about you more than anything else in this wretched world. That’s why I am going to tell you everything. And you’re going to tell me where we go from here.” She went to her knees, her head at his feet. “Will you hear me out, your holiness? Do what you will with me afterward. No one will stop you, but don’t you want to know why I’ve done this to you?”




CHAPTER XII

Felix stood at the furthest end of the Ascent, where an old, narrow staircase ran upward into a door built within the ceiling. Between him and the staircase was a wrought iron gate with more locks than Pyra itself. Though it had never been heavily manned, the Mother Abbess was known to be seen in the area on a daily basis, making sure the locks hadn’t been tampered with. Surprisingly, Felix never had much interest in figuring out a way to get past the gates. To him, the gates were heaven’s gates, and the staircase the bridge between this world and the next. It was a mystery that, unlike most things, was best left a mystery; because the less he understood of it, the longer it would last. He knew he would grow old, grow doubtful and different, and adulthood would corrode most of his childish fantasies. But if he kept heaven safe, deep down where his grimy soul squirmed, he could keep it forever.
But things were different now. With the Holy Children who had preceded him at his back, Felix watched as Justine undid the locks to heaven. She didn’t need a key. Her hands were the key. One by one, the locks fell to the ground, thudding against the stone floor. Yesterday, he might have told her to stop, but tonight, all he wanted her to do was go faster. If god was at the top of those stairs, he would run to god. And if god was not, if heaven was as empty as he thought it might be, he would wait and do the best he could. Because anywhere was better than here.
Felix, staring over his shoulder at the Holy Children, said, “The stairs aren’t wide enough for them to follow.”
Justine removed the last lock. She held it in her hand. “They will have to wait down here, until we are finished.”
Though nothing was holding it back, it took a moment for the gate to creak open. Locked up for so long, it had forgotten it could do such a thing.
Felix stayed rooted to his spot, arms crossed, his swollen eye now something he wore like a badge of honor.
Justine nodded at the Holy Children. “Deimos, Lucan, and Audra will be fine, I promise.”
Fine? They were beaten and bruised and, in the arms of the Holy Children, appeared broken. Felix turned to Justine. “Where were you? Didn’t you hear what was happening?”
“I went back to the Tribunal, to speak with the Demagogue about locating Isla Taggart. She was his star pupil, and a menace, if left to her own devices.” Her eyes began to water, but it seemed as though she were forcing the tears out. “I came as fast as I could. I am very sorry about Avery and Mackenzie.”
Felix shook his head. He didn’t need to hear their names right now. Instead, he went forward, past Justine and through the gates. “Where are we going?” he asked, stopping at the foot of the staircase. A cold wind rolled down the steps, a chilling reminder that heaven, if it were up there, may not be what he expected.
“To get some fresh air,” Justine said.
Felix looked at the Holy Children, at the Mother Abbess. He gritted his teeth in an unspoken threat that Justine registered with a nod. Taking a deep breath—it felt like a sin to walk into in heaven still living—he slowly started up the stairs. With each step he took, he grew colder and colder, until halfway up, he was shivering so badly he thought he might not walk into heaven alive after all.
“Here,” Justine said, at his back. “Take this.” She wrapped a blanket around his shoulders that she had seemingly conjured out of nowhere. It was white and featured the same intricate, impossible needlework found on her dress. “It’ll keep you warm.”
And it did. As soon as it touched his skin, a dull, liquid warmth washed over him and thawed the sudden frost. He pulled it down across his chest. He breathed in the fabric, and it smelled of burning wood. The scent, so strong and distinctly Justine’s, caught him off-guard.
The Winnowers’ Chapter often accused the people of Penance of worshiping the institution—the exemplars, the Mother Abbess, and the Holy Child himself—and, honestly, how could he blame them? Her scent and this private belonging had almost instantly made him forget his animosity towards her. Having heaven behind these gates was all well and good, but it was the touch, the tangibility, he and the rest of Penance cherished most. And who was he kidding? If he could grasp heaven, he wouldn’t keep it deep down, where his grimy soul squirmed. He would take it out every day, look at it, and be proud of it. Yet, he didn’t, because he couldn’t touch it. It wasn’t tangible. And maybe, not there at all.
Felix pulled the blanket closer and stomped his way to the top of the stairs. Besides the beatings he took, these grown-up thoughts were giving him a migraine.
I know it’s you putting all this in my head, he said to god, completely disregarding the fact he had questioned heaven’s existence moments ago. Now’s not a good time. Just help me get through tonight. Please. Help us all get through.
“The door is open,” Justine said behind him.
Felix stopped. He reached out to the ceiling, to a rectangular outline etched in the stone. It didn’t look like a door so much as it did the front of a tomb.
“Give it a push, and it will give.”
So he did. Cringing, because he didn’t know what to expect, he threw his weight into the door. It fought him, not moving an inch from its place. But then Justine touched it. The door flung backward, as though a great force had wrenched it open.
Behind the door, there was only sky. The night sky. Moonlit and snow-speckled, the dark stretch was made brighter still by the bands of green light billowing across it. Auroras, an exemplar had told him once, that was their name. Felix had seen them here and there, but not like this, not so close. They were beautiful, breathtaking. They didn’t seem a part of this world, but a glimpse of another. A place in-between. A portal, or a Membrane.
“Go on.” Justine touched the small of his back. He flinched. “Go through.”
Felix hurried up the steps, out and onto what was now obviously the roof of Pyra. The snow wasn’t as deep here as it should have been, but with the abbey and the whole of Penance below and before him, he didn’t care too much to consider such things.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Justine chirped. She stepped onto the roof with him and stood beside him. “It’s hard to appreciate the city when you’ve lived in it so long, but it is truly beautiful.”
Justine had made a lot of bold statements over the last few weeks, especially regarding Audra being a Worm of the Earth. But saying Penance was beautiful? That was one sentiment Felix could get behind.
They were at the top of Pyra, which sat higher than the city itself. From here, for the first time in his life, he could view Penance in its all glacial glory. He knew the city-state was huge, but to see it sprawled out for miles on end, from the frozen plains to the icy shore, was breathtaking. It had the quality of a crystal to it. There were large structures, angular and raw; crowded around them were smaller buildings, homes and local businesses. Penance didn’t look like a place that had been built, but grown. A place where a hand far more capable than humanity’s own had planted a seed and nurtured it for eons on end, to see it through the north’s harsh climate. Felix could see god in it all, in every brick and stone, in every window and well. He still didn’t know Justine’s reason for bringing him up here, but if it had been to calm him physically, mentally, and spiritually, then she had succeeded.
“It won’t look like this in the morning,” Justine said. “In the light, you see all the city’s flaws. Right now, most of those flaws are asleep—”
Felix cut her off by saying, “What did you want to tell me? Why are you stalling?”
Justine furrowed her brow. Her skin, so pale in the moonlight, left her veins on full display. “This is hard for me, too. I have to share something with you that I have only shared with a few.”
Felix shrugged one shoulder, not nearly as disinterested as he was trying to appear.
Justine swallowed a mouthful of apprehension and said, “Have you decided if Audra of Eldrus is a Worm or not?”
The test. This was it. This was the moment where he either became the final Holy Child or one of those abominations below. What could he say? The truth? Or what she wanted to hear? In the last twenty minutes, he had already disrespected her more than he had during the whole time he had known her. And he had aided an enemy of the city and the Holy Order on more than one occasion.
Felix looked into Justine’s eyes, which were like crystals themselves—sparkling, lifeless, and cold—and said, “She is not a Worm of the Earth.” He tightened his shoulders and braced for the fallout.
Justine hummed, nodded. “No, Felix, she’s not. Because I am.”
Taken aback, Felix said, “What?”
“I am a Worm of the Earth.”
Felix shook his head. “Why are you doing this to me?”
Justine smiled. She reached back, undid her dress, and let it fall around her ankles. Underneath, she was naked, and looked like any other naked woman Felix had accidentally and purposefully seen in the past. Except, she didn’t. Her breasts were without nipples, and between her legs she was sexless. And her chest, there was something wrong with her chest. She was wearing a necklace—he had always seen the chain, but never the piece itself. It was silver, with a white gem inside a tangle of worms. But behind the jewelry, there was a scorched hole that ran deep into her chest. Inside that, something was fixed, as though it had been lodged in there for safekeeping.
“I… I…” Felix covered his eyes. She took his hands away from his face and placed them at his sides. “I… I… you shouldn’t say that about… about yourself.”
A little bit of heat rushed to Justine’s cheeks. “I am a Worm, Felix. Let me show you.”
The Mother Abbess’ stomach began to bubble and bulge, as though something were trying to break free. With a sickening tear, her stomach split open and tens of white, steaming tendrils spilt out. Fixed upon each one was a woman’s face. In his horror, some of the faces even looked familiar to Felix. The tendrils snaked their way up Justine’s body. As they did so, she continued to tear down the middle, opening like a Venus flytrap. Her head sank down inside her and one of the tendrils took its place. Her body, wet and glistening, and twisted like a sheet, then began to relax, reform. Her skin took on different shades and her physique became thinner and heavier. At times, she had a penis, and others a vagina, and sometimes, between her legs, there was a gnashing mouth or long, flailing arms. The metamorphosis went on for only a minute, but to Felix, it felt like hours.
The display did eventually come to an end. And when it did, Justine’s head worked its way out of her stomach and back onto her shoulders. The tendrils retreated into her gut, and her skin stitched itself back up. When she looked herself again, she slipped back into her dress and said, “I am the White Worm of the Earth. Do you doubt me still?”
He shook his head. At this moment, it was about all he could do.
“I am not going to hurt you. But I do have a lot to tell you.” She took out the silver, white-gemmed necklace and let it lie over her dress. “May I share my secrets with you?”
Felix’s thoughts had come to a standstill. He stared at her blankly, the transformation replaying over and over in his mind.
“I was testing you, Felix, but you already knew that. It wasn’t a test of loyalty to me or the Holy Order, but a test of loyalty to yourself. As I did before and do now, I want you to be the last Holy Child. And I cannot lead Penance to greatness with someone who lacks the courage to do the right thing because it might hurt someone else’s feelings.
“I had you follow Isla Taggart, because I wanted you to become aware of their schemes and alliance with the Disciples of the Deep. I had you speak with Audra, because I wanted you to challenge our system, to find humanity in those we consider enemies. And, yes, I did lie to you about her being a Worm of the Earth. I needed you to know that my brethren exist, and I needed to know how little effort it would take to sway you to my side, to my beliefs.”
Felix covered his mouth. “Did I… f-fail?”
Justine let out a kind laugh. “No, you passed. You exceeded all my expectations. Felix—” she held his chin, ran her thumb along his cheek, “—you have convinced me. But now I must convince you.”
Fear bringing him to a freeze, he pulled the blanket closer. “You’re a Worm… You don’t have to listen to me.”
“But I want to.”
Felix nodded. A tear slipped down his cheek. Justine caught it with her thumb. “Okay,” he said. What else could he say? “Okay,” he repeated, eyes going sideways, looking at the door, looking at his only escape. “Okay.”
“Good.” Justine let go of his chin, took a deep breath, and turned to face the city. “I am the White Worm of the Earth. There are many of us. We are all parts of a greater whole. Each of us, like the Red Worm or the Green Worm, have one purpose. It was from this purpose we are born. And when that purpose is fulfilled, we die. The Red Worm is violence incarnate. By violence, the Red Worm is born, and by the violence it provokes, it is destroyed. The Green Worm is disease, rot, and filth. I am the White Worm. I am humanity’s need to understand those things it cannot. I am humanity’s reassurance that all they do is not for nothing. I am religion. It is my purpose, and it should have been my downfall.
“I have lived many lives, Felix. You have seen them all, in the portraits in the Ascent, of every Mother Abbess that has come before me. Beginning as Mother Abbess Priscilla, I have worked effortlessly, for so many years now, creating and maintaining the Holy Order of Penance. To hide my identity, and to ensure our great city was not led to ruin, I created a line of successors, each being myself, of course. This is my purpose, you see. It is all I am supposed to know and do. And by my purpose, I will one day die. But there is a threat to my purpose lurking in the West, and I cannot let it destroy what I have spent so many, many years creating.”
“The Disciples of the Deep,” Felix whispered, enraptured. “King Edgar’s new religion.”
“Yes. And do you not agree our Holy Order is wonderful and necessary?”
Felix nodded.
“And though you may not realize it, the Disciples of the Deep are a threat. They may seem small. They may seem as though they have much catching up to do. But they have one thing we do not.”
Felix shook his head. “What?”
“They have a God.”
He looked pained as he said, “What? No, we have a god, too.”
“No, we do not. We do not have a god. We have an idea of a god. We have everything a god could want, but we do not have a god ourselves.”
“No!” Felix raised his fist, and then quickly put it back down. “No, we do. I hear god. I am god’s speaker. You said it yourself! I hear god almost every day.”
“You hear yourself, Felix, and what you think god would say to you, or what I would say to you. But I assure you, there is no god listening to our prayers—” she outstretched her hand to Penance, “—or to theirs. There is no god. Only us. And what we can do for them.”
I don’t believe it, he thought. He shouted, “I don’t believe it!”
“There is a God, though, Felix.” Justine touched the silver necklace, clutched in her pale grip. “There is a God. It is the Vermillion God. It is the greater whole of which I and the other Worms are a part of. Liken the Worms to angels if you like. We are God’s dutiful servants, meant to punish, empower, or pave the way.”
“Then that’s the God who has been speaking to me,” Felix said. He chewed on his lip. “That’s the voice I hear.”
Justine sighed and said, “No, it is not. And you should be happy that it is not. Do you want to know why?”
Again, Felix shook his head. He crossed his arms and ground his heels into the snow.
“What we have here is better. What I have created, what you have created, is better. Its foundations are lies, but so are the foundations of all religions. There is a god out there, Felix, but the Vermillion God is not the god this world needs.”
“You’re confusing me.” Felix held the sides of his head. He tried to hide inside himself, but the White Worm’s gaze kept him anchored. “This doesn’t make sense. No! This doesn’t make any sense!”
“Yes, it does. You understand what I am saying completely. I do not fault you for not wanting to hear what I have to say, but you must listen.”
Felix squeezed his eyes shut. He moaned, fell to his knees, and back on his legs.
“The Vermillion God is responsible for the Trauma. A woman named Lillian—yes, the same Lillian from which our Holy Order was created—and her followers, after two hundred years of preparation, were able to finally awaken It. You would think that humanity would be relieved to finally have some closure on whether there is a god or not. But it wasn’t. Humanity tried to adapt, and the one true religion, the Lillians, was formed, but it wasn’t enough. The humans still fought one another, destroyed one another, even over their clearly outdated and untrue beliefs. There was an even greater schism between the faiths than before. Eventually, humanity turned its ire towards the Vermillion God, which sat on Earth itself, and they tried to kill It.
“Gods are difficult to destroy. The Vermillion God is a god of great patience, but also incomprehensible cruelty. It gave humanity time to realize its mistake, to cease the attacks. But as millions of unbelievers sieged the Vermillion God, the world was tearing itself apart. To put it simply, humanity was not ready. So the Vermillion God made a decision.
“The Trauma was that decision. It would punish the humans for their attacks, for their refusal to commit to Its one, true religion. The Vermillion God stood and raised Its arms high, and over the course of unmeasurable time, stripped humanity bare. All creations were consumed. Cities were annihilated. The Earth was ripped apart, land masses shifted. Even ideas were eaten. The Vermillion God did not intend to destroy humanity completely. It only wanted to humiliate humanity, to traumatize it so deeply they would feel the effects of the Vermillion God’s power for as long as their species existed.
“After that, the Vermillion God went back to sleep, back to the desert and the darkness, where we Worms reside as well. But you want to know the funny thing, Felix?”
He remained silent.
“The Vermillion God anticipated humanity would try to wake It once more. It is an inevitability. So what did It do? During the Trauma, the Vermillion God devoured the unbelievers and took them back to heaven, where it could feast on their suffering and, occasionally, send them to Earth to do minor tasks.”
“Audra’s shadows,” Felix croaked.
Justine nodded. “And you, them—” she pointed to her right arm, at the fake Corruption there, “—are those that were left behind.”
“But we are Corrupted.” Felix rubbed the damning mark.
“No, you’re not.” Justine started to laugh uncontrollably. She covered her mouth, quickly gathered herself. “You’re not Corrupted. You’re Chosen. Humanity’s Corruption has a kind of vermillion shade to it, does it not?”
Felix nodded.
“Not all, but most of those who were left behind by the Vermillion God were believers, Lillians. For their service and dedication, the Vermillion God gave them a boon: a coloration of their right arm that would be passed down, until the end of time, to signify their bloodlines’ allegiance to God.”
Felix dug his nails into his right arm. “But why is it called Corruption?”
Justine smirked. “Because humans are stupid. Because humans are forgetful. Because humans find flaws and turn them into the tools of persecution and control. It didn’t happen immediately, but over time, what was once a blessing became known as a curse. All those things you hear about Corruption and it having to do with humanity’s predisposition to violence is nothing more than a lie. A lie that started with the Night Terrors which, through humanity’s own self-fulfilling prophecy, eventually took root and became truth. The Night Terrors used it as a means to separate themselves from the humans, to justify murdering them for their cultural reasons. Humanity fought this belief for a while, and then, with the help of the burgeoning religions of the time, they fell for it.”
Felix struggled to his feet. “How… how do you know all this?”
“I have been alive since the Trauma. When the Vermillion God left, there was a need for religion. Untold numbers of people were slaughtered in an attempt to create some sort of spiritual order, and from their bloody, mutilated carcasses, I was born. I had watched from heaven all the Vermillion God had done, so I knew what to do when I was awoken. I tracked down Lillian and her ragtag group of followers, and over time and across the continent, built back up that very religion which had almost killed the Earth.
“But something happened to me. When we settled Six Pillars, I realized I could do better. I could do better than the Lillian faith or the Vermillion God. I am religion, you see. It is all I know and am. And I realized I could do better. Because if I continued to work towards waking the Vermillion God, Trauma would come again, undoubtedly, and I would die. But if I created my own religion, one which could unify, one which could be reasonable and accepting of others, then I would have a religion that would persist, and I would live forever.
“I do not want to die, Felix. I have lived too long and worked too hard. I know that I am being selfish, but I am just being honest. But think on what I have told you. The Vermillion God. What It is capable of and what Its followers will do in Its name. Do you really want this world and your people to have to experience such an existential agony again?”
Felix didn’t know what existential meant, but he shook his head all the same.
“Archivist Amon of Ghostgrave has been working very diligently for hundreds of years to bring the Vermillion God back. A few years ago, King Edgar began terraforming the Heartland to make it more agreeable to the Vermillion God’s influence. Now, he has summoned the Red Worm and somehow had it defeated, to bolster the Disciples of the Deep’s claims and demonstrate the existence of an entity that is more powerful than our non-existent god here in Penance. If left unchecked, King Edgar will get what he wants. Our world is much different now than it was in the Old World. There are less people. Information is not as readily available. Humanity has regressed. This time, if the Vermillion God is woken, it will stay awake. And Felix, this is something we cannot allow to happen. This is a God that revels in sacrifice and slaughter. Do you think that It will show benevolence when there is no one or nothing left to challenge It?”
Felix struggled to find his words, his sanity. He felt as though he were standing in hell, being tempted by a demon to betray everything he had ever believed in.
“We do not have a god on our side. But we are the single largest religion in the world. People believe in the Holy Order without even realizing it. We have the single largest city in the world. If we so wished it, we could have an army to destroy all armies. But I do not want that. I do not wish to secure our place in history by violence. I am the White Worm, not the Red. Religion is eternal. Our deeds must be eternal. The Disciples of the Deep have already begun the conversion. We must win back those we have lost. The imagination is a powerful weapon. King Edgar deals in tangibility, but we have what humanity’s mind can conjure. Our promises are ethereal, but soothing. King Edgar’s are harsh, and foul. We do not need a god. We only need each other. The Mother Abbess and the Holy Child. As it has always been, and as it should always be.
“So what say you, my love?” Justine went to one knee and bowed her head. “I am a monster, but I do not wish for monstrous things. I have gone beyond my purpose. Like the shadows, I was stripped, left to be one thing only, but somehow, I’ve become something more again. The decision is yours, Felix, but the decision must be made now.”
Felix’s hand was shaky as it reached out and touched Justine’s soft hair. He ran his fingers across her scalp. He could feel ancient, eldritch things beneath it, squirming inside her skull. “I remember… you said there was the Anointed One. The Disciple’s own Holy Child.”
“Yes,” Justine said. “Like myself, like Archivist Amon, he is just one part of the Vermillion God’s whole. He did not have a choice. He is only what he is, and nothing more.”
“If I said no, what… would happen?”
“We would clean up the bodies of those that attacked you, and you would go to bed. And we start tomorrow as we do all days.”
“Even after everything you told me?”
“I can’t take that back from you now.”
“Would I be turned into a statue?”
“No, because you would not live to your eighteenth birthday. The Vermillion God and Its followers will make sure of that.”
“What about Audra? And Deimos and Lucan?” He touched her face, touched her jawbone. She nudged his hand, as though comforted by it.
“Do what you like with them. Have them killed. Or let them go. They cannot stay, though.”
“Aren’t you afraid Audra will go back to King Edgar?”
Justine sighed. “If she goes back to her brother, it will be to kill him.”
Felix crouched down, fingered the silver, white-gemmed necklace that Justine wore. “What is the Cult of the Worm? I saw a necklace like this, but it was blue.”
“The Worms of the Earth are not aware of one another. They cannot track one another or contact one another. The Vermillion God made it so that they could not overthrow It or work together to create even greater chaos. But a blue necklace? That would be the Blue Worm, the Worm of knowledge, forbidden knowledge. I do not know why it is hunting you. I expect you have more to share on that matter. But if it has a cult of its own, then it, too, has overstepped its boundaries.”
“Why are you hurt?” Felix moved the necklace aside, pulled down her dress to reveal the black hole in her chest. “It smells like a fire. You always smell like a fire.”
“Here.” Justine reached into the hole, her forearm deep in her chest, and removed what was inside. It was a small, white stone, with strange symbols like those of her dress burnt into it. “This is a sealing stone.”
Felix took it. It bit his hand with invisible teeth, but he grinned through it. “What is it?”
“My death.” She lifted the necklace, the white gem catching the moonlight. “To summon a Worm, a sacrifice and a necklace is required. This is my necklace. A Worm wears it while it is alive. When a Worm exists, a sealing stone is created. The stone is used to send the Worm back to sleep. That way, there is always a method by which to rid the world of Worms.”
“I can kill you with this?” He turned the stone over in his hand. “You’ve been carrying it this whole time?”
“Day by day, I have lived in excruciating pain, keeping that object a secret, so that no one could use it again. But it is yours now. Offer it to me, and I have to accept it. And if I do, then I will be gone.” Justine’s eyes went wide, appealing to him. “I have given you everything, Felix. All that I am.”
Felix ran his fingers across the stone. He felt a power unlike any other coursing through their tips. He didn’t have to make a decision. All he had to do was give the White Worm the stone and send her back to the desert. Then, he could leave with Audra and the Night Terrors and be rid of this madness. He could be something other than the voice of god, something which he had apparently never been.
But instead, Felix set the stone in the snow and touched Justine’s forehead gently. “I accept,” he said. Her took her hand and helped her to her feet. “Give Audra and the Night Terrors safe passage and I will help you.”
Justine threw her arms around him and pulled him close. He could feel the white tendrils inside her, moving behind her flesh, a hundred lives and lies at her beck and call. He should have feared her, but he didn’t. He did, but not anymore. For the first time since he had met her, he knew exactly what she was and what she wanted. And if there was truth to what she wanted, he wanted it, too. But most of all, he didn’t want to hurt anymore. He didn’t want the grime, the guilt. God hadn’t done anything for him he hadn’t already done himself. Somewhere, there was probably some other little boy being taken into the South, being beaten and abused, and almost broken beyond repair. And what for? A heaven that only promised hell?
Felix let go of the White Worm. “The Cult took a friend of mine. A friend who saved me in the South from Samuel Turov. There’s a Witch, the Maiden of Pain. Somehow, it’s all connected. I tried to get her back.”
“That makes sense now,” Justine said, her cheeks rosy, her skin looking healthier than before. “Do you want to save her?”
Felix nodded. “I have to.”
Justine took Felix’s hand. “Then we will save her.”
“How?”
“We are gods now, Felix. We will save her however we like.”
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Terms in bold may contain spoilers for The Three Heretics
The Abyss: Where all who die are said to go.
Amon Ashcroft: The Archivist of Eldrus.
Arachne: Half-human, half-spider creatures from Atlach.
Alexander Blodworth: Understudy of Samuel Turov, an exemplar of Penance. He was given the task of going to Geharra to create a smokescreen for the disappearance of the Holy Child. Instead, he planted the Crossbreed in the city-state’s sewer system and used it to control the entire populace. Along with the people of Alluvia, a neighboring Night Terror village to the city, Geharra’s population was sacrificed by Alexander to birth the Red Worm.
Alluvia: The nearest Night Terror village to Geharra. It is the home of R’lyeh.
The Anointed One: Speaker for the Disciples of the Deep.
Ashen Man: His real name is Seth Barker. Partner of Herbert North. He was a supernatural investigator from the twentieth century who was investigating deaths and disappearances in the town Nachtla. There, he discovered the Witch, and fell in love with her. She took him into the Void and transformed him into one of her grotesque servants.
Audra: King Edgar’s sister. She is a gifted botanist and appears to have an ability to speak with and manipulate shadows.
The Binding Road: A road, much like the Spine, that cuts through the Nameless Forest. It is one of the few places untouched by the Forest’s chaos.
Black Hour: A temporal aberration that occurs at midnight and lasts for one hour. During this period of time, anything that has happened, will happen, or may never happen is possible.
Bloodless: A mythological plant, like the Crossbreed, that is said to be capable of draining an entire town’s worth of blood in one night.
Blue Worm: A Worm of the Earth that was awoken on Lacuna by the Night Terrors to learn ancient knowledge. The Blue Worm taught the Night Terrors about magic, as well as how to procreate more effectively.
Cadence: The small southern village where Vrana leaves the little boy who she later learns was the Holy Child. Upon learning the Holy Child is there, Penance rides into the town, kills everyone, and returns the Holy Child to Penance.
Caldera: Vrana’s home, and the southern-most Night Terror village. The village is built at the base of Kistvaen, a massive mountain.
Corrupted: A derogatory term used by the Night Terrors to identify humans. Humans are called this due to the crimson pigmentation in the skin of their right arms. The Night Terrors believe this defect is evidence of humanity’s pre-disposition to violence; they use this as justification to murder the humans.
Crossbreed: A massive plant created from ingredients that are not supposed to work together. It secretes fluids that cause those who ingest them to become extremely susceptible to suggestion.
Dead City: An Old World city of skyscrapers and modern technology that is unreachable due to the poisonous fumes that cover the peninsula it sits upon.
Deimos: A Night Terror who wears a bat skull. He was a watcher of Geharra. His husband, Johannes, was killed by Corrupted. He hunted down Johannes’ killers, but in doing so neglected his duties of keeping watch over Geharra. This allowed Penance to enter the city and take over its people.
Derleth: A Night Terror who wears an eel skull. R’lyeh had a crush on him. He is responsible for tricking R’lyeh into planting the Crossbreed’s roots in Alluvia’s water supply, thus giving Alexander Blodworth the ability to easily take over the village on his way to Penance.
The Disciples of the Deep: Eldrus’ new religion.
The Divide: The massive river that cuts through the content, separating the snowy lands of Penance from the Heartland.
The Dread Clock: Rumored to be the origin of the Black Hour; a grandfather clock thought to be located in the Nameless Forest.
Edgar: The youngest of the royal family of Eldrus. He is the King of Eldrus, though his ascent to power is a mystery to most.
Eldrus: The northern city-state that sits above the Heartland. It is governed by a monarchy that is led by King Edgar.
Exemplars: Six individuals who are meant to be the embodiment of a certain skill or trait. They are meant to be examples for the people of Penance to follow.
Flesh fiends: Subterranean creatures with a conflicted mythology. They wear the flesh and body parts of their victims. When a Corrupted and a Night Terror mate, there is a chance a flesh fiend will be born. They were last spotted in the sacrificial pit of Geharra, as well as near the island of Lacuna.
Geharra: The western-most city-state. The Night Terrors favor this city due to its lack of interest in war and expansion. Now, due to Alexander Blodworth, the entire population is dead; they have become one with the Red Worm.
The Heartland: The lifeblood of Eldrus; many towns and villages exist here, including Gallows, Bedlam, Nyxis, Hrothas, Islaos, and Cathedra.
Herbert North: Seth Barker’s (the Ashen Man) partner in supernatural investigations. Currently resides in the Membrane.
Holy Child: Believed to be the speaker for Penance’s god. Only the Mother Abbess is higher than him in importance in the Holy Order of Penance. Samuel Turov stole the Holy Child away into the South for unknown reasons, and kept him there until Vrana killed Samuel.
Johannes: A Night Terror who wears a fox skull. He was Deimos’ husband.
Kistvaen: The massive mountain that sits behind Caldera. It may be a dormant or extinct volcano.
Lacuna: An island off the eastern coast. It sits within the Widening Gyre, and it is hidden from prying eyes by spellweavers. The Blue Worm was awakened on this island, and used by Mara and other Night Terrors to learn its secrets, as well as to discover a way to repopulate the Night Terror people.
Lotus: The mayor of Threadbare.
Lucan: A Night Terror who wears a beetle skull. He and Deimos were both last seen making contact with Penance outside of Geharra; this was after the Red Worm had been born.
The Maiden of Joy: Also known as Crestfallen, Joy, or Adelaide.
Mara: A Night Terror who wears a mask made out of centipedes. She was in control of Lacuna’s fertility project. She has had run-ins with the Witch in the past.
The Membrane: A plane that exists between life and death; an area that may connect to additional planes and horrible dwellings. The dead pass through here.
Mother Abbess Justine: The ultimate authority of the Holy Order of Penance. Also known as the Hydra of Penance.
Nacthla: A small, abandoned town where it is believed a portal may exist into the Witch’s Void.
The Nameless Forest: Like the Black Hour, anything is possible here; except the Nameless Forest is not bound by time, so the chaos it contains is constant. It is from here the vermillion veins are said to originate.
Night Terror: A race of humanoids whose entire culture and purpose is to understand and murder the Corrupted. They are believed to be supernatural creatures, though their origins are a mystery. The only actual observable difference between Night Terrors and Corrupted is that Night Terrors lack Corruption.
Old World: The world before the Trauma.
Ossuary: A massive desert located at the southern-most point of the continent. No one goes there, and nothing is said to thrive there.
Penance: The eastern-most city-state. It is the home of the Holy Order of Penance.
Pyra: The headquarters for the Holy Order of Penance.
Red Worm: A Worm of the Earth that was summoned from the ten thousand dead that had been raped and murdered in the bowels of Geharra. It is currently on the loose.
R’lyeh: A thirteen-year-old Night Terror who wears an octopus as a mask. One of the few survivors from the genocide of Geharra. Her hometown is Alluvia. She was Vrana’s companion.
Samuel Turov: The Exemplar of Restraint. For unknown reasons, he stole the Holy Child and took him south.
Scavengers: A splinter group of the Lillians (who were an older incarnation of the Holy Order of Penance). They reside outside Geharra, where they worship a large, achromatic tower. They believe god lives inside the tower.
Shadows: Strange creatures that exist inside the Membrane. Audra of Eldrus has been known to speak with them.
Silver Necklaces with (colored) gems: Objects which are essential in the rituals used to summon the Worms of the Earth. When a Worm is summoned, it leaves behind a sealing stone, which is used to put the Worm back to sleep. When a Worm is put back to sleep, it leaves behind a silver necklace.
Six Pillars: An older name of Penance.
The Skeleton: A mysterious individual who Vrana sees twice in her journey. She meets him once in the Black Hour, and once again on the island of Lacuna. Mara tells Vrana the Skeleton was responsible for leading a rebellion against King Edgar.
Spellweavers: Individuals who are capable of magic.
The Spine: A massive highway system that once spanned the entire continent but has since fallen into disrepair.
The Trauma: A catastrophic event of unknown origin that has led the world to the state it is in now.
The Void: The home of the Witch.
The Woman in White Satin: A woman who lives inside the Nameless Forest and has charged Edgar with the task of killing the rulers of each village there.
The Worms of the Earth: Biological weapons of destruction brought about by ritualistic depravity and sacrifice. They are powerful creatures that have to be sustained by death. One Worm generally provokes the birth of another Worm.
Vermillion Veins: Growths thought to only exist in the Nameless Forest. They are sometimes known to appear elsewhere on the continent but for reasons unknown.
Victor Mors: A philosopher who was assassinated for his studies into the Membrane and the Worms of the Earth.
Vrana: A Night Terror who wears the mask of a raven. She was mutated by the Witch into a grotesque raven-like creature, and is now currently imprisoned in the Void.
Winnowers’ Chapter: An elitist group of Holy Order members who disagree with the direction the Mother Abbess is taking the religion.
The Witch: Also known as the Maiden of Pain, the Witch has been responsible for countless deaths over untold years. She attacked Vrana’s village of Caldera, and had been using Vrana as a way by which to spread her influence, so as to increase in power and relevance.
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THE HOUSE OF A THOUSAND HEARTS










The letter arrived at the exact moment in Amelia Ashcroft’s life when she would be most susceptible to its contents. It was 1888, the money she had inherited from her mother and father was diminishing rapidly, and a steady job was but a rumor told in a whisper from a source she could never locate. In her uncle Amon’s emaciated scrawl, Amelia was given an apology, a plea for her to return to the family estate, and a promise to be rid of the disappointment she had felt all her life with life itself. The rest was very vague, and by the blots of ink and streaks of black across the parchment, Amelia knew that something was very wrong with her estranged uncle.
She read the letter twelve times before setting it aside.
Unlike some, Amelia had been fortunate as a young girl in that she had not only a mother but also a father; her misfortune was that neither seemed capable of loving her, her siblings, or one another. They were not unpleasant individuals. They did not view their children as burdens unworthy of their fortunes. Every ailment was attended to, and every provision provided. But each action taken by her mother and father was one made cold by indifference and distance. Never did they allow those who craved their attention and affections anywhere closer than arm’s length.
Amelia began to take notice of her uncle at the age of ten. She used to sit at his feet, dampening his pant leg with her tears, her body starved for that very thing which her parents seemed so reluctant to give and that he seemed to have in great abundance: Love. Of course, being her elder by seventeen years, Amon was quick to suggest that Amelia spend more time with her older brothers and sister. But what Amon did not realize, and what Amelia knew all too well, was that her siblings, either through observation or inheritance, were without consistent, predictable emotions. They were eager enough to play with Amelia in the forest and in the fields surrounding the estate, but too often did they oscillate between kindness and cruelty.
The thirteenth time Amelia had read the letter she decided to be honest with herself and accept that, despite her uncle’s sudden disappearance from the world, from her world, she still missed him and could forgive him for abandoning her.
The fourteenth time Amelia had read the letter her thoughts returned to those moments spent with her uncle traveling the countryside and the unknown paths of the forest, where they weaved with words worlds fitted with wonders from their imaginations.
The fifteenth time Amelia read the letter she regressed to the adolescent girl, who was then expected to engage in dull conversations at even duller parties with those who envied her family’s wealth and acted as though they did not.
“Careful now,” she remembered Amon whispering to her at a party as he passed, nodding at the obese man who’d been speaking to her for the better part of an hour, “when the hors d’oeuvres run out, you’re next.”
The sixteenth time Amelia read the letter, which was entirely unnecessary as she had long since memorized its message, she came to the conclusion that she needed to come to a conclusion.
It had been two weeks since her uncle had brought to life the memories laid to rest in the graveyard of her mind. Now, she was enjoying the silence of the city with her children, Ruth and Edmund. Neither child shared the same father, nor had they been old enough to get to know the men, for both bastards had departed years ago for some undisclosed location of hell. Amelia, with several broken bones, a bloodied nose, and busted lip, had been kind enough to show them the way, first with a butcher’s knife and then a well-placed kick down the stairs.
“Mother?” Ruth asked, wide-eyed. “Why don’t we go to church like everybody else?”
“Because we are not like everybody else,” she said as she ran her fingers through her “godless” child’s hair.
Most individuals in the city were not afforded the opportunity to refuse an audience with god at the appointed hour, and yet Amelia had done so every week since her previous husband’s passing. Murder, too, generally provoked a response from the local precinct or the victim’s family, and yet after each killing she went about her days unscathed. This, she reasoned, was compensation for sitting so diligently all of her life on the edge of despair and knowing there was no other place that would have her. She knew that this was illogical, improbable, but what other explanation existed?
“Someone’s coming, Mummy,” Edmund cried from the living room. “Someone weird!”
Amelia shushed her children—they had begun to squeal and concoct elaborate tales amongst themselves—made her way to and through the front door, and waited. A carriage led by two large, black horses pulled up beside her squat house, their hooves clapping against the hard earth. At the front of the vehicle sat a gaunt man clad from head to toe in raggedy black clothes too large for his person. Looking closely, Amelia saw that his skin was soft and pink, like a newborn’s.
Intrigued, Edmund and Ruth burst through the doorway, glanced at the man, and then hid behind their mother’s dress. Here and there, they peeked out around her. Each time, without fail, when their eyes met his, they went stiff, as though the sight of the driver’s horribly blue eyes were paralyzing.
“Can I help you, sir?” Amelia asked, disturbed by the man’s behavior.
The man offered no response. Behind him, the horses grunted and snorted, steam rising from their wet noses and dispersing into the brisk autumn air.
“If there’s nothing, then I must ask you to leave. I’m not one for games and I will show you if needs be.”
“Mother is ferocious today,” Edmund whispered to his sister, fingers clinging tightly to the fabric of Amelia’s dress.
“Quiet you,” Ruth hissed back.
Suddenly, without any visible provocation, the man’s vacant eyes stirred to life. “My apologies, ma’am,” the driver said as he bowed repeatedly. “I’ve a condition. I don’t truly understand it, but I’ve had it all my life, or so I’m told.”
Upon hearing the driver’s voice, Edmund and Ruth emerged from behind Amelia to properly introduce themselves. They looked like diminutive adults in their suit and dress. Ruth curtseyed as Edmund outstretched his arm like a proper gentleman.
“Lovely children, ma’am,” the driver said, tipping his head in their direction.
“What is it then?” Amelia snapped, placing one hand atop each child’s head.
The horses sneered behind the driver as though they were insulting her for being so daft. “I was sent by your uncle Amon, ma’am. I was told to pick you up at this hour, on this day. I was told that you would be awaiting my arrival.”
The driver watched as confusion spread first across Amelia’s face and then the children’s.
“Did the letter not arrive, ma’am?”
“It did.”
“Oh, I see. Well, I should be going then, to inform your uncle of your decision. Farewell, ma’am, and I apologize once more for the fright I gave you.”
Amelia went to turn away, and then didn’t.
The carriage crossed the drowned land, throwing mud upon mud and leaving deep tracks and hoof prints in the road. Amelia looked through the window, at the field of green beside her and sea of gray above, and sighed. Ruth and Edmund sat opposite her, asleep upon one another, their bodies heavy with exhaustion. Occasionally, the carriage would dip into a hole, and in response the children would mumble incoherently as they threw their limbs about in sleepy agitation. This made Amelia laugh—something which she had not done in quite some time. She wanted to join them in their sleep, to hold and see them through troubling dreams, but the driver had warned of violence on the roadway, so she sat as a sentinel at the window, not trusting a man to see dangers only a mother’s eyes could.
Amelia found herself thinking of the family estate, but she knew that what she remembered would no longer be when they crossed over onto the property. For a moment her heart fluttered at the idea of being reunited with her mother, father, sister, and brothers, but even this would be impossible. Through disease, brutality, and unexplainable circumstance, each member of the Ashcroft family had been taken from this world. Death had begun with her mother, who had succumbed to an infection and an irrational fear of doctors. After that, once having tasted Amelia’s bloodline and finding it favorable, Death became a glutton of it, and one by one, her siblings and relatives fell to its hunger.
It had grown dark when Ruth and Edmund came to, drool still wet upon their lips. It took them a moment to recognize their surroundings and to remember their departure. The sound of wood bending rose from the floor of the carriage as they crossed a bridge over a surging stream.
“Mummy,” Edmund mumbled as he wiped his eyes, “Mummy, I’m so very hungry.”
“We’ll eat soon, Edmund. Ruth, are you hungry?”
“I can wait,” Ruth responded proudly, even as her stomach rumbled.
“Of course you can.”
In what remained of the failing light, Amelia saw the outline of a small house atop a small hill. All about it were sticks and branches protruding from the earth, like makeshift headstones or bits of shrapnel from some long forgotten trauma. There were no roads to the house, and the land it sat on was fallow. Amelia thought about who might have lived there and if they lived there still, if they were happy or if they had been shunned there. She wondered if whether they, too, had sat at the edge of despair and, worn by the sights beyond, fell from its ledge.
Amelia searched the dark of the carriage for stowed-away food. Finding it, she broke the bread into three pieces and poured the soup into three bowls. Together, the Ashcrofts ate their late meal ravenously and then slept into the morning hours.
When they reached the outskirts of an upcoming town, the driver stopped the carriage so that they could stretch their legs and relieve themselves in the overgrowth that had sprung up around the road. Despite her upbringing, Amelia had no qualms about squatting in the bushes beside her daughter, nor would she mind shoving the driver’s nose into his skull if he had wandered over to watch. She had been accused many times of not being a lady, but Amelia saw nothing ladylike in silence and willful stupidity.
“How far now, sir?” Amelia asked the driver later as they both stood staring out at the town in the distance. A thick fog clung to it, so much so that, had the driver not warned of it, Amelia would have never known the town was there until they were right upon it.
“A day or so. Maybe more, ma’am. The land is strange here and seems to have a mind of its own.” The driver scratched at the white stubble that had formed on his tender skin.
Amelia gasped. “Is this Parish?” She knew the town from her youth; her family had acquired many properties here. “Will we have any trouble passing through?”
The driver smiled as he patted one of the great black horses on its rear. “No, I expect not.”
Eager to show the awful things it hid, the fog began to part as the carriage drew closer to Parish. At first, Amelia covered Edmund’s and Ruth’s eyes, but the town had more road than she had patience to keep her children restrained. It seemed as though a pestilence had passed through, a pestilence that had affected not only the people there, but their creations as well. The buildings themselves looked diseased and decayed, their collapsed roofs host to countless weeping sores. Stone walls ran through Parish like dividers between the districts. Each one was mottled, encrusted like they had scabbed over. But what Amelia found most disturbing were the strange vermillion veins that ran between each of the houses. The pulsating, root-like structures were everywhere, and the lattice they formed over the ground had choked out any life that had once dared to rise out of the land.
Edmund and Ruth coughed and gagged as they surveyed the blight. Even the air smelled and tasted of wet, sour decay. Amelia went to her children; worried about airborne infection, she pounded her fist on the wall of the carriage until the driver got the hint and sped up the horses.
“We’ll be through this soon enough,” he yelled back.
“I don’t like it here at all,” Ruth said, crossing her arms tight against her chest.
“Sissy! I like it here very much,” Edmund teased.
“No you don’t!” Ruth paused and looked at her mother. “Does he?”
“Of course he does, he’s a boy.”
“No I’m not!”
“You’re not a boy? Edmund, there are many things I don’t know in this life but of that I am certain.” Amelia laughed nervously, hoping that a bit of humor would distract them.
Amelia’s words, however, washed over Edmund with no effect whatsoever. Ruth jabbed her brother’s side. The two began to quarrel over how much they annoyed one another and who their mother loved best. Amelia moved to silence them as the carriage came to a sharp halt, jerking its passengers forward.
After calming Edmund and Ruth, Amelia stepped out of the carriage to confront the driver. Before she could find the man or the words to throw at him, however, she was stunned. Beside the road, where the mist was thin and pink, a cemetery sat, each of its graves gutted. Towards the center of the cemetery, amongst a circle of chipped headstones, a silhouette stood, ragged and bent, plunging its crooked shovel into the sweating earth.
“Why have we stopped?” Amelia asked aloud, unable to take her eyes off the figure.
When the driver did not respond, Amelia marched around to the front of the carriage and found that he was missing. The horses stood there indifferently, their jaws clamping down hard and chewing on the veins tangled around their hooves.
Ruth called out from inside the carriage, “Mummy, what’s happening?”
“The horses are tired, Ruth, and want to rest a bit,” Amelia lied.
From out of the fog the driver came, hobbling onto the road.
Amelia noted the bright red stain on his lips. “What the hell are you doing?” she yelled.
“Relieving myself, ma’am. The horses tire quickly here, like you said to the children. We will be off soon enough.”
Amelia glared at the withered man. “What… has happened here? Where is everyone? I’ve seen Parish and this is not how I remember it.” She exhaled and gathered herself. “What is that man doing to the graves?”
“He’s searching for the bodies of his wife and daughter,” the driver said nonchalantly. “The rest, as you can see, have been carried off.”
It was true: The graveyard had been upturned, hollowed out; each casket broken, busted open, and left to rot beside the hole it was meant to occupy.
“How do you know this?” Amelia inched towards her compartment, her children waiting on its edge like hounds to be set upon the digger. “What happened here?”
“He does not think,” the driver continued, ignoring her, “he digs. And when he stops, he will die. That was his command.”
From inside the carriage Edmund shouted, “Mummy, I’m scared now.”
“It’s fine, darling,” Amelia assured her son.
She felt herself almost fall backward as her heel became caught in a bundle of veins.
“You didn’t answer my question,” she said through her teeth to the driver.
“It’ll be dark soon. Master Amon will explain all. Please, for your children’s sake, let us be on our way while the sun still holds the sky.”
Amelia moved to argue with the man, but she was willing to abstain from demanding his explanation if it meant leaving this place sooner. She nodded, repulsed and enraged, and climbed into the carriage to be with her children. What was she doing? How could she let herself be brought into this situation? She felt no true danger, but her senses, all five of them, were poor barometers in a place so senseless.
In seconds, hours passed, and when all the light left the world, Amelia finally succumbed to the rhythmic rocking of the carriage and slept. A dream overcame her, as though it had been lying in wait. In a matter of moments, she shed her years until she was nine again. Amelia, with a candle in one hand and the side of her nightgown in the other, was now no longer in the carriage, but in the Ashcroft estate. She moved through the house quickly, quietly, her presence no more than a shadow upon the curtains, a creak upon the stairs—a whisper of life in the dead of night.
Amelia found the basement easily enough, but what she could not understand was why she needed to find it at all. Her parents had forbidden entry into it, and that had always been enough, as the only promise the basement held for Amelia was one of spider bites and cobwebs. But that night had been a restless night. As she lay in her bed, bored and burning up, she began to think, to consider things she hadn’t before, as though some invisible entity were by her bedside, whispering details into her mind she had otherwise missed.
The candle was of little help to Amelia in the basement. Somehow, it seemed the darkness had taken on the properties of light, leaving her tiny, flickering flame all but useless in that stygian place. It was strange, and it made her feel uncomfortable, so naturally she turned on her heels to go. But before she could, she felt it, the air rushing past her legs, like something was breathing it in at the center of the room. Shivering with anxious curiosity, Amelia swallowed hard and padded across the basement, until she reached the center and the source.
She went to her knees to see it more clearly, the gaping hole in the floor that was taking up all the air in the room. Her arms started to itch. She felt a tickle on the soles of her feet. She set the candle down beside the hole and leaned forward, the sweaty strands of her hair sliding past her face. Beyond, in the darker darkness there, Amelia heard a rustling of cloth and what sounded like metal grinding against stone. She leaned in closer, felt her knees slide forward, as though the air had become the ocean and she was caught in its current. Her ears pricked; there was another sound, further down—were they words?—and when she went to answer their summons, something wrapped itself around her.
Amelia screamed. In defiance, not thinking, she threw herself toward the hole. She gasped as the grip tightened around her stomach.
“Stop, stop,” she heard a man say.
Amelia looked over her shoulder, and through her tears she saw her father. He shook his head, picked her up, and held her across his arms. Amelia muttered a half-hearted apology. Her father smiled back. It felt good to be held by him, so she put her head to his chest and didn’t say anything, not even when she felt his hot tears falling down between her braids.
Amelia’s father carried her back to bed. Between the two an unspoken promise was made.
Amelia woke up, her face wet and mouth dry, the dream still fresh in her mind. Thinking back, she realized that had been the only moment her father had held her. How had she forgotten it? What else had she forgotten? What other silent signals and strained exchanges had she misinterpreted in her ignorant youth and selfish adolescence? The basement—what secrets did the basement hold, and why, with one uneventful night, had her curiosity been suddenly satisfied?
Cracks of morning split open the dawning sky. Amelia’s eyes fluttered open and she looked through the window to find they’d finally reached the end of Parish.
How is that possible? Slowly, she opened the door and leaned out to have a look back at the way they had come. Parish, the town that had taken them an entire day to cross, stood behind her, the entrance in sight, no more than a kilometer away.
Between the carriage, the Ashcroft estate, and the hill it sat upon, was the swath of marshy land that Amelia and her siblings had spent so much time playing on. The Ashcroft estate itself was located at the hill’s summit, which was now crowned with the very same trees Amelia’s father had worked so hard to keep at bay. With no ax to stifle their growth, the trees had flourished and reclaimed the point as their own.
Unfortunately, the same could not be said for Amelia’s family; their time had come and gone. This meeting, this strange and unexpected meeting with Amon would be nothing more than one ghost acknowledging the other and feeling all the worse for doing so. There would be no growth, no reclamation; just climbing into graves that had long been dug.
“Are you happy to be going home, Mummy?” Ruth asked dreamily as she stared at the soft blue sky.
“I am happy, because I am with you, Ruth, and your sneaky brother,” Amelia said as she reached over and pinched Edmund’s already reddening cheeks. It seemed they had forgotten about Parish, so for their sake, she would, too.
“Will he like us?” Ruth’s voice shook.
“Without a doubt. I am certain of it.” Amelia watched a small smile form upon her daughter’s face. “Are you excited to meet your great-uncle, Edmund?”
Edmund shrugged. “Why should I be?”
Amelia thought of their fathers, of every cruel and callous individual in their lives, and felt her innards twist and constrict at their memories. In that moment, she saw her son not as he was but as he would be, a man grown and sculpted from his experiences, and knew that her efforts alone would not be enough. Ruth, too, would prove problematic, but those days of raggedy dresses and loveless nights would come much later to the girl who kept close to her mother’s side. Could Amon, surely still a man of means, offset this future or delay it entirely? Is that why she let herself be whisked away by the driver with violent blue eyes and translucent flesh to this nightmarish part of the country? Perhaps these ghosts could mend the damages done after all and salvage what life was left for those still living.
They were still far enough away from the estate that the forest and the hill it sat upon fit comfortably between Amelia’s thumb and index finger. One by one, worn down by the rays of the sun, the carriage’s passengers answered the summons of sleep.
When Amelia, Ruth, and Edmund awoke, they found that the open countryside had been replaced by a corridor of trees. They had reached the hill, which was the only piece of the world Amelia could truly say was her own. Looking out, she found the forest path aglow with the golden shafts of light cutting through the canopy. Entranced, Amelia rapped her fist upon the wall of the carriage until the driver brought it to a halt.
“The forest is beautiful, ma’am, but you of all should know that the creatures that live within it have no fear of man,” the driver said as he helped them out of the carriage.
While Amelia and her children stretched their legs and backs, she said, “Well, then we are fortunate in that I am a woman, Ruth a girl, and Edmund a boy.”
“Am I not a man?” the driver asked with genuine concern as he watched them move towards the opening in the trees.
“Of course,” Amelia said. “You’ve brought us through hell unscathed. You’re an odd man, a good man, I think, but a man nonetheless.”
The driver nodded at this, pleased. He bowed and turned to tend to the horses.
On the other side of the opening, Amelia and her children found a field brimming with life; it was one of those rare, impossible places that somehow had been left untouched by man’s machines and machinations. The grass came up to Amelia’s knees. Its warm, gentle touch was a welcome change from the cold countryside air and the rigid seats of the carriage. Flowers of all kinds and colors speckled the area through which they moved, and they minded each one like it were the last of its species. Above, from their leafy perches, small birds—blue, white, and yellow—whistled and sang, their voices intertwining, complimenting each other, as though each were telling their own part of a story.
“Can we stay?” Ruth asked, going silent as she watched a rabbit hop through the field.
“Can we?” Edmund echoed, much to Amelia’s surprise.
The city’s palette was limited, uninspired. Amelia was surprised that her children spoke of their intoxication with their surroundings, but there was no denying that she, too, felt dizzied by it all.
They spent a half an hour in the field. Amon had made Amelia wait years before contacting her; as far as she was concerned, he was on her time now. She regained her senses, her smarts, gathered her children up, and headed for the opening. In her time in the clearing, she became determined to not let Amon’s inevitable invitation to return to the estate sway her as soon as it passed his lips.
“They’re here, too?” Edmund had lagged behind. He was staring at something in the grass.
“What’s that?” Amelia, with Ruth in her shadow, went to her son. “Who?”
She twisted her mouth as she saw what Edmund was pointing to. Beyond the overgrowth, where the land slanted, a tree stump sat with an ax buried in it. The stump and the ax were surely a century old—undoubtedly, the scene had been her father’s work—but somehow, for some reason, the soil around the stump was ruddy and wet, and the ax head glistened, as though recently used. Amelia crouched down and then jumped to her feet. Around the base of the stump, feeding in and out of what was now clearly a puddle of blood, were the vermillion veins from Parish. What were they? Why were they here? Amelia said nothing, took Edmund’s hand, and marched back to the carriage.
The trees were at their thickest surrounding the house, so as they approached, Amelia was only able to catch glimpses of her childhood home. First, she saw the gate, which was now broken and unmanned—anything could enter the property, and probably already had. Then, she saw flashes of the house’s white pillars, ivy-wreathed and sun-dulled. As the carriage went around natural roadblocks, she saw windows glinting through the foliage, too dirty to do much else but bounce the light off them.
“Is it close?” Edmund squeaked.
Amelia nodded and then, as the carriage cleared the last line of trees, took a deep breath as the house came fully into view. The Ashcroft home looked awful. Time had not been kind to it. The white paint had grayed, and the foundation had cracked and sunk into the ground. The porch and the balconies appeared as though they would collapse at any moment. Even inside the carriage, she could hear the house rattling, moaning—complaining about the cruel human creatures that had forced it to go on for so long.
But despite its state, Amelia could not help but be moved to tears. She wept, and she wept hard. She balled her fists and bit her lip and sucked back the hot saliva in her mouth as she cried and failed to keep her composure. She had never been fond of the house when she lived there; often times, she had dreamt of destroying it, setting fire to it, and yet here it was, as ruined as she would have liked it to be, and she was crying.
The carriage came to a stop beside the twelve lichen- and weed-choked steps that led up to the house. As Amelia wiped her eyes, Edmund and Ruth burst out of the compartment and started up the stairs, their excitement surmounting what little good sense they had. Amelia didn’t say anything—in fact, she was tempted to do the same—and took the driver’s hand when he came around to help her out.
“Thank you,” she said, his clammy grip making the hairs stand up on her arm.
She watched as he unloaded their belongings and left them on the ground at the foot of the stairs. She felt a flare of anger and then hated herself for how quickly her lost sense of entitlement had returned.
“I can go no farther,” he said, his violent blue eyes downcast.
Amelia nodded, gathered everything up, and beckoned for her children, who had become almost animalistic in their excitement, to do the same.
“Thank you, sir,” Ruth said, smiling as she skipped up the stairs with her bags.
“Thank you, sir,” Edmund said, copying his sister in word and action.
“You’re a good man,” Amelia said, her arms weighed down at her sides by her belongings. “I couldn’t have asked for a better driver. I hope to see you again?”
The driver grinned; his teeth looked too small, too closely packed, as though he still had all his baby teeth. “It was a pleasure, ma’am.”
Amelia bowed slightly and, with her children waiting on the porch, disappeared into the dark of the house.
The driver stayed where he stood. His waxy lips began to quiver, to tremble. He cracked his neck and a bone broke through. His muscles started to spasm. His pink flesh became cloudy and muddled, and lost its consistency. A viscous fluid like bloody milk leaked from his pores; his shoes filled up with the substance until they overflowed. In a freezing instant, his skin became as hard as bark and by the wind was peeled away like paint chips.
Behind the driver, or what was currently left of him, the great, black horses, still bound to the carriage, gave out one final whine and then began their reversion. Together, the man and his two beasts decayed in the shadow of the Ashcroft house. They had been born at the same time, so it seemed fitting they should die at the same time as well. Their lives had been simple lives; no more than a summation of commands in the dark.  They had done well as forms, but now it was time for them to return, to be whispers amongst whispers, mouths amongst mouths, in the black chambers of their vermillion heaven.
Amon was waiting for them in the foyer. Amelia’s heart rioted in her chest as her eyes fell upon him. Ruth and Edmund had gone silent as well, their energy sapped by the sight of the fabled uncle who was finally before them.
Before Amelia realized what was happening, two maids closed in on her and her children and reached out to take their belongings. Amelia relinquished the bags, but not before getting a good look at the women. Their outfits were traditional enough, but covering the lower halves of their faces was a piece of cloth, like a doctor’s mask. Were they sick? Infectious? Were they afflicted with what had run its course through Parish?
“It’s fine,” Amon said, his voice soft and deep like a practiced storyteller’s. “You are home now.”
He approached Amelia, smiling behind the loose strands of graying black hair that had fallen across his face. He took her hand and kissed her forehead. She meant to turn away, but he had been quick, and she had wanted it more than she realized.
Amon led Amelia and her children to the dining room, where they found their meals already prepared and waiting. The dinner table was covered in candles, and the ornate walls that surrounded the room were covered in the wild shadows they cast onto them. Each member of the Ashcroft family took a seat, and not one spoke to another until their plates were clean.
Amelia set down her silverware, wiped her mouth. She smoothed out her dress and, looking at her uncle, who hadn’t taken his eyes off her, said harshly, “Where have you been?”
“Everywhere,” Amon said, nodding. “China, India, and parts of Africa, and other places I’d rather forget.”
“Why?” Edmund asked, bits of food pasted to his face.
Amon smiled warmly. “I was looking for something.”
“Did you just now return?” Amelia asked, already hanging on his every word like she had when she was younger. She fought away the childish, girlish feelings she felt, but she knew they would be back soon enough.
“No.” Amon looked into his lap, ashamed. “I’ve been here for eleven years. I’m sorry, Amelia.”
Amelia put her hand to her mouth. The pain that she felt from his words was greater than any inflicted upon her by the dead and damnable.  Eleven years, he had been back for eleven god damn years.
Sensing her mother’s hurt, Ruth took Amelia’s arm and pressed her head against it.
Anger left Amelia’s face contorted, ugly. Her cheeks twitched while she held back every curse and insult. “Why did you write me? Why now? After all… after all this time? You could have let me be.”
“Tonight, when the children are asleep, or tomorrow, if you are too weary, I’ll tell you.” He looked at Edmund and Ruth with his kind, tired eyes. “It’s a tale too frightening for you two.”
“Not for me!” Edmund said. He stood up to assert his manliness, but tripped over his feet instead.
“All the same, Edmund, I think your mother would agree.”
“Edmund?” Amelia looked at Amon, confused. “How did you know his name is Edmund?”
Amon opened his mouth to answer but stopped as the two maids from earlier entered and began clearing the table. They made no noise as they worked. When the one with brown hair leaned forward to take a plate, Amelia leaned in close, listening for breaths she was sure the maid wasn’t taking, because it seemed like she wasn’t breathing. The maid grunted, reared up, and quickly walked way. But Amelia had noticed another curiosity: The maid’s facial structure seemed peculiar, deformed; the way the mask hung and clung to the curves of her bones… it was as though the maid had no mouth at all.
“I’m sorry,” Amon said after the maids left the dining room. “I’ve let most of the old ways and customs go over the years. No need when you’re the only one.” He looked at his niece and sighed. “Amelia, we have not spoken nor seen each other for years… years. I can’t believe it’s been… But I did not forget about you. In fact, most of my days were concerned with your wellbeing. Your fortune, you see, was squandered by your siblings. Your father, for reasons I promise to you I’ll reveal later, gave me a share of the wealth much larger than I could have ever expected. So I took it upon myself to help you when I could, from a distance, like a hypocrite, like… like the kind of person you and I swore never to be so many… so many years ago.”
“What’s a hypocrite?” Ruth asked.
“Someone who says something is wrong but does that thing anyway,” Amelia said, jaw clenched. “What have you really done, Amon?”
“Only what I could to see that you were safe. There were some things that I could not stop, but now that I see them before me, I know that it was worth it.”
Amon looked at Edmund and Ruth. Amelia knew immediately he was referring to their fathers.
“I made sure to pay those who needed to be paid, but I did not want to control your life entirely. I knew you would have none of that. I wanted you to live, to forget me and this house.”
Amelia leaned in closer to her uncle. She wanted to stay angry with him, but she couldn’t; however, he didn’t need to know that, not yet. The candles before them were failing fast—it seemed they were good for this night only—and Ruth and Edmund were too tired to sit upright. Like her children, Amelia needed a bed, a place of rest where she could lie and make sense of the madness Amon had brought to her life.
“Why am I here, Amon?” she whispered. “Why did you bring me back?”
Amon cleared his throat and brought his lips to her ear and said, “Because I desperately need your help.”
Twenty minutes later and they were on the second floor, Amon taking the lead, carving away the darkness of the Ashcroft house with the lantern swinging from his arm. His mood had improved after the first wave of confessions. After his plea to Amelia for aid, he changed the topic and shared stories with her children about their mother. Amelia went along with the act; her uncle was a man who had spent the majority of his life in solitude, in the forgotten corners of the world, so she expected some eccentricities. But what did he want of her? As she had watched him laugh and tell jokes, she searched for signs of weakness, for hints of his plight, but there was nothing. If he had told the truth, if he had truly been watching her all these years from his wooded seclusion, then why did he need her at all? That kind of power, Amelia thought, was the kind that could solve just about any problem. Then again, if it wasn’t, and if he had truly saved her, who was she to refuse him?
“I know a lot has happened today,” Amon said, stopping at Amelia’s old room. “I’ve hurt you, and my reasons for bringing you here are selfish, I know.”
“Amon,” Amelia interrupted, “did you… have something to do with the buying of my house in the city?”
“I did.”
“And the menial tasks my neighbors, my neighbors who otherwise despise me, offered when I was running out of money?”
“I only asked of them that they would give you a chance. I know how proud you are.” Amon went a few feet down the hall and planted himself before the guest bedroom. “Edmund, Ruth, you’ll sleep here tonight. We should like for your mother to get some good, good rest.”
“My husbands?” Amelia added.
Amon looked at her and ushered Ruth and Edmund into the guest bedroom.
Amelia expected Ruth and Edmund to run out of the room screaming the moment they saw a skeletal tree outside the window, but they didn’t. Much to her surprise, they scoured every corner and crevice. They tested their bed for comfort and the floorboards for creaks that would give away potential late night excursions. In seconds, they had settled in. If she took them away, back to the dreary city, where nothing was good and no one was good to them, what would they think of her?
“Can you stay in here without bothering your mother?” Amon asked as Ruth and Edmund staked out their sides of the bed. “She needs a good night’s sleep.”
“After everything, that might be too much to hope for, Uncle, but I am exhausted.” She smiled at her children. “Goodnight, my lovelies.”
Amelia was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. The dream began immediately; perhaps it had been waiting all this time to show itself. In the dream, Amelia was running—no, gliding—down the hallways of the Ashcroft house. Vision blurred and doubled, she floated towards some unknown, unalterable location. In rapid succession, the walls changed from plaster, to wood, to wet cobblestone, and then earth. Farther on, she spotted torches flaring in their sconces, threatening to set fire to whatever they touched.
When the deep, raspy breaths started, she tried to steer off-course, but it was impossible: Her body was no longer her own. She panicked, and as she panicked, the darkness itself took form; it thickened, began to contract and expand like a black heart beating fast. She tried to speak, tried to call out for help, but before anyone could answer, if there was anyone that could answer, the darkness surged forward and engulfed her completely.
For a moment, she stood disoriented in black nothingness, her senses dampened to the point of almost non-existence. They came back to her slowly, but as they did, it may have been better had they not come back at all. Touch returned and suddenly she felt a great weight upon her chest that made it difficult to breathe. Then came hearing, but all she heard was a persistent droning, a thick chord of unending noise that made her teeth hurt. Next was taste. With it a flood of foulness—rotted food with notes of excrement—that made her retch. At that point, she begged the blackness to leave it at that, but vision arrived regardless, and oh how she wished it had not.
Amelia found herself standing in a large and overwhelmingly beautiful ballroom. All along the walls of this room sat men, women, and children, one hundred in all, in various states of death and decay. The fresher corpses, the ones that still possessed a bit of flesh, appeared familiar to Amelia, though she didn’t know why. By the clothing the dead wore, it was obvious they were from different periods of time, but what were they doing here together?
A whimper of fright escaped Amelia’s lips as her eyes followed the chains that stretched from their feet across the tiled floor, to the gaping hole in its center. She went to it, leaned over it; found within it a staircase that spiraled downward into untold depths.
The weight across Amelia’s chest shifted and she struggled to breathe. A scratching sound stole her from her moment of discomfort. She looked up to the ceiling—That’s not the ceiling, she realized. The room is upside down—and found Ruth and Edmund above her, over her, on their hands and knees, carving their names into the floor with shards of glass. Blood dripped from their jagged signatures, dotting her arms, getting in her eyes. She reached for her children, then froze. Something moved beneath her skin and started scratching on her bones.
And then she woke up.
Her eyes fluttered open. She waited for them to adjust to the dark. And when they didn’t, she realized why. A small, black creature sat on her chest, its mouth agape, staring at Amelia with its infected yellow eyes. Its pointed chin moved up and down as though it were laughing.
Amelia struggled to be free, but it was no use—her arms would not move, and her ankles were held down by something at the end of the bed. She tried to scream, but the creature shifted its weight until she was silenced. It moved closer, its acrid breath rolling off its sore-marked mouth and into Amelia’s. She threw up all over herself.
The bed dipped down beside her and she closed her eyes, too afraid to acknowledge the additional horror that had come to torture her. Broken teeth clamped down on her wrist, while leathery lips sucked on the tips of her fingers. Amelia whimpered as a fat, coarse tongue made circles on her thigh and then slowly worked its way up.
“No!” she wheezed.
She thought of her children—lovely Ruth, handsome Edmund—and the promises she had made them, the promises she had made to herself. She had to live, if only long enough to get them out of here.
“No! No! No!”
She thrashed and bucked her body. All at once, she regained complete control of her arms. Her hands shot out and grabbed the creature on her chest by its bristly throat and squeezed. The scaly exterior ruptured; bloody mucus seeped in between her fingers.
She only caught a glimpse of the serpentine thing gnawing on her fingers before it slid away, disappearing into the cracks in the floor.
Amelia kicked her feet back and forth until she shook free of the root-like fingers that bound them. Her head snapped to the sound of the door opening, where the creature that had sat down beside her—a hairy, four-armed bi-pedal—was slipping into the hall.
Amelia crawled out of bed, staggered to her feet, and ran out of the room, hoping to get to her children before anything else did.
The ground coughed up clouds of dust as Amelia’s feet pounded against it. The hallway was dark, but she didn’t need a light to know where she was going. She cupped the doorknob to the guest bedroom and hurried inside.
“Ruth? Edmund?” she called out, her voice cracking under the strain. “Wake up, right now. Please, we have to go.”
She went to the bed and found they were not there. She grabbed the sheets, which were still tangled, still warm from their tiny bodies. She pressed her nose to the pillows, smelled them in the indentations where they had lain their heads. Her stomach sank. All the blood in her body rushed to her head. Where are they?
Oh god, where are they?
The little courage she had managed to muster minutes ago had already fled. Like wax beneath a flame, she felt herself melt under the heat of mounting madness. She strained her ears for sounds she desperately needed to hear—footsteps on floorboards, giddy whispers from shadowy places—but there was nothing.
“Ruth! Edmund!” Amelia cried as she hurried out of the room, past her own.
She made for the stairs, shouting every step of the way. She knew she should stay quiet, stay vigilant, as the horrors that had attacked her were undoubtedly nearby, but her children were missing, which meant that her logic and common sense were as well.
“Ruth! Edmund!”
The house swayed as Amelia prowled its corridor, the bitter wind that moved it whistling through all the cracks and crevices. She held her head tightly as the condemning voices inside it gnawed at her sanity. Her feet moved independently. She retreated into thought, as the path she followed now was one she had walked countless times over, when she had been young and lonely.
She found the small stairwell at the second floor’s end and descended it. Fighting back the urge to find her children on her own, because she couldn’t do this on her own, not this time, she hurried towards the library.
At the furthest end of the library, the fireplace cackled and sneered, mocking the man that fed it. Amon looked over his shoulder while he threw a book into the flames. Seeing Amelia in the library, he wept. The uncle she had sat down with at dinner was no more; his confidence and his kindness had been eroded away by the secret his face now told her he held.
Amon gestured for Amelia to have a seat in one of the two chairs beside the fire. When she wouldn’t, he did so himself, sinking into the cushions as though they were made of quicksand.
“Where are they?” Amelia spat out the words, her skin turning red from the heat of blaze. “Where. Are. They?”
“With the house,” he said. “Please, sit. This will take a moment, Amelia.”
“I don’t have a moment, Amon,” she said, balling her hands. Her nightgown clung to her sweating body. “What have you done? Where are they?!”
“I know where they are, and they are safe,” Amon assured. “Listen to my story, as you’ve done so many times before, and when I’m finished, we will get them. Together.”
The Ashcroft house was massive, its hiding places many, and the creatures that inhabited it beyond comprehension. Her children could be anywhere, and she could search for years and never find their bodies.
Amelia took a seat in the chair opposite Amon, dug her nails in the fabric, and said, “Get on with it.”
Amon struggled to find his words. “I wanted so much for things to be different, Amelia, and I tried so very hard to see that they were. I hoped that we would never meet again, and that you would forget me, and that the world would forget us, and that it would be as though none of this had ever existed.”
“No, stop. Say what needs to be said.” Amelia gritted her teeth.
“Our family wasn’t always wealthy or relevant,” Amon began, his eyes glinting. “Our predecessors were poor and even poorer human beings. They lied and cheated their way through life and prospered from others’ misfortunes. Eventually, their prosperity brought them to this part of the countryside, and in its untamed wilds, they saw potential.”
“I’ve no time for this,” Amelia said, standing.
Amon jumped to his feet. With eyes just as dark as the beating blackness in her dream, he pointed at her chair until she sat.
“Here, on this hill, where they fancied themselves kings and queens, they found something beneath the earth, something ancient. And they woke It up.
“It spoke to them, made promises only things such as Itself could fulfill. Our predecessors did not hesitate, did not question Its motives. They accepted Its offerings and Its terms and set out to leave their blighted mark on the world.”
“Those creatures…” Amelia’s flesh crawled as she recalled the monstrosities that had straddled her body.
Amon nodded and said, “Smaller parts of a greater whole. Forms of whispers and mouths.” He cleared his throat, threw another novel into the fire, and continued. “It wanted our predecessors’ children, and so they fed It their children. The house grew larger, our family’s influence greater. With it, they carved a place for themselves in the countryside, erected Parish and Cairn, and other settlements now fallen. Businesses bore the Ashcroft name and backing, and the elite and the powerful suddenly found themselves vying for our family’s good graces.
“The sacrifices continued, for Its hunger was ceaseless. The sacrifices became formal in who was involved and how it was carried out. The marked children suffered the sins of their fathers, as all children do, and through this controlled killing, our family strengthened and It continued to secure Its dark place in our world.”
“W-what is It?” Amelia stuttered. For a moment, she had forgotten about her children. She felt awful for it.
“A parasite eternal,” Amon whispered, looking over his shoulder as the floor creaked outside the library. “I know this, all of this, because your father told me. Your mother knew as well and distanced herself from you and your siblings to minimize the pain that would come with your deaths. It was their responsibility to see the horror fed Its fair share of misery. They tried to circumvent the contract; they took townsfolk and travelers into the forest and fed It their heads. But in the end, you see, It would only have what It was promised. Your mother and father… they couldn’t do it. They tried to remain unattached, tried not to love you and your siblings, but they couldn’t do it. Your father, he trusted me and told me everything, and then he sent me away to find something, anything, to put an end to all of this.”
Amelia sat in silence for a moment, numbed and bewildered. She recounted her memories as a girl and doubted their veracity. Thoughts of her mother and father, whom she’d had such disdain towards for so many years, moved her to tears. She felt betrayed and manipulated, hopeless and helpless.
“Your mother’s and father’s and siblings’ early deaths were not the work of that beast but unfortunate circumstances. When I returned to this house and found the family line all but severed, I begged It to become heir to this awful burden so that you may live a life of normalcy, of ignorance. It accepted begrudgingly, for It had little choice, and you were gone. But when I learned I could not have children, It became enraged, flooding my mind with temptations, telling me anything to bring you back onto the grounds.
“After all my scheming to keep you safe, and all the love I had for you … I couldn’t do it, Amelia. I could not do it.
“So I made another deal, the most ambitious to date, or so It told me. It had driven me insane in Its lust for you. I am a terrible person and I expect no mercy in death. I…”
Amon paused, ashamed. He looked at Amelia pleadingly. “I did as your father and mother. I resorted to murdering strangers. And when suspicions arose, I invited the town, I invited all of Parish, to the house. Almost everyone came, for I promised gifts, and who would not want to be in our great and old family’s favor?
“I let them in, and when everyone had arrived, I locked the doors. You, see.” Amon paused and started to laugh. “You see, ha, I thought… you understand, right? I mean, so many people… Parish wasn’t a good place to begin with. If I gave It so many people…” Amon shuddered and licked his lips. “In fifteen minutes, It had killed hundreds. The room where It took them… if anyone should find it…”
Amon pressed his hands against his face. “I didn’t expect It to, I didn’t want It to, but It must’ve felt my guilt, because It gave me the tools to make everything better.
“I don’t think It really needs the bodies. Or maybe It does. I don’t know. But It gave me something, a piece of Its power. And It worked, because I was ready to end it there, kill myself. I couldn’t do it anymore.”
“What did It give you, Uncle?” Amelia whispered.
“The power to create.” Amon smiled at the absurdity of the statement. “It can create—you’ve seen Its creations—and It lent that power to me. So I did. I took a piece of It with me and went to Parish. I didn’t think about the ramifications of taking It off the estate. I just wanted to save myself, make myself feel better for what I had let happen.
“I spread the roots there, those vermillion veins, and with the hellish tools It gave me, I repopulated Parish the best that I could. My imitations, they had their limitations; they were thoughtless, directionless, and dependent upon those damned veins. I fed them, clothed them. I gave them personalities and purpose. It’s funny; me, the monster, teaching monsters how to be human. But it didn’t matter. They weren’t real people. They couldn’t act like real people. So I abandoned them. I’m sure they’ve all gone or died now. It’s for the best.”
“You let It out, didn’t you?” Amelia said accusingly.
Amon nodded. “I did,” he said. “I did. It’s a simple thing, this horror, but now, after so many centuries, I think It finally wants more. Something more than bodies. I did, Amelia, I did let It out. And now It’s spreading from the very wound I tried so desperately to heal.
“So here we are now. The family tradition continued. It aims to persuade you, Amelia, and will let you in closer than It ever has me. My life is nearly over, and It needs a successor. If you refuse, It need only seek out Edmund or Ruth. I have the means. Will you kill It?”
Amelia stood in Amon’s room, staring at the maid uniforms laid out neatly across the bed. A thin layer of dust atop a milky puddle coated the floor around the frame.
“Where are they?” she asked as Amon entered the room, a black dagger with a wicked blade and red engravings in his hand. “Ruth and Edmund. I will not do this until I’ve seen them.”
Amon ignored her and said, “So many years lost in finding this. I was married once, you know. You would’ve been good friends. She was so…” He cleared his throat as his eyes dimmed and looked inward. “I found the dagger in Africa, in a village built over a swamp. The elder there was happy to be rid of it. I assume It would have destroyed the dagger if It could, but It hasn’t. That gives me some hope.”
“Where are they?” Amelia persisted.
Amon cocked his head and mouthed words of protest. He looked at Amelia longingly as the hand that held the dagger twitched. “The house wants you. It thinks It can use your being a mother against you to get what It wants.”
Amon went to where the wallpaper was torn and pulled it down. It looked like flesh, because it was flesh. It fell to the floor and bunched up over his feet. Behind where it had been, there was a hole, and beyond it, wrapped in throbbing, black muscles and taut, red tendons, Ruth and Edmund hung, alive but unmoving.
Amelia screamed and rushed past Amon. “Get off me!”
He pulled her back from the writhing prison. “They are safe, Amelia.”
Amelia spun around and buried her face in her uncle’s shoulder. In between sobs, she said, “They’re all I have left.”
“It won’t kill them because It doesn’t want this to end, the arrangement.” Amon placed his hand on the back of Amelia’s head. “It wants things to go back to the way they were before I took over.”
“Why?” Amelia pulled away from her uncle and ripped the dagger out of his hand. “How can you be so certain?” She looked at her children’s contorted bodies in the house’s bloody chest and felt sick.
“Time means nothing to It. The horror wants the world to suffer slowly. I’ve heard Its whispers and seen Its dreams. It is bound by rules and laws just as everything else is. It cannot kill our family entirely because It is not yet strong enough, cognizant enough to act on Its own. It has spread to Parish, but It doesn’t know what to do there. But It’s close, though, so very close to becoming more than whispers and promises. And if we are to be free, truly free, now is the time to strike It down, before It becomes too aware, too wanting.”
“What if you’re wrong?” Amelia asked, unable to tear her eyes from her children suspended in gore.
“Then I’m wrong,” Amon said, shaking his head. “The outcome is the same regardless.”
Their destination needn’t be said—Amelia knew it already. Dagger in one hand, lantern in the other, she marched the length of the Ashcroft house with her uncle to the basement.
“You couldn’t find anything else?” Amelia looked over the weapon. “I may as well just go in empty-handed. Who brings a knife to a fight like this?”
Amon paused for a moment, lifting the lantern up to light Amelia’s face. “Those red engravings are from Death itself. If it’s good enough for him, it’s good enough for you.”
Amelia batted the lantern away. “What makes you think Death is a man? If you’re wrong, you think it’s going to be a man that kills you tonight?” She shouldered past him. “Come on.”
When they reached the basement and the gasping hole at its center, Amon stopped and said, “This is as far as It will let me go.”
Amelia cringed. She had stepped into a pool of viscid liquid. As she pulled her foot back, she found part of a shirt came with it. “Is this one of your imitations?” she asked, dragging her foot across the ground, shaking off the sticky remnants of life.
Amon nodded. “She was to be a gardener.”
The basement hole took a deep breath and exhaled; the air blew through the room, sending unseen shelves to the floor.
“You’re coming with me.” Amelia took her uncle by the front of his shirt. “Get in there.”
“I can’t! I would, but I can’t.” He held onto her hands until she released him. “It won’t let me. It knows what I’ll try to do. But you… It’s grown proud enough to think It can sway you.”
Amelia looked at the dagger and the eldritch engraving in its handle and blade and imagined plunging it into her uncle’s heart. It was the first truly terrible thing she had ever imagined doing to him.
“When It realizes that I won’t be stopped, It’ll choke the life out of Edmund and Ruth.”
“No,” Amon said, shaking his head, “It won’t. The family would be finished, and when It comes back, because It’ll surely come back, if none of us are left, It will have to start over.”
“If It’s so damn powerful, then It shouldn’t need us at all.”
Amon shrugged and looked pathetic. “What do you want me to say? I don’t know what I’m doing. This is the only thing, Amelia, the only thing that I thought may work. Why does god do as he does? No one knows, not truly.”
“Are you saying this thing is a god?” Amelia posed the question, but wished she hadn’t; the implications were too great. If she was going to get through this, her thoughts would have to be clear, unclouded by self-doubt and otherworldly concerns.
Amon shook his head. “I don’t know. I hope not. I can’t imagine loving such a god.”
While she stared at her uncle, Amelia retreated inward, to the isolation chamber in her mind her ex-husbands had forced her to create so long ago. Here, she could be safe and do what needed to be done. Her children needed her, and she needed them; no story, or the creatures that gave credence to it, was going to stop her.
Amelia lowered herself into the hole, the lantern dangling from her fingertips. When she was waist-deep, her feet finally found the top of the staircase within. She looked back at her uncle—pathetic and disgusting were the words that came to mind—and then began her spiraling descent into the dark.
When her footsteps began to echo around her, Amelia knew to stop. Going to her knees, she waved the lantern in front of her and found the staircase’s end. A humid haze pressed itself against Amelia; like the clammy hands of an unwanted lover, it pushed itself under her clothes and through her hair, leaving her skin glistening and red. She took a deep breath, came to her feet, and stepped off the stairs and into the abandoned ruin of her dream.
The ballroom was empty now—the corpses and the chains that had bound them gone. She had entered through the staircase in the ceiling, so she turned the lantern on the ground. Blowing and brushing away the centuries of dust there, she searched the hardwood floor for scratches and carvings, for promises writ in a child’s blood. Dirtied up to her elbows and knees, Amelia rooted through the skins of her ancestors until the center was cleared and she was certain Ruth and Edmund hadn’t been here.
Amelia went to the room’s end and pushed past the place where the door should have been. Beyond, a hallway twisted crookedly through the earth, as though it had been screwed into place. Thick roots and strange plants grew out of every crack and crevice here, and more often than not, Amelia found herself clinging to them, for the slanted floor made walking a difficult feat.
Was this some unfinished part of the house? Numerous doorways lined the hallway. When she looked inside, she found bedrooms covered in skittering insects and great pits filled with pools of black water. Or is this the corpse of the old estate buried beneath the foundations of the new one?
Reaching the place where the hallway peeled back, Amelia covered her mouth. Malignant, pulsating veins, the very same she had seen all across Parish, snaked through naked earth and into the library ahead. She marched forward, the dagger in hand, ready to cut down anything that stood before her.
As her eyes followed the vermillion veins into the library, she noted how illogical the architecture of the room appeared. The ceiling was lopsided and the walls inconsistent in length; the floor buckled upward and downward, not from wear but design. And the books, of which there were many, were unreachable; they sat in shelves on the second floor, for which there was no staircase, ladder, or even a balcony to stand on to reach them.
A madman built this place, she thought, slowly making her way across the library. And by his madness, it was warped beyond repair.
Where the veins grew thicker, more tightly packed, Amelia went, for she was certain they would lead her to their source. After several storerooms and a garden, she stumbled into a kitchen whose floor was covered in thousands of small, gnawed-on bones. Her stomach plummeted as she waded through the ocean of the dead. Noticing a glint, she raised her lantern and then gasped. At the center of the kitchen, an old bathtub sat, and someone was sprawled out inside it, their back to her, running the rust-brown water over their pallid skin.
Amelia pushed into a dining room. Incomprehensible words rained down upon her. Looking through the busted ceiling, holding the lantern as far out as she could, she noticed dark shapes pacing back and forth in the rafters. Now was not the time to show fear, so she held the black dagger high for her tormentors to see. All at once, they were quieted. With that small victory, some of Amelia’s confidence was restored.
“I need to know,” she said aloud, wood shavings snowing around her.
“Did Amon lie to me?” She was speaking to the creatures now, to look stronger than she was.
She knelt down beside an engorged vermillion vein that wreathed the doorway. “Did It lie to him?”
She bit her lip and swung the dagger; the blade passed through with ease. Like a severed artery, the vein sputtered its wretched fluid at Amelia, drenching her gown in its unholy blood.
“Good enough,” she said, and thinking of Ruth and Edmund, pressed on.
The house stopped Amelia, for the house had nothing left to show her. She had reached the front. Beyond the threshold, a yawning chasm stretched, its rocky walls teeming with dense, impenetrable webs of the vermillion veins. Above the front door, just before the porch that mimicked the porch in the new house above, a large, black shape hung suspended in the air. To Amelia, it looked like a hardened heart or a malformed chrysalis. Stepping closer, she saw that it was held up by a membranous structure, much like an infected umbilical cord. She followed the swollen tube as it ran down the wall and across the floor, to the wall and the painting of a distant ancestor from which it had burst.
“What are you?” Amelia whispered, feeling the house breathe in and exhale, the chasm sucking in the air, creating a vacuum. She held the lantern up to the heart and set aglow its innards.
“Amelia,” a coarse voice called out.
Amelia spun around. A million fractured images stabbed into her mind, sending her to her knees. In gut-wrenching flashes, she watched Ruth and Edmund be cut into pieces and ripped apart.
“No!” she cried to the images, as the images coalesced into a crowd of people eager to eat the remains of her disemboweled children.
Reduced to a whimpering child, she cried out for Amon.
And then there he was, in her mind’s eye—gutted and gored, stripped of his clothes and his flesh.
Amelia covered her eyes and beat the dagger against her head. She saw her ex-husbands ripping through the mouths of her children. They shed Ruth’s and Edmund’s flesh. Then, with clubs made of teeth and muscle, they came after Amelia. Once they had her, they beat her until there was nothing left but red water.
She yelled and struggled to her feet. Across her mind, she saw great, metal buildings rise and fall into massive clouds of dust. Surrounding the destruction were a congregation of cloaked followers. She glanced to her side and saw that she was sitting upon a vermillion throne. The congregation swarmed her; they bowed and spat coins at her feet, and offered their infants up for her services.
Amelia staggered across the front of the house, doubling back towards the heart. Again, in the images, she saw the congregation, but this time one stood out amongst the crowd: a man, elevated on broken hands and flayed shoulders, making his way towards her. And when he found her, she took him every which way she liked. In their bloody bliss, they smiled and spoke of their love; for each other, for Ruth and Edmund, and for all the others that had yet to be born from her blighted womb.
“Ruth… Edmund,” Amelia begged. She twisted the tip of the dagger into her temple, drawing blood, drawing pain. “Ruth…”
“We will take care of you,” the house whispered, its words wrapping around Amelia like warm sheets. “Let us take of care you. You deserve it.”
Amelia shook her head, shook beads of blood all over the floor from the small hole in her head.
“What else have you?” The house rumbled, took a deep breath; the chasm glowed red and something shifted in the shadows. “We’ve never wanted much, and you’ve never had enough.”
Amelia struggled to her feet; blood dribbling down her cheek, with all the anger the horror had given her, she drove the dagger into the umbilical cord and sliced outward. The appendage whipped back and forth, spewing glowing red fluid into the air. Without its support, the hardened heart a few feet above fell away, collapsing onto the ground. On its underside, there was a large hole, as though something had already broken through hours earlier.
Dizzy and nauseous, Amelia struggled to stay standing as the entryway swayed. Patch by patch, the vermillion veins turned black and brittle. And that’s when she realized they were the very bricks and mortar that kept the dead house together. Wiping the blood out of her eyes, she turned on her heels and retraced her steps. She had to escape before the estate plummeted into the void, into the very horror that had once elevated it so.
Fresh patches of wriggling veins were waiting for Amelia in the halls leading to the ballroom. They must have spawned sometime after she made her first pass through. It doesn’t matter, she told herself, their presence making her skin crawl. It’s over. I’m done.
Amelia tore through the dining room, where the beasts in the rafters above howled and yelped. She ignored them, and for some reason, they ignored her. She tightened her grip on the dagger until her hand started to go numb. She had killed the master; she would not be undone by its minions.
Amelia made her way to the kitchen and waded through the ocean of bones therein. Splintered femurs and ribs poked and broke through her skin, but she didn’t stop, or care. Feeling water on her feet, she looked to the center, where the bathtub was now tipped over, with whatever had been inside gone from it. Almost there, she told herself, thinking of Ruth and Edmund. This never happened. This never happened. This never happened.
Amelia burst into the twisted hallway. It heaved upward, and the floor snapped in half. She dropped the lantern and jumped from where she stood as the tiles fell away. She scrambled and cursed as she ran, crawled, and ran once more through the undulating hall. Her fingernails cracked and broke off as she struggled for purchase on the shivering walls. The upturned floor caught the toe of her foot. She flailed for something to hold onto. Her ankle twisted until it broke. Amelia screamed, but she did not stop, for ahead, in the swirling, deepening dark, she saw the ballroom and the dim light within it.
“Amon!” Amelia shouted. She dragged herself into the ballroom, making out her uncle’s features further on by the candle he held.
Without thinking, she lurched into him, dagger out, and then quickly pulled away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hurt you did I?”
Amon lowered the candle to his stomach. He was bleeding, but more importantly, he was naked. His body looked wet as though he’d recently bathed. He smelled like an infant, soft and sweet. He moved his hand to the hole in his side and covered it.
“Uncle…”
As Amelia stepped backward, she noticed the patch of wriggling veins in which he was standing. They were attached to his feet and throbbed as though they were passing something into him.
“Get away from me.” She raised the dagger, Amon’s imitation’s blood already coagulated on its tip. “Get the hell away from me.”
“We’ve no need for your line any longer,” the imitation said, stepping closer to Amelia. “It took a very long time, but I was able to give us the confidence to move forward.”
Amelia stabbed forwards, almost catching the imitation in the neck. “Move. Where’s Ruth? Where’s Edmund?”
The imitation smiled—teeth were still breaking through its gums. “With the house. I hope you don’t mind me taking your uncle’s appearance. I promise you won’t even know the difference after a while. I knew him very well.”
The dead house continued to shake from its death rattle. In another few minutes, if they didn’t go topside, they would be buried down here amongst the corpses of her ancestors and the spoils of the atrocities they had committed.
“We’ve been waiting a long time, Amelia. We’ve been growing a long time.”
In a flash, the imitation had the arm that held the dagger. It twisted her arm until she dropped the weapon. The dagger fell into the patch of veins. Immediately, they turned to ash.
“You deserve so much more than life has given you. Help us, and you and your children will never want again. No contract, commitment. We are not cruel, Amelia. We only wish to make this world a better place.”
Amelia spat in the imitation’s face. She contorted her body, trying to break free of its grip. Her defiance, though it had not been her intention, had given the house her decision.
“So be it,” the imitation said. It broke her arm and pushed her down to the ground. “Death tends to make most things more agreeable, so close your eyes if you’d like, because I’m going to kill you now. Then we’ll talk.”




THAT WHICH WALKS BEHIND THE GRAVES










“Envious am I of those who do not wake to screaming. It has been three days since I’ve had a full night’s sleep. The townspeople have agreed to send the children away, and for this I am grateful.
“It will take years to wash the blood from the headstones.”
IN THE YEAR OF THEIR LORD 189X
Entry One
I, Herbert North, should have realized that something was amiss the moment Seth offered me a drink. The longest we’d ever been away from one another were those nine months spent in the wombs of our respective mothers, so you must believe me when I say that Seth is a penny-pinching bastard.
“England or the United States?” Seth asked as we quickly claimed two seats that had opened up at the back of the bar.
I eyed him like a harlot hoping to find a home for the night. Thinking I’d figured my friend out, I said the opposite of what I thought he wanted to hear. “Europe,” I slurred, the alcohol on my breath killing two flies mid-flight.
“Then I’ll take the States job,” Seth concluded.
“What are you talking about?” I set down my cup and rubbed at my eyes. “What did you say?”
“Try to keep up, Herbert,” he said smugly. “There are two villages, one in Europe and one here, which are having some difficulty with our friends.”
“I wouldn’t exactly call them friends,” I said, staring down my drink in the same way the judged stare down the guillotine. “Oh,” I said, nodding my head like a psychiatric patient, “I see what you mean.”
Seth gave me the thumbs up, leaned over the table, patted me on the back, and then whispered into my ear, “There’s a woman reportedly stealing children in the States and drowning them in lakes. I’ll see to her.”
“What am I to do then?” I asked. I noted the faint presence of my favorite cologne upon his person.
“You’re to go to Europe and find out who keeps putting all the freshly dead atop the village graves.” Seth smiled and fell back into his seat. A chair leg flew past his head as a brawl broke out at the center of the bar. “How’s that sound?”
I remember shrugging, finishing my drink, and remarking to myself how comfortable the surface of the table looked.
An hour later, I peeled my face from the sticky hardwood finish and moaned like the dead for a glass of water. Seth had been conversing with the bartender about, presumably, business—we’d recently rid the fat man of a bone-eating pest—and was paying no attention to my pleas for the substance of life. Defeated by dehydration and feeling histrionic, I smoothed out my hair, straightened my collar, and slid my hands into my coat pocket, convinced that if these were my final moments on this lonely sphere, then at least I should die looking damn good.
“What the hell?” I remembered myself saying as my fingers closed around what felt like a piece of paper. I removed the ragged square of folded parchment from my pocket and held it in my shaking hands. It felt strange to the touch and pricked my flesh as I ran my fingertips over its yellowy surface. I thought for a moment I’d seen a glimmer deep within its fibers, but then it occurred to me I was still drunk, and I would probably see a unicorn in a horse if one were to gallop through the front door.
“Don’t open that,” Seth said, leaning away from the bar, hand anchored to a glass of whiskey.
“It might be a love letter,” I said, holding it up above the cloud of smoke that had coiled around our table.
Seth groaned as he relinquished his grip on the amber drink and stumbled toward me. “It’s a curse. If you read it, you’ll be cursed,” he said plainly.
“Now, that’s no way to look at love,” I said, suppressing a hiccup and setting the piece of paper on the table. “Did you catch the culprit?”
Seth nodded. He took with one hand the note and produced with the other his pocket watch and said, “It’s getting late, and you’ve a boat to catch.”
Entry Two
The bowels of the ship smelled as you might’ve expected when you give them a name like that. Because of Seth’s frugal nature, I suppose I was fortunate in that the space provided to me seemed only mildly infested with spiders. I saw a particularly large one trying to carry off my hat during supper, but after some coaxing, the fellow returned it promptly.
I’m surrounded by people I do not care to converse with, but who seem to be doing their damndest to ensure that I do. There is a man in a brown trench coat who trails me wherever I go, with a beard that seems to suggest he thinks himself to be a certain desert-dwelling deity. Unfortunately, if he does believe this, then he keeps it to himself, for the conversations he brings to me are drier than the desert he thinks he hails from.
“Where are you headed?” the man finally asked, cornering me at the bow.
I gritted my teeth as the man spoke, the cold wind gnawing at the back of my neck. “England,” I said, “the countryside.”
The man in the brown trench coat nodded, reached into a pocket, and produced a flask. He choked down the drink and offered to let me have a taste. “It’ll keep you warm.”
Tempted, I refused out of fear that I may wake the following morning in his quarters with a few parts of my person missing. “I’ll manage,” I said, watching as he drained the flask and dropped it back into its well-worn home.
“Are you on holiday?” The man stifled a belch with his arm; he backed away as the sea threw itself against the side of the ship. “What’s the countryside hold for you?”
“I’m an investigator, and I’ve something to investigate there.” I looked at the man in the brown trench coat and wondered childishly what he would do if I were to suddenly shave off his precious beard.
The man took a step back and scratched his nose. His eyes widened with excitement. “You’re not going to the Ashcroft estate are you?”
It took me a moment to answer the man’s question, for the time between the bar and the boat had been a bit of a blur. I shook my head and said, “Cairn—that’s where I’m headed. Now, if you don’t mind…”
The man in the brown trench coat stroked his beard. He followed me as I retreated into the ship, the sound of my chattering teeth echoing around us. Annoyed, with my patience frozen by the cold, I wondered how hard I would have to hit the man to ensure he didn’t wake until we reached our destination.
“The Ashcroft estate and Cairn sit upon the same marsh, a day’s journey from one another. I’m no investigator, but I cannot help but notice a connection when I see one.”
“Nor can I,” I snapped, “but since I have absolutely no idea what you’re going on about…” I paused and took a breath. “Get on with it.”
The man in the brown trench coat’s eyes began to water, as though I’d offended him. He shoved his veiny hands into his pockets, spun in place. He seemed uncertain as to whether he wanted to make a scene or excuse himself quietly. He sniffled and wiped his nose, looking like an overgrown infant that had crawled into its father’s hand-me-downs. At this point, I would’ve hit him just to see what he’d do with the pain.
“You are very rude,” he said bluntly. He turned and pushed open the door to the bow, where the wind howled loudly with the secret song of the drowned dead. “A day’s journey from  the Ashcroft estate is Parish,” the bearded baby said reluctantly. “People seldom travel to that part of the country, and talk of it even less.”
“What happened?” I asked, trying, and failing, to suppress my interest.
The man shrugged and stepped outside, and as he pushed the door shut, he said quietly, “They’re all gone.”
Entry Three
I never saw the man in the brown trench coat again. Like all curious characters that pass through our lives and stir things up, he disappeared as soon as his presence became appreciated. I expect I embarrassed him, and his embarrassment made of him a hermit in his cramped compartment somewhere on the ship. But there was no denying that his story had resonated with me, that it had stirred my indifference from its slumber by lighting the bed afire.
So I scoured the ship for those who looked or sounded as though they were on their way home to England.
“I’m sorry,” a posh old woman said, her small head poking out of the massive dress she wore. “I do not know of the family or of the place,” she added, the tea cup on her lap rattling on its saucer.
“Are you sure about that?” I asked, crossing my legs and doing my best to look sophisticated. I could feel years of perfectly honed passive-aggressiveness oozing out of her royal pores. “You seem like an affluent woman. I’m surprised you’ve never heard of the Ashcrofts.”
The old woman’s eyes darkened, like she’d suddenly become possessed by some demonic entity (she hadn’t, trust me; I would’ve known). “I am Judith Myers,” she said. “Does that name mean anything to you?”
I shifted in my seat, raised my coffee in a toast, and said with a smile, “It means about as much to me as Ashcroft means to you.”
“The Ashcrofts,” she began with a tremble in her voice, “were a very old family. There’s nothing to be said on the matter.” Judith cleared her throat, set down her tea. With all of her strength, the crone pushed herself out of the seat. “They’re gone, taken by the same disease that took Parish.”
“What of Cairn?” I asked.
She started to hobble away, her left leg having dozed off at some point during our conversation.
“What of it? It’s an unremarkable village.”
“I don’t know,” I said, standing up. “I find it rather remarkable that every few days someone dies there and nothing is done about it.”
Judith Myers laughed and turned away. “How is that any different from the rest of the world?”
I let Judith leave under the impression that she’d bested me in our dialogue. There was no doubt in my mind that she was an educated woman, but even the most intelligent in this world can be ignorant to those unseen forces of nightmare and shadow.
I’ve yet to decide if I envy those who believe horror’s form to be confined to the atrocities committed by man. Mine and Seth’s lives would be simpler, yes, but would they be better? And what of those who, by our efforts, were saved? When they were backed into a corner, blood pouring from their wounds, sanity pouring from their minds, who would have intervened if we had not?
Entry Four
We’ve arrived in England, or so I’m told. A thick fog clings to London and seems to have no intention of letting go. The rain is relentless, making of the city a bloated corpse that has escaped the ocean’s undertow. In the swirling mist, the silhouettes of buildings float and sway and appear as though they belong to another world entirely. Down the streets and across the roadways, black figures shamble in and out of pockets of light, carrying in their wallets hope and in their hearts defeat. The street lights do their best to burn through the haze, but like those who live here, their lives are short and their efforts trivial.
By carriage I will cross this country to the fated village of Cairn, a small settlement of six hundred in the northernmost region of Blackwood Moor. By moonlight I will stalk the alleys and open windows and put my ear to cracked doorways, and discern for myself the nature of the crimes said to have been committed. According to Seth, and I apologize to you, my readers, for only now disclosing this information, Cairn has endured thirty deaths in ninety days in this cruel year of 1889. The bodies of men, women, and children have been found dismembered and desecrated, eaten away at and put on garish display in the cemetery. Two men by the names of John Gallows and Richard Dark were initially arrested and charged with the crimes by the local constabulary, but they were quickly acquitted when the deaths did not stop. How Seth had learned of these events, I do not know, and what role this Ashcroft estate plays in the mystery is beyond me as well.
I am but one man, and one man is no match for conspiracy; therefore, I will do what I do best: find the culprit, beat them until they are bloody and raw, and be on my way.
Entry Five
The inn at which I stayed in London smelled of refuse and debauchery, so when my driver finally arrived, I nearly blew the doors off the place trying to escape it. The driver was a large man with a wild beard and head full of curly black hair. His hands were massive, perfect for crushing skulls, and his face scarred, probably from trying to crush skulls.
“Grunt,” he grunted, “that’s what they call me.”
I opened the carriage door myself, because I could tell the man had no intention of moving from his perch, and threw my baggage inside.
“What should I call you?” I strolled up beside the driver and placed my hand on the steed whose reins he held.
“Grunt is fine,” he said, a grin emerging from the black jungle that had grown out of his face. “We’re going to Cairn, are we?”
“Yes, we are,” I said, pulling my hand away from the horse as it looked back in annoyance.
“You’re from America?” He turned his head towards a child that was pointing in his direction from afar, laughing at him.
“If you’d like,” I said, leaning into the man and nodding at the child, “I’ll hold him down while you go to work on him. He shouldn’t put up much of a fight.”
Grunt made a sound that must’ve been a laugh and said, “Get inside before the rain starts again.”
Given my previous arrangements, I couldn’t complain about the cramped confines of the carriage. It was warm, and except for Grunt, whom I had taken a liking to, secluded as well. I slept for most of our trip though the city, waking only as we passed the abattoir. The air was thick around the massive complex, as though the blood from processing had coagulated on the wind. At the front of it, the workers in their white shirts and gray aprons milled about, grazing on gossip while they waited for the din of the killing bell.
“All that goes in,” Grunt said through the window between us, looking at the abattoir, “does not come out as it was.”
When I awoke to a new day, I found the ghostly structures of London had vanished; cement and cobblestones were replaced by endless fields of grass and gently rolling hills. Small streams had become rivers overnight, the water spilling from their banks and flooding the roadway. Farmhouses rose out of the folds of the land, their battered crops ripped from their husks and vines and left to roll about in muddy puddles and ditches.
We passed several carriages on the highway, each carting the privileged to their hidden homes far from the poor populace off which they prospered. Occasionally, we would come across groups of people moving on foot, belongings slung over their shoulders or the backs of the beasts they would inevitably slaughter for sustenance.
“Where are they going?” I asked Grunt, knocking on the window behind him.
“Why don’t you stick your head out there and ask them?” he retorted.
I considered his suggestion, but out of fear we may be run off the road and killed, I decided against it. “What do you know about the Ashcroft estate?”
“I thought I was taking you to Cairn.” Grunt looked over his shoulder, the sky behind him ablaze with the morning sun. “The Ashcroft family died out years ago, and most of their properties and investments were bought up.” Grunt sneezed into his hand. “I have a brother who used to pass through Parish when he was a trader; said the only Ashcroft still alive was Amon, and nobody saw him unless he willed it.”
I rummaged through my bags for a hunk of hardened bread and sank my teeth into it. “I heard Parish is empty now, its people vanished without a trace,” I said, crumb and saliva leaping from my mouth.
“You heard wrong, like the lot of them,” Grunt said. He clicked his tongue to hasten the horse. “A disease came to Parish and its people fled. I’ve seen them with my own eyes in the city.” He shut the window through which we had been speaking and said, “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear in these parts.”
I shoved another piece of bread into my mouth and directed my attention outside, where a man in a ragged suit was picking the threads from his collar on the side of the road. He was covered in mud, and straw clung to his clothes. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought him a scarecrow that had abandoned its post.
“He’s from Parish,” Grunt said, opening the window, letting the biting wind into my compartment. “Like I said, they’re all headed for the city.”
I made eye contact with the man as we passed and felt as though I had looked straight through him, for there was no life in his eyes. He continued to work at the tears in his suit, his movements rigid and awkward, like he was learning to use his limbs for the very first time.
“I’ve been to Cairn, you know,” Grunt revealed later, the white vapors of his breath dispersing into the black night.
Half-asleep and wholly exhausted, I opened my mouth to call the man a son of a bitch for withholding this information, but what came out was more akin to a death rattle.
“Night comes early in Cairn,” the driver continued, his voice an eerie reminder of the countryside silence, “and with it the wolves. Until your partner contacted me, I thought it were those beasts responsible for all the deaths.”
I sat up in my seat and wiped the sleep from my eyes, the conversation having developed the potential to take an interesting turn. “What did my partner tell you?”
“Nothing,” Grunt said, turning his head towards the sound of something splashing in a nearby pond, “but someone doesn’t come from America all the way to Blackwood Marsh for the sights.”
“Who do you think I am, Grunt?”
I pressed my face to the window beside me, fogging the glass with my breath, and felt an intense dread at the impenetrable darkness that surrounded us. It seemed as though we were no longer of this world, and the path which we followed was one reserved for the lost and the damned.
“I know you didn’t cross the ocean to hunt wolves,” Grunt said. He shushed the horse as it started to whine and jerk from the carriage. “That’s what I thought it was when I first heard of the deaths in Cairn.” He paused for a moment to swat a gnat. “Also, I know you should watch Father Clark and watch him close. For someone who lives in the church, on the edge of the graveyard, he is doing a piss poor job catching the killer when it comes time for them to deposit the bodies.”
“More importantly,” I said, leaning forward, “who are you? Seth didn’t need to hire a specific driver to get me out here.”
“My brother and I are from Cairn,” Grunt said. “Our family left when the Ashcrofts found Parish to be more profitable.” He looked over his shoulder to enjoy with me my moment of clarity. “My brother went back to see how the village had fared over the years, and when he told me what he saw, we knew who to ask. Your partner’s name was mentioned many times.” Grunt scratched his beard and pulled a twig from its depths. “Don’t let that go to your head, though. You two are hardly popular.”
“So it seems,” I said, now wishing I had stayed in London for a few more days to learn the extent of our influence and infamy. “What did your brother see when he went to Cairn?”
“Rows of flesh,” Grunt said, his voice a whisper, “and that which walks behind the graves.”
Entry Six
I could tell by the crowd that had gathered at the gates of Cairn that my arrival was not unexpected. Thirty men, women, and children were waiting in the muddy streets and on the muddy walls, watching as the carriage passed into their seldom seen domain. Grunt paid them no mind as we went down the central road, in and out of the long shadows of the structures that fell across it.
“Tell me: in what state did you leave your humble little village?” I said softly.
Grunt turned his head slightly and said, “You’re in good company, Mr. North. The only man you’ve to look out for is Benjamin Boyce.”
I sunk down in my seat, avoiding the penetrating eyes of a gaunt grandmother on the street. “Why’s that?” I lifted myself up slightly and saw that the grandmother had vanished, a tornado of dead leaves where she had once been.
“I took his little brother out hunting once,” Grunt said, nodding at someone out of my sight, “and the wolves saw that he did not come back. It comforts Benjamin knowing he has someone to blame.”
As we pressed further into Cairn, I began to see a place that had been robbed of its potential. Squinting and wiping the fog from the carriage window, I saw the skeleton of a sawmill in the distance, left to die amongst the very trees it had taken. Through the alleys, I caught glimpses of farmhouses with fields too large to tend. Over Grunt’s shoulder, I spied amongst the gray hills the mouths of sealed caves, the allure of the treasure they held muted.
“The Ashcrofts came and made promises, and what they built up, they let fall down,” Grunt said, turning the carriage onto another street.
“How long ago was this?” I asked. The distinct form of a church began to push through the fog ahead.
“About ten years,” the driver said before grunting at the horse to slow its pace. “About the time Amon accepted inheritance of the estate,” he added, looking back at me, as though he doubted I’d be able to make the connection.
I drummed my fingers on my knee. “Let me see if I understand this, Grunt: the Ashcrofts, with all their entrepreneurial prowess, ventured to this part of Blackwood Marsh to make of this village a profitable place. They realized, for whatever reason, they were mistaken, and instead set their sights on Parish. Ten years pass, and this Amon fellow is given the reins and at some point sells off the family’s claims. Parish is forgotten, and while it is forgotten, a disease sweeps through and sends its citizens for the city. How am I doing so far?”
“Fairly well,” Grunt said as we circled a surprisingly modest fountain outside the church. “What about Cairn and the murders? You left that part out, sir.”
“Yes, what of Cairn?” I said, my agitation growing as I realized the bearded bastard was intending to stop at the church. “Thirty deaths in ninety days and all I seem to hear and think about is Ashcroft. Why is that?”
“Ask Father Clark,” Grunt said. He stood up and dismounted from his perch, the whole of the carriage sighing in relief from the loss of his weight. “He’s the one said to have seen Amon a week before the killings began.”
Now thoroughly enraged, I sprung out of the box I’d called home these last few days and hobbled over to the large man, who was patting the horse on the head and whispering sweetly into the beast’s ear. I reached for his collar to strike him, then all of a sudden I had a vision of Grunt crushing my skull with his massive hands.
“Why,” I said, brushing a bit of hair off his collar instead and smiling, “why did you not tell me this earlier?”
Grunt looked at my hand like he was considering feeding it to his horse. As I retreated, he said, “I told your partner. I assumed he would fill you in on the details.”
Unlike Grunt, I don’t assume when it comes to Seth, for I know from experience that my friend has a predilection for withholding information. Though it pains me to admit it, I am partly responsible for this, because I find that I work more efficiently when I’m not burdened by vagaries and bias. Make no mistake, I am a heretic through and through, but I’ve often entertained the possibility that I was once a dog in a previous life, blindly obeying his master because of the comfort in doing so.
Note to self: Do not allow Seth to read this entry, otherwise his head will swell to encephalitic levels. The last thing I want is that fool to think himself my retainer.
“Grunt,” I said, rocking back and forth on my heels, “I’ve a confession to make. I’m terribly afraid of churches.”
“Tell it to Father Clark.”
Grunt led me to the low, run-down wall that surrounded the church, and together we passed through a gate whose lock had long since broken away.
“Start here and then sleep.”
“I think you have your priorities confused,” I said, secretly thankful for the driver’s guidance. “Will you be…?”
I intended to ask Grunt if he would wait for me while I interviewed Cairn’s priest, but found that the words were lost to me, for my eyes had set upon the graveyard lurking behind the weathered church. It was fairly large given the size of the village, and would grow larger still once the recently murdered were laid to rest. There did not appear to be any particular order in which the headstones were placed, so the plots were scattered about haphazardly. The ground itself was uneven, overturned; thick roots twisted out of the soil, tired of the taste of decay. Weeds and lichen covered most of the markers, the only source of color in Death’s dreary realm.
At the furthest end of the cemetery, a crypt sat shrouded under the branches of a weeping willow, quietly watching over the yard for the restless dead. Immediately, I knew I had to open its doors and descend into its depths, for there was no doubt in my mind that entry into that building was forbidden, and where do horrors come from if not forbidden places?
Interview One
Father Clark was a sinewy man whose diet likely consisted of host, wine, and holy water. He held a battered bible in his right hand and a long strand of yellow ribbon in his left. He looked tired, and the dried lines of blood on his wrist and cuff told me he’d spent the better part of the night engaged in murder or self-flagellation. Unlike his parishioners, Father Clark was not eager to greet me, which was expected, because the last time Seth and I were welcomed warmly by a priest, he had tried to let his deformed daughter burrow into our chests.
“Will you do god’s work?” he asked as he beckoned me to take a seat at the end of a pew.
“I’m going to do the best I can,” I said, knowing that no amount of god’s work would save me from hell.
Father Clark sat opposite me, his eyes fixed on the morbid crucifix suspended at the furthest end of the church. “What do you know?”
“Less than I would like,” I said. I picked up a book of psalms and flipped through its pages. “Tell me what’s happened here, Father.”
The priest crossed his legs, uncrossed them, and then crossed them once more. “Garrett and Geoffrey took one look at their hometown and were sickened by what they saw,” he started, Garrett being Grunt and Geoffrey his brother. “How is it they’d heard of you and your partner?”
I set the book down and shook my head. “I wasn’t aware our names were known in Europe, but I suppose word travels quickly amongst circles concerned with these matters.” I paused for a moment. “How is it the police are not involved?”
“They were, for a time,” Father Clark said, “but we are too far from civilization for London to pay us any attention.” He stifled a yawn. “What are your qualifications?” he asked, as though he meant to send me away if I did not answer satisfactorily.
“Thirty have died here,” I said, sounding offended, “and yet I’ve come all the same.”
“That makes you a fool, not an expert,” Father Clark said humorlessly, “and it is thirty-three that have died here. Maud Wilkerson’s ten-year-old girl was found three nights ago in a burlap sack, dangling from one of the willows.”
“Do you live here, Father?” I asked, incensed by the man’s incompetence.
Sensing my anger, the priest stood up, closed the gap between us, and sat beside me, forcing me further down the pew.
“You’ve been in this town for no more than ten minutes and you’re already making accusations?” His eyes shone with the light of the flickering candles atop the church’s tabernacle. “This church is my home, and I’ve gone without sleep more times than I can remember watching that graveyard, waiting for the sinner who has shaken my flock’s faith. It is only when my back is turned, when my eyes have closed, that they carry out their cruel intentions.” He took a deep breath. “God was testing me, and I failed, and for my failure he now punishes me.”
I wanted to tell Father Clark that he was a selfish coward, and maybe even slap the man around some since his god wasn’t doing the job properly, but I held my tongue. “This will not be my first encounter with the macabre. My last assignment had me in the bayous, where the fetid water birthed fetid children longing for companions.”
Father Clark leaned in and asked, “What did you do?”
“We found the source,” I said, cringing, the scent of the swamp having never left my memory, “and severed its hold on our world. A husband had killed his wife when he found out that she could bear him no kids and dumped her body in the backwoods. Afterward…” I paused for dramatic effect, “she bore him all the children he could ever want and more.”
“How did you find this poor soul?” Father Clark asked, enraptured. “How did you put her to rest?”
“The offspring had a habit of carting off parts of the dead back to their mother as offerings and proof, so we followed them.” I rested against the pew and propped my elbow atop it to hold my weary head. “She’d taken up residence in a seldom seen part of the swamp. When we found her, she was still dressed in the white gown she’d worn the night she’d been murdered, except it had grown, having stretched across the ground and up the trees.”
“How did you put her to rest?” the Father repeated, close enough that I could have given him a peck on the forehead and gotten away with it given his state.
“Well,” I slipped my hands into my pockets, “we discovered she was living off the land from the fabric of her dress, so Seth cut it up the best that he could. And then we burned her body and her babies and buried her deep in the ground.”
“She was a demon,” Father Clark said, finally exhaling.
“She was something else, that’s for sure,” I said, wondering if I could convince him to let me have a sip of his savior’s sweet blood to quench my thirst.
“It seems you were meant to be here then.”
At that moment, I knew the priest was mine. “Half of the agreed payment now, half when it’s over.”
Father Clark nodded, licking his chapped lips. “It’s been three months since Death took interest in our town. Dying is natural, inevitable; a reward for those who have lived piously by the teachings of the lord. But there is nothing natural about what has happened here.”
“You’d be surprised how quickly your definition of the word ‘natural’ changes once you’ve seen the things that I have.”
“Mary Davies was the first to die.” Father Clark stood up and turned sideways to exit the pew. “You should speak with her mother first. After that, see Lee Warren.”
“As of right now, I’m more interested in what you have to tell me, Father,” I said, noting the old man’s evasive maneuvering.
He shook his head. “I can only tell you of the bodies, that’s all I know.”
“That interests me as well.” I took another look at the church, searching the darkness for suspicious doorways and eldritch gateways. “What of Richard Dark and John Gallows? I’m sure they’ve something to say on the matter, being wrongly accused and all.”
“I’m sure they did,” Father Clark said, moving towards the altar, the rustle of his robes sounding like the beating wings of a bat. “Thirty-three have died here. Maud Wilkerson’s child was the thirty-third, and they the thirty-first and thirty-second.”
“You sound suspicious.”
The priest laughed. He faded into the shadows gathered in the church’s center and said from the darkness, “I feel a motive is forming, but I’m too close to see it. That’s why we need you.”
I hate people like Father Clark. He’s one of those lonely and tortured souls constantly searching for a place and purpose in a world that no longer exists. He ambles about annoyingly in the margins and the folds, and whispers words that promise enlightenment and intrigue. The man knows well enough that he cannot make good on his commitments, but that doesn’t stop him from preaching them all the same. He is a glutton, and it is only through self-inflicted martyrdom that he will be filled. I doubt he’s the killer, though I’m certain he’s killed before and will do so again when he grows weary of waiting for the bloodstained gates of heaven.
Entry Seven
Grunt had me rent a room at Hodge’s Lodge, a two story building of creaking wood and crumbling stone one minute from the death yard. In there, privacy was a commodity unattainable to even the wealthiest of residents: footsteps rang through the halls like thunder and voices carried through cracks like shrill invitations. Each room seemed fitted with ill-conceived peepholes, as though the driller had more interest in the motions of the fetish itself than the flesh and blood on the other side. The proprietor, Hrothgar Hodge, promised to be at my disposal at any hour, and the grin upon his face when he told me this suggested he would be nearby whether I called upon him or not.
I set my belongings on the floor, noted the draft creeping across the ground from its dark hideaway, and brought out the knives and daggers. They glinted in the silver light of the clouded sun. I knew they would protect me well enough when the time came. With a splintered quill and smattering of ink, I then sat at the desk, set upon it a piece of parchment, and drew from memory the layout of the village. There was little to illustrate, for I had seen little of Cairn, but it ensured that I would explore the place properly before relying on the local map.
“Settling in?” Hrothgar Hodge asked, leaning into the room.
I spun around, startled. I had not heard the man approach, and this troubled me. “What do you know of the murders?”
Hrothgar tapped his fingers on the molding of the doorway. “Not as much as I would like, to help you, I mean.”
“Sure,” I mumbled, nodding at the imp of a man who was far too unsettling in both parlance and appearance to have retained his innocence.
“You might find talking to the doctor enlightening,” Hrothgar teased.
I spun around, knife in hand, and pointed the sacred blade in his direction. “You might find talking to me enlightening, too,” I threatened.
“He’s got the bodies, is all I’m saying.” Hrothgar retreated into the motes of dust congregating in the hall. “He never put them back. We got two graveyards now.”
Entry Eight
The first night is always the hardest. Every shadow becomes a horror, every conversation a conspiracy. The darkness seems thicker and gathers like a malignancy in the corners and the closets, under the beds and under the stairs, breeding terror and promises of death. Safety becomes a scarcity, and those ordinary objects which we once looked upon with indifference now stand sinister and cruel. No longer does a candle promise warmth but the arrival of some shambling cannibal from its dusty cellar. No longer does a clock tell the passage of time but the moments that remain until the cult comes for their inquisitive claim.
Without fail, it began at midnight. I was half-asleep, half-drunk on a bottle of stolen wine when I heard metal chipping at stone. Sobriety found me just as quickly as it had left me and brought me to the window. The streets were empty and the houses still, and the wind blew softly, clear and chilled. The trees swayed rigidly, their boney branches shedding curled leaves to the ground. If not for the thirty-three deaths that had brought me here, I dare say I might’ve enjoyed the moment.
I spun around as the floorboards groaned outside my door. I waited for words that I knew would never come, then went to my knives; they were meant for monsters, but they would bleed men all the same. I could hear the entity breathing on the other side, a shallow and lustful breathing rolling over wet, pursed lips. Beads of sweat slid down my forehead and into my eyes as the door knob turned slowly, carefully.
Filled with courageous stupidity, I vaulted across the room and, with the knife raised high, pulled the door open. Hoping to find Hrothgar with his pants around his ankles, I found nothing instead. The hall was empty, the only evidence of anything having been there being the faint smell of rain. Looking to Grunt’s room and the two others the innkeeper had stated were occupied, I saw that the doors were shut, rumbling snores wandering out of them.
Pattering feet on loose tile sent me skirting down the stairs, my watcher still on the premises. I hit the landing and then the first floor. The front doors stood wide open before me. I snatched a lantern from the front desk and brought it to life. Shadows recoiled around me as I stumbled onto the street. No sign or shape of the stranger remained. But, through the gloom, I heard the call of a shovel cutting through earth. And so I foolishly I followed.
Like all places, the dark made of Cairn an endless catacomb of stone, wood, and soil. I wandered aimlessly, helplessly, through the night, in search of the graveyard which should have been nearby, yet seemed to have disappeared entirely. The woods that surrounded the town swayed loudly, a tide of leaves washing against the shore of the sky. Grunt had warned of wolves, and now I heard them, howling and yelping and reveling in their carnage.
“Get inside,” a voice whispered.
“Who said that?” I whipped around to find the pale face of an old man floating in the doorway beside me.
“Don’t be an asshole,” he said, disappearing into his home. “Get inside.”
Interview Two
It was the doctor who found me, and his name was Frederickson. He was the mad scientist type and seemed to enjoy playing the part. His house smelled of chemicals, of sour anxiety. After glancing nervously at my knife, he directed me into the living room and sat me down on a chair that had seen its fair share of use.
“You’re the investigator, yes?” He disappeared and returned with a cup of tea.
The chair creaked as I leaned forward, scrutinized the tea for poisons, and then sipped it. “I heard something skulking about outside my room,” I explained. “I followed after it.”
“I’ve heard that’s how it starts.” The doctor picked at his neck. “It drags you out, makes you lose your way.”
“You say ‘it’ as though you’re certain it’s not human.”
“Well, if it was, why would you be here?” The doctor took a seat and lit a candle. “I know man is capable of a great many terrible things, but I have to hold out hope that no such man lives here in Cairn.”
“You’ve lived here all your life?” I finished off the tea and searched the room for shadowed conspirators.
Frederickson nodded.
“What do you think is happening?”
Frederickson let out a heavy sigh and stood up. “Come with me.”
I remembered what Hodge had told me about the doctor and the bodies and asked accusingly, “Where are we going?”
The basement, that’s where we went, and that’s where I found them, all of them; all of the men and the women and the children, all wrapped in sheets, all torn apart; all thirty-three corpses webbed in blood and wracked by rot, decaying in splintered coffins, their souls growing impatient and hateful as they waited for the calming rest of the grave.
“You need to bury these bodies.” I shoved my nose in the crook of my elbow to escape the smell of putrefaction. “Put them where they belong.”
Frederickson shook his head. “We tried that.” He walked over to a child’s coffin, pulled back the lid, and said, “But they kept digging them up, as though killing them wasn’t enough.”
The skull of a little girl peered out from the box, the rest of her bones and partially decomposed flesh surrounding it like a wreath. “Mary Davies,” I muttered, realizing she was the first to have died.
“They dug her up four times before we moved her here.” The doctor closed the coffin and muttered, “Her poor mother.” He turned to me. “You asked what I think is happening here.”
“I did.”
The doctor surveyed the room, twitching at the patter of water off the sweating stones. “Something evil has wandered out of the woods and made its home here. And not just in Cairn, but the whole countryside. I went to diseased Parish to offer my services to friends and acquaintances and found only strangers. The sickness had taken their memory of me, or so I thought. I wouldn’t tell this to anyone else, but you understand, you accept things others won’t allow themselves to believe.
“The people of Parish were not human, had never been human. My friends, my acquaintances, everyone—they were gone, replaced by these things that looked the part, but hadn’t a clue how to act it. I tried to treat them regardless, but they refused, and when I confronted them about their consumption of the strange veins that’d begun to grow there—for surely that was the source of their maladies—they turned violent. It sounds like madness, I know, but it is the truth.”
“If they were imitations, then where did everyone else go?” I whispered.
The doctor shook his head. “I do not know. I can only guess.”
“Grunt and I witnessed several travelers from Parish on the road heading toward the city.”
Frederickson sighed and said as he stared at his feet, “I’ve heard, and it won’t be long until the disease spreads further, I expect.”
“You think something has followed you back,” I said, having heard the notes of guilt in his confession.
A rogue tear streaked down the man’s quivering cheek. “Yes.”
“But this is different from Parish. There is no disease, no mockeries of man.”
“Only bloody slaughter for the sake of amusement.” Frederickson paused, took a deep breath, and said, “Mary Davies, six; John Williams, twenty-two; Alice Hall, thirteen; Colin Walker, five; Charles Bell, thirty; Eric Bell, thirty-one; Abigail Green, ten; John Ward, forty-four; Hugh Hill, thirty-seven; Ann Hill, twenty-nine; Ian Hill, eleven; Lesley Hill, four; Malcolm Wood, thirty-five; Elizabeth Baker, thirty-five; Francesca Baudin, forty-three; Alfred Axel, fifty-seven; Agnes Axel, forty-nine; Aleid Boeckman, seven; Katie Warren, thirty-two; Benjamin Ash, sixty; Christopher Babcock, nineteen; Graham Cross, two; Emily Cross, six months; Sarah Bertrand, fifty-eight; Ella Delacroix, eighty; Orphan Boy, age unknown; Gregory Haywood, twenty-seven; Orphan Girl, age unknown; Michael Hopkins, thirty-eight; Michael Norton, four; Richard Dark, twenty-six; John Gallows, twenty-four; and Maud Wilkerson, eight.
“The names of the dead and the order in which they died. I will never forget them, or what I may have done to them.”
I looked over the thirty-three coffins stacked and crammed in the doctor’s basement. “Orphan Boy and Orphan Girl?” I asked, the names having stood out to me.
“Yes.” The doctor held his light up to the two small coffins which had small ribbons dangling from each of their cracks. “We could not identify them as our own. We’ll hold the children here until someone comes looking for them.”
“Doctor,” I said, backing away towards the stairs, “why are the bodies being held in your house? I’m sure there are safer, more secure places.”
“It’s my burden to bear, and my responsibility to bring them back when this is all over.”
Because the madman had me in his lair, I nodded and smiled and backed up to the first floor, where the light of the rising sun shone on new horrors yet to be seen.
Entry Nine
What I’d heard and tried to find throughout the night was the sound of murder. Lee and deceased Katie Warren’s daughter, Eliza, had been butchered, her arms and legs, head and torso, and organs strung up in one of the graveyard’s willows. Her tongue had been bitten in half, likely eaten, and there were bits of stone in her eye sockets. A small hole sat before the grisly spectacle, as though the killer meant to taunt the town to bury her. Those nearby reported she had been a bright girl, a beautiful girl, with a wide smile and a charming sense of humor.
Eliza Warren had been ten years old when the world was through with her.
“It’s not always the graveyard,” Grunt said to me as we sat down at a table in Hodge’s Lodge to drink the piss he called ale.
“Where else have bodies been found?” I asked, watching Hrothgar as he watched us while he pretended to dust.
“Around the well, on the streets.” He belched. “One in the woods, one all over a shallow cave.” He sighed. “But mostly the graveyard.”
“Do you think Father Clark is the killer?”
Grunt shook his head. “I wish Father Clark were the killer, but that would be too obvious. You’d have seen his head on the front gate if it were him.”
“There’s a crypt, isn’t there?”
“Aye, there is. Everyone goes down it when they’re young, sees how long they can last.”
“Has anyone been down there lately?” I asked excitedly.
Grunt finished off his ale. “Collapsed, nothing to go down there and see.”
“When?”
“Few years ago.” The burly, smirking bastard clamped his sweaty hand down on my shoulder. “Don’t feel bad, I wondered the same thing.”
Interview Three
Seeing that Lee Warren was now without a wife and daughter, it seemed cruel of me to speak to him so soon on the matter. I went to Clara Davies instead, the first to have suffered the murderer’s wrath and the woman to whom the priest had referred me. She was a large lady, but pretty; middle-aged with curly blonde hair and wide, blue eyes. She had no husband—her daughter, Mary, had been born out of wedlock. Surprisingly, the backwoods town of Cairn did not stone her for this, and by that courtesy I found I respected the place a little more for it.
“I miss her so very much,” Clara Davies whispered as she led me out back.
We took a seat opposite one another.
“I can’t even begin to imagine how it must feel,” I said, a phrase which I’ve repeated so many times it has lost all meaning.
“Most can, at least here in Cairn.” She offered me food from a plate. I accepted. “It’s morbid, but it makes it easier knowing that I’m not the only one to suffer.”
“I want for this suffering to end, Ms. Davies,” I said, “that’s why I’ve come.”
“What are you exactly?” she asked, looking at me like a specimen she’d captured to study.
“An investigator, for when the crimes make no sense and no culprit can be found.”
“John Dark and Richard Gallows. They promised me they were the culprits,” Clara said, still craving closure.
“Who promised?”
Clara shrugged. “Everyone, but Father Clark mostly.” She took a sip from her cup. “They were bad people, John Dark and Richard Gallows, and they deserved to die.”
Ms. Davies’s words were soaked in vitriol and she said them without regret. Her body stiffened and her fingers worried at the fabric of her dress. For a moment, I caught her wide and blue eyes looking inward, at a memory often visited but, unfortunately, not easily forgotten; and in that moment, though I didn’t know what she truly looked like, I saw her daughter Mary.
“Was it John or Richard that fathered Mary?” I asked boldly.
Surprised by my discovery, Clara Davies covered her mouth and flirted for a moment with rage. “I don’t know,” she said, lowering her defenses, “I couldn’t tell in the dark, and I wouldn’t let myself believe it in the light.”
“Of all the others murdered, did anyone else deserve to die?”
Clara’s eyes filled with tears that refused to fall. “No, they were mostly all so young and sweet.”
“It will be hard, Ms. Davies, but I need to know what happened that day, and anything that happened days before that may help me find who is responsible.”
Ms. Clara Davies began that morning much like she began any morning: cold, tired, and with a migraine that would bring even the strongest of men to their knees. Rain drummed on the roof of the house as she staggered out of bed and found Mary on the living room floor, drawing.
“What’s that?” Clara asked her daughter.
Mary turned over, her clothes drenched from playing in the rain. “The house where my friends live.”
Clara smiled at her daughter and thought nothing of the statement.
“Here it is.”
Ms. Davies brought me the drawing, handling it carefully, as though it were a holy relic. I gently took the picture and saw that her daughter had drawn a small, circular stone house; it had several windows, but no front door and no neighbors.
“Always had such a wonderful imagination.”
The day went on as most rainy days did: slowly, drearily, and for Clara Davies, painfully. Much needed to be achieved, but the migraine she had felt otherwise. Bedridden, Clara waved off Mary, watched as her daughter disappeared into the hazy lull of the storm, and then slept. When she woke, the clouds had parted to the afternoon sun, the migraine had vanished, and Mary had yet to return.
“I did what needed to be done, cleaned up, and made a meal. I could hear the children playing down the street and I assumed Mary was with them,” Clara said, shifting in her seat.
“Was she?” The woods swayed before us, a flurry of dried leaves blowing through their wooden alleys.
Clara nodded and wiped a tear from her cheek. “Yes. We ate together, and… and then she was off again, with her friends.”
“Did she act differently when she came back home?”
“No, she didn’t, but she said she saw someone while she was out, a strange man near the gate.” Clara lowered her head.
“Who was it?”
“Geoffrey,” Clara looked up, “Grunt’s brother.”
I disguised my concern as Clara continued with her tale of woe. Geoffrey, Grunt’s brother, had arrived in Cairn the same day the murders began, and this same man had been the one to seek out mine and Seth’s services upon commencement of the slaughter. A smarter, more diligent investigator would’ve jumped at the coincidence and followed it through to its disappointing end, but I knew better.
Mary Davies didn’t finish her lunch that day, and she didn’t return for supper. Clara was sifting through the mess of artwork on her daughter’s floor when she heard the screaming, the shouting. Being a mother, Clara possessed that uncanny ability all mothers seem to possess that allows them to know when harm has come to their child.
“I felt it in my stomach, in my heart,” she said, standing up before me. She disappeared inside the house and returned with another drawing, which she held as though it burned her hands. “I feel empty, Mr. North, and I don’t expect I’ll ever be whole again.”
“What’s this?” I took the drawing from Ms. Davies’ shaking hands.
“One of her imaginary friends,” she said, turning away, “or so it wanted her to believe.”
A smarter, more diligent investigator would’ve disregarded the drawing and focused on the tangible, logical, and otherwise earthly evidence before him, but, again, I knew better. On the piece of crumpled paper a weeping willow stood, its bark carved to the outline of a man, his feet the roots, his arms the branches. He smiled invitingly, as all creatures of temptation do, and his face seemed to promise adventures thought only to be found in dreams.
“How long had she had this friend?” I asked, noting the bloody mouth-like hole in the grass.
Clara shook her head. “I don’t know. I found this just a few days ago. I saw it through the floorboards in her room.”
“Have you shown this to anyone else?”
“No, no I haven’t.” Her eyes widened. “I thought it would be best if you were the first to look at it.”
“Your town,” I stopped, noticing that the willow’s leaves were not leaves at all, but eyes. “Your town has shown me more hospitality than most.”
Clara nodded. “We’re not like Parish. Cairn has seen its fair share of strangeness. And I think Father Clark—” her voice became a whisper, “—has lost his faith and does what must be done to see that this ends.”
“The faithless do have a knack for finding us,” I muttered. Returning to the drawing, I said, “This willow, there is one just like it in the graveyard.”
“Yes, but they are common around these parts.”
“But the graveyard is where most…”
“Yes,” Clara interrupted, refusing to hear the words, “do you think that’s where we will find it?”
“Seems so.” I handed back the drawing. “But if that’s the case, it’s not doing very a good job covering its tracks.” And then I remembered something, something which I had forgotten for no reason in particular. “What do you know about Lord Ashcroft?”
Clara’s eyebrows furrowed. “His name is not a popular one in these parts.”
“I heard that he came to speak with Father Clark.”
Clara shrugged, looked over her shoulder. “Someone said they saw him talking to Nathan Moore, our agriculturist.”
“Why is that?”
“The sickness in Parish… I think, I hope, he was trying to stop it from coming here. There’s a plant it’s all coming from, I heard, and it covers Parish.”
“That’s awfully thoughtful of the same man who left Cairn to die in the wilds,” I said pointedly.
“You’re right,” she said, smiling for the first time since we sat down. “It’s wrong to hope.”
Entry Ten
Eliza Warren’s funeral came just a few hours after the discovery of her body. Very few tears were shed. Hers had been the thirty-fourth death, and Cairn was becoming accustomed to tragedy. Father Clark spoke kindly as the town marched through the muddy streets, the coffin held high above the procession by the men at its center. Doctor Frederickson received everyone warmly, taking little Eliza Warren to be stored with the others when the moment presented itself.
I knew this needed to end quickly; the creature that hunted Cairn did so greedily, without fear of myself or the repercussions of its actions. Never had I encountered something afflicted by such a ceaseless bloodlust. Was it the town’s indifference that kept them rooted to this tainted soil? I wondered as I excused myself from the doctor’s house. No, not indifference,
I decided as I maneuvered puddles in the street. This is all they have, and like the pauper, they will hold onto it until their own blood slickens their hands and they lose their grip on it forever.
I returned to Hodge’s Lodge and found it just as empty as I’d hoped it would be. I went to my room and laid out my tools—the knives, powders, and potions—and consulted my journal, which detailed all previous investigations. While searching for clues in its worn pages, I remembered that the Lodge was not only occupied by Grunt and myself, but two others.
“Hello?” I called as I rapped upon the first occupant’s door.
To Seth and I, no answer meant there’s no reason not to let yourself in, and so I did just that. The room on the other side was unoccupied, as bare as it had likely been the day the final nail had been hammered into its wall. Quiet as the man who pressed his eyes to the tiny holes in the wall, I searched the space and found only dust and a puddle of… spilt milk?
“I beg your pardon,” I began as I knocked on the chipped wood of the second occupant’s door, “but I have a favor to ask.”
Again, no answer; I accepted the invitation without complaint. The second room was unoccupied as well, but only in that moment, for the bed hadn’t been made and a woman’s garments still lay strewn across the floor. They, too, were covered in dust, yet a heavy and recently applied perfume sat within the folds of the fabrics.
“Oh Hodge,” I mumbled, lifting up a red corset and holding it before me in front of a mirror, “you may be the strangest creature here.”
With weapons to slay, powders to detect, and potions to neutralize, I slinked down the stairs and scoured the first floor until I found Hodge’s register. Very few names were written on the stained scraps of parchment, with the most recent being Grunt and myself. The names that preceded ours were non-descript initials that read “A.A.” and “R.E.”; no check-in or check-out was noted.
“Either you really did have guests before us,” I said, cramming the register under the front counter, “or you’ve got one hell of a fantasy life.”
The grass parted at my approach as I moved through the graveyard and read the faded names on the headstones. I made for Eliza Warren’s willow first, minding the hole that had been dug beside it. Blood dribbled onto my shoulders and the tops of my hands as the branches wept what little was left of the girl. Remembering Eliza’s drawing of the tree and the man within it, I felt around the bark and the roots and dusted them with red Bite and purple Snare. The willow did not respond, did not bare its teeth and wrap itself around me, and so I left disappointed, my hopes that the culprit had been a carnivorous tree dashed.
As I marched towards the crypt, I could feel the piercing gaze of the townsfolk returning from the doctor’s residence. Let them say what they will, I thought, but this is why they’ve hired me. I ascended the lichen-laced steps and pushed the double doors open. The stink of decay washed over me and settled into me; stumbling backward, I struggled to keep the morning’s breakfast in its place.
“Jesus Christ!” I shouted in the most inappropriate of places.
Grunt had told me no lie: The crypt had collapsed some time ago, and in its failing, it took with it all the corpses to the chambers below. The large slabs of fallen stone appeared undisturbed; no gaps existed between them wide enough to allow for anything but a mouse or rat to pass through. A creature of great strength could move the rubble, but the noise it would produce in doing so would defeat the purpose of using such a place for its lair.
“That’s the only way in,” a voice spoke to me.
“Father Clark,” I said, facing the priest, “are you sure?”
He nodded and shivered. “Yes, I’m sure.”
I bit my lip and picked at a callus on my palm. I turned away from him, uncorked a bottle of Black Fey, and splattered the stygian liquid across the crypt’s steps.
“What is that?” the priest asked, his neck tensing, his mind searching for words to string together a rant on desecration and blasphemy. “What are you doing?”
“Searching for ghouls,” I said matter-of-factly. “Eaters of the dead,” I added, seeing his confusion.
His face paled. “Do you think that’s what’s come to Cairn?”
“Something like that,” I muttered. The Black Fey bubbled, but did not smoke. I hurried past the priest, lashing the concoction at headstones and Eliza Warren’s willow. “The reaction is weak.” The same results manifested at every doused location. “But it’s enough, and if it isn’t a ghoul, it’s something very similar.”
Father Clark covered his mouth and rubbed his rosary furiously. “Where did it come from? How do we stop it?”
“Sometimes, when a man or woman dies, an evil being works its way into their bodies and into their hearts,” I explained, noticing that the prying townsfolk had dispersed. “It chews on their dead hearts, and from its venom the heart beats, lives, once more. Ghouls are territorial gluttons; the cemetery in which they wake becomes their home and the graves their pantries. They will attack trespassers, but, and this is where things get confusing for us, they seldom draw attention to themselves, for they prefer solitude.”
“So it’s not a ghoul, is it, Mr. North?”
“It’s a start, Father Clark, that’s what it is.” I looked at the man, wondering how his faith would reconcile those things which his god should not have allowed to be. “Tell me about your meeting with Amon Ashcroft. Why’s he so interested in these parts all of a sudden?”
A lie formed upon the priest’s lips, but knowing better he said, “Come inside.”
Father Clark led me to the church’s basement. We stood in torchlight, staring at the four coffins encaged in iron mortsafes.
“Does everyone keep the dead in their basements and cellars here?”
Father Clark ignored my remark.
“Who’s resting in these coffins?”
“Emily Cross, Ella Delacroix,” he said, moving the torch from left to right as he spoke. “Richard Dark, John Gallows.”
A child, a woman, and two rapists. They were in the doctor’s basement hours ago… weren’t they?
“And what are they doing below the ground instead of being in it?”
“Their bodies were afflicted by the same disease that consumed Parish.” He held the light against the coffin in which Ella Delacroix lay. “Lord Ashcroft came to Cairn to see if the disease had spread to our lands, and after many late nights, we saw that it had.” Father Clark let out a heavy sigh. “We quarantined the bodies as soon as doctor Frederickson found the infectious roots in their veins and arteries.”
I laughed and shook my head. “The mortsafes are meant to keep people out, keep them from selling parts and pieces to hospitals and universities.” My hand found the knife at my side and rested on its hilt. “You’re keeping something in the coffins, making sure it doesn’t escape. All the dead are stored at Frederickson’s to avoid contamination.”
Father Clark nodded; the torch hissed as sweat from his brow fell into its smoldering center. “Yes, that’s right.”
“If we were to open up one of those coffins, what would we find, Father? An imposter? Like the doctor found when he visited Parish?”
The priest shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“This creature, or ghoul, is a carrier.”
“It seems so.” Father Clark shuddered. “Yes, it seems so.”
“Where’s Lord Ashcroft?”
“His estate, I’m sure.”
“When did he arrive in Cairn? Who died when he strolled through your gates, all kind and considerate?”
“Eric, no, Abigail Green,” he answered. “She was the seventh.”
“Stayed in Hodge’s Lodge, didn’t he?” I asked, remembering the initials “A.A.” in the register.
“Yes—” Father Clark turned, as though he meant for the conversation to end, “—but in secret, so I don’t know why he would sign his name at all. I’m sure it was Hrothgar who added it. It is something he would do to amuse himself.”
“And “R.E.”?” I asked. “That was in the register as well, below Amon Ashcroft’s name.”
“I couldn’t say, Mr. North.” He looked at me pleadingly, looked at the knife at my side nervously. “He came alone.”
I cocked my head at the priest who had once been so unwelcoming towards me. “I frighten you, Father.”
“Everything frightens me,” he said, starting up the steps. “If I had the strength, if I did not care for my flock, I would leave.”
“What did you see in the coffins?” I asked, nodding at the four against the wall. “You looked, and what you saw convinced you that you needed someone like myself to come here to put an end to all this.”
Father Clark continued up the steps, the torch throwing his shadow wildly across the room. “A newborn wrapped in red roots, sleeping in John Dark’s chest, suckling from the man’s slowly beating heart.”
Entry Eleven
Ghouls are decrepit creatures suspended in decay, segregated by shame. It’s not unheard of for a ghoul to shed its shape and take on the form of an animal. Grunt warned me of wolves in the woods, and now that I know that it has killed outside of the graveyard, it seems I’ve discovered its type and method of movement. If the ghoul is infected by this disease, of which I understand frustratingly little, then its behavior is expected to change as well.
Father Clark had seen a newborn cradled in bones, swathed in rot. Has the disease changed the ghoul? Has it given the creature a way by which to reproduce, to alleviate its insufferable loneliness?
I fucking hope not.
I hate ghouls, always have and always will. Seth and I have killed six ghouls between us, and each encounter has been disgustingly memorable. The smell of their bodies and the bodies they’ve consumed lingers in your mind for weeks after, and the ferocity with which they defend themselves almost always guarantees a scar or trip to the hospital. If one does not possess the means to exploit the creature’s weakness, then one will find themselves dismembering and disemboweling the ghoul until only a bloody, chunky pulp remains, for they are surprisingly resilient.
Fortunately for Seth and myself, we happened upon several daggers crafted from the bones of a saint, with red Death engravings carved permanently into their hilts and blades. One slash or stab from the weapon and the ghoul is finished, reduced to decomposed sludge. I don’t know how the process works exactly, but I can’t say that I’ve ever been disappointed with the results.
So glad, then, that I brought two daggers with me.
Entry Twelve
As I made my way to Doctor Frederickson’s residence, I began to understand how the killer was able to go undetected with such ease. No one was working, no one was socializing; the streets were empty, the windows curtained. No one was watching and no one was listening. I wondered if Eliza Warren’s death had been the death to break their resolve, for, just a few days ago, the entirety of Cairn was there to meet me at the gates.
No, I said to myself, a stranger has come to their town and made their struggles his own, and with their burden on my shoulders, they will rest, and breathe, and love what loved ones they have left to love. I could not blame them for it. In their position, I’d have done the same.
“I want to see Orphan Boy and Orphan Girl,” I said as the doctor let me into his house.
“What’s that?” the doctor asked, obviously having heard me. “Why’s that?”
“Father Clark showed me the four infected corpses in the church’s basement,” I told him. “A plant or root is responsible for the illness, right?”
“Yes, I believe so,” the doctor said, fidgeting.
“If you’ve found no evidence of it growing here, then it must’ve been brought on someone’s person. The children you could not identify may have been from Parish.”
Frederickson scooped up a cup and drained it down his throat. He coughed, and I smelled alcohol. “We looked them over already and found nothing.”
Give me a reason, madman, I thought to myself, touching the bone dagger hidden in my coat. “Well, it’s always good to double-check your work, isn’t that right, Doctor?”
Frederickson laid the two small coffins on the ground and placed the ribbons that marked them atop their lids. His eyes lingered on the boxes and then his brow furrowed. He brought his crowbar down on the first coffin and worked at its edges, motivated by what appeared to be anger and disappointment.
“What is it?” I asked
“Too light,” he wheezed, “they’re too light.”
The coffin lid splintered and cracked. Frederickson glanced at me, the coffin, and then turned his attention to the second box, red faced and speechless.
“Empty,” I mumbled, going to my knees for a better look. “Where is the body?”
“Son of a bitch!” the doctor yelled, prying open the second coffin, sending the lid across the room and under the stairs. “Both are gone. Someone—” Frederickson dropped the crowbar; his hands turned into fists, “—someone took them and sealed the coffins back up!”
You won’t be resurrecting them after all, I thought to myself. “Why would someone do that?”
Doctor Frederickson shook his head.
“You spend a lot of time down here, don’t you?”
The doctor, sweaty and heated, studied the crowbar.
“Otherwise they wouldn’t have made the effort to hide the theft.” I revealed the bone dagger and my intent to use it.
The doctor kicked the crowbar away. He dropped down onto the floor, ripped the ribbons from the coffins, curled them up, and shoved them into his pockets.
“I know you’ve been over each body a thousand times.” I took a step forward and put the tip of the dagger beneath his chin. “So tell me: were they infected?”
“Through and through,” he said, removing the ribbons, both of which were yellow, and smelling them, “through and through.”
Entry Thirteen
Something terrible has happened to me, and I will do terrible things because of it.
I was sitting at my desk, considering what I’d learned and preparing myself for what needed to be done last night, when three knocks rattled my door.
“Hello?” I called out, but no response followed. The ghoul of Cairn had demonstrated a disregard for tradition, so I brought the bone knife with me as I crossed the room.
“Who’s there?” I asked loudly, hoping that if it wasn’t Grunt, then he would hear my voice and come to my rescue.
“I said ‘who’s there?’” I repeated as I bent over, put my eye to one of the many holes in the wall, and peered out into the hallway.
Rain, I smelled rain, and a shape, I saw a shape just at the edge of the peephole—a small shape outside my room. I looked to my side and saw pale fingers like wriggling worms under the door. They moved up the space between the molding and the door, towards the lock, and began to pick away at the wall.
Tapping, I then heard a tapping at my window, and a shape, again I saw a shape, as it scurried over the glass onto the roof. I went to the desk and grabbed the second dagger and the remainder of the Black Fey. A hand slammed against the window, cracking, but not shattering it, and snapped away. I stumbled backward, onto the bed and, laying there, listened to the laughter that sounded in the dark.
“Thanks for stopping by,” I said, sitting up and getting to my feet. I grabbed several vials from the desk and pocketed them. I went to the door. “Makes finding you freaks a hell of a lot easier.”
The window blew out as I unlocked the door and kicked it open. The shape went down on all fours and crawled quickly to the first floor. I followed, because I knew if I stopped I would die. My feet pounded down the stairs as my heart pounded in my chest, with the second pursuer nipping at my heels. I shouted for help that I knew would never come and followed the fleeing shape into the secretive fabric of the night.
Cairn stretched out in all directions, a great and infinite sprawl of stone and darkness. I struggled to keep pace with the shape as it darted through alleys and streets, as it scampered through gardens and gates. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that my stalker had vanished and that the town remained asleep.
The shape’s footprints and footfalls had all but gone when I reached the moonlit well. I fell against it, my lungs begging for oxygen, and took in the cold air. Had they meant to draw me out into the open? Were they not expecting that I would follow? I strained my ears for sounds of the shape’s breathing beyond the gathering fog. Was this part of the hunt? How many nights would I be doomed to partake in this chase until their amusement gave way to hunger?
I pushed away from the well, and as I started back towards the Lodge, I remembered Eliza Warren’s drawing: a small, circular stone house with many windows but no door and no neighbors. I leaned over the well, sending the bucket to its bottom, measuring its depth. A splash rose out of the gray mouth and then laughter.
This is where your imaginary friends live, I thought as I took the rope to which the bucket was still attached. You prettied it up the best that you could, Mary, but this is it. I tested the rope’s strength, wrapped it around my hands and ankles, and descended into the hardened throat.
The tips of my toes slid against the damp stones of the well. Fog spilled over from above and wrapped itself around me as I moved down the rope. Below, the void yawned and churned and spoke in the language of splashes and waves. Ignoring every impulse to do otherwise, I looked past my feet. A dizzying swell of fear rose through my body as the seemingly fathomless depths stared back. After shaking my head and cursing myself, I gripped the rope tighter than before and began my defeated ascent.
And then I stopped, stupidity surmounting common sense. In that brief moment, I had seen through the murk a ledge and a place where the wall had fallen away. I kicked off the stones as I slid downwards, and when I could, I threw myself onto the thin outcrop. Securing the rope around the jagged stones there, I entered the narrow breach.
The crevice was a claustrophobic’s nightmare. As I shimmied sideways, my nose skimmed against the sharp rocks and my eyes fluttered to keep the dirt away. I breathed shallowly, the cramped earthen corridor pressing hard into my chest and stomach. Blood trickled down my wrist from where the flesh had been slowly scraped away by the stones. My legs weakened as pressure built against my knees, preventing them from bending. I will die here, I thought, lodged in that suffocating place. In a hundred years, they will find my skeleton
and wonder what I’d been so desperate to reach on the other side. My temples began to ache, as though drills were penetrating my skull, and it was then I knew I’d gone too far.
“No fair,” a spoiled voice cried out, “no fair!”
My eyes widened and drank the dark for light. A small, clammy hand shot through the split, grabbed my own, and ripped me out of Death’s grip. I fell into the hollow hard and fast, busting my lip and bashing my head.
“He got stuck,” the voice of a boy chirped. “But here he is!”
As I suckled the blood leaking from my lip, flames from nowhere burned into existence. The fire danced across the rim of a large bowl, then slithered towards the center, gnawing at the kindling there. The glow of hell spilled out of the vessel, washing over the bone-littered floor and the gore-caked walls. It rose to the ceiling where ghostly smoke gathered and shone on the hundred coffins that hung there, lids ripped free, corpses already eaten.
“Hello, sir,” a little boy in a tattered suit said, stepping into view.
“Hi,” a little girl in a sullied dress added, standing beside the boy.
The boy was no older than eight and the girl no older than ten, and they were both dead. Their skin was pale, wet, and wore all across it scars, cuts, and bruises beset by exposed muscle and protruding bones. Strange vermillion veins were threaded through their wounds, running from their ears and the corners of their eyes. Dried blood was painted on their arms up to their elbows and onto their mouths down to their collars. They were not ghouls, of that I could be sure.
“Introduce yourself,” a woman yet unseen whispered into the hollow.
The little girl curtseyed, strands of hair falling from her skull as she did so. “Ruth Ashcroft.”
The little boy bowed, the curve of his spine moving through a rip in his jacket. “Edmund Ashcroft.”
Ruth Ashcroft? Edmund Ashcroft? Orphan Boy and Orphan Girl.
I wielded the bone dagger and they looked upon it unmoved. “‘R.E.,’” I quoted from Hodge’s Lodge’s register.
“They do like their games,” the woman spoke, her voice closing in from all directions. “Come closer.”
I obeyed, but only so that I would be near enough to drive the dagger into their little, dead hearts. “And you are?” I asked, the boy and girl stepping backwards away from me.
The shadows at the furthest end of the hollow writhed; bright red veins pushed forward in one cancerous mass that bore a coffin at its center. Inside, terrible eyes shone with a green virulence. A long, slender hand, and then another—they gripped and pushed the sides of the coffin, bringing the woman’s face into the light. She smiled, the flesh around her mouth ripping as she did so, and said smugly, “Amelia Ashcroft, of course.”
I’d heard enough. I rushed forward, blade outwards, then hit the floor, mouth to the woman’s toes, as her children swarmed me. A searing pain spread across my back as they opened it with their nails. Teeth clamped down on my shoulder and on my calf. They stepped on my arm and worked the bone dagger free from my hand. Edmund kicked my head, took it and beat it against the floor, while his sister slowly stabbed the dagger into my side, just barely breaking the skin.
“You will help us,” I heard Amelia say through the torture, “and I will help you. I’ll save you from what’s about to come.”
“Fuck you,” I said through my teeth, turning over and kicking Ruth in the stomach.
Edmund took me by the hair. His sister scampered over, handed him the dagger, and he drove it into my neck. A terrible agony unlike any I have ever known coursed through my body. I sputtered and spat blood all over the woman’s toes, the thick and sour taste of metal coating my throat.
“You will help us,” she repeated. “You do not have a choice.”
Amelia Ashcroft leaned forward in her coffin, her feet spreading apart. Vermillion veins slithered down her thighs, past her ankles, and onto the floor. I closed my eyes and I closed my mouth, but still they found a way in, and when I thought they could go no deeper, they went deeper still.
Entry Fourteen
Ruth and Edmund took my hands and led me through the underbelly of the graveyard. We emerged behind the church, outside the gates of Cairn, out of a hidden hole in a weeping willow. They kissed me on the cheek, giggled, and retreated back to their mother. I stood there for a moment, bloodied and beaten, gripping the wound which should’ve killed me. I had a new job now and no choice but to complete it.
Entry Fifteen
To Seth, for I’ve no one and no need for anyone else: forgive me. Forgive me for what I’ve done and will do. Forgive me for loving you and for writing it down for all to see. I will not die unless it is said, and I would die saying it a thousand times over.
Entry Sixteen
My clothes were stained and covered in glass from the vials that had broken during the attack. I crept into my room at Hodge’s Lodge, locked the door, and stripped naked. The damage done by Amelia’s children had already begun to heal, just as she said it would. Reaching my hand into my mouth, I felt the tip of a pulsating vein just beyond my molars.
“You will live a long and unnatural life,” the Ashcroft woman had promised, as she opened the gouge on my neck and pushed into it a necklace with a gray gem within a tangle of silver worms. “And you will do good work because of it.”
I scratched at my neck and tore at the scabs, ignoring the nauseating pain as I searched my flesh for the jewelry. Gone, not there, disappeared and now a part of me.
Grunt knocked on my door, asking if I was doing well and if I wanted something to drink. I ignored him, because I feared what I might to do him if I did not.
Father Clark came later with new revelations to reveal. Several townsfolk arrived shortly thereafter, ready to be interviewed and have their stories heard. Now that it was unsafe for me to be around others, I had become very popular.
I ignored them, ignored them all, and kept on sharpening the bone dagger’s blade, preparing for the night’s work to come.
Entry Seventeen
Hrothgar Hodge seemed to be expecting me, so when I jammed the dagger into his side and twisted, he did not struggle. His blood ran hot and fast over my hands. I stabbed him some more for no reason in particular. When he went to speak, I severed his vocal cords so that I wouldn’t have to hear his cries. As the life left his body, the vein twitched in my throat and tightened in my chest with satisfaction.
“The disease did not take to that one,” Amelia Ashcroft had told me, pulling me into her rotted embrace. “It’s a learning process. He’s a liability.”
I dragged Hrothgar Hodge’s death-laden corpse into his room and dropped it through the floor where the boards had been lifted away. Ruth and Edmund looked up at me, mouths wet with salivation; they crawled up and over the man’s body, sank their claws into his flesh, and pulled him away, disappearing into the hole that ran under the building.
When I was sure that I was alone and no one would hear me, I wept into my hands, smearing Hodge’s blood all over my face, like war paint.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I repeated, shaking where I stood.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I couldn’t stop, the words becoming a chant, becoming a form of penance.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I continued, falling to the floor, sitting in his crimson pool. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
Entry Eighteen
Tried to kill myself today. Bled all over the place. Got close once. Cut through all the veins and arteries in my arm. Pulled them out, too. Didn’t stop there. Kept going until I saw the bone, then broke it for good measure. The vermillion vein splintered and spread and fixed the damage I’d done. Have to get it out to get out. I hear her calling. She’s got a new name.
Entry Nineteen
I waited in the bushes below the windowsill. I took no pleasure in watching Clara Davies disrobe, but I watched all the same. The howling of the wolves in the woods put her to bed quickly; she pulled the covers up to her eyes, as though it would make them stop.
I bashed her head in with a rock, because I couldn’t bear to look at the disappointment on her face. Edmund and Ruth helped me bring her back to Amelia. As we tore open her chest to give a clear view of her stilled heart, the Queen of Corpses reached into her blighted womb and worked free a clumping of root, flesh, blood, and bone. She lowered the ovum into the cavity between Clara Davies’ breasts and smiled proudly as a mother would at one of their own.
“She has to stay down here with us,” Amelia Ashcroft lectured her children. “No more games. We’ve lost too many as it is.”
And then she leaned in and whispered another name.
Entry Twenty
Father Clark found me on the outskirts of town covered in mud and crime.
“What are you doing out here?” he shouted, hurrying over to the willow, oblivious to the portal it held. “Mr. North, what’s happened?”
“You have to leave. I can’t stop it.” I took him by the shoulders and nearly lifted him off his feet. “What will it take for you people to leave?”
“Herbert,” the priest pleaded, my weakness giving him strength, “we’ve nowhere else to go. This is our home! What have you seen? What do you know?”
“The children,” I wheezed, releasing the priest, “at least send the children away. There has to be another town, another village in this fucking marsh.”
Father Clark wrapped his arms around me and kissed me on the top of my head. “Why the children?”
Entry Twenty-One
Herbert North waited until Rowena Russell’s parents had turned their backs before he stole her away from them. At first, she didn’t scream, because she had seen the investigator from afar and heard that he was good.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Herbert North told the little girl as he covered her mouth and took her apart.
Entry Twenty-Two
Father Clark called a town meeting after they found the ten pieces of the ten-year-old Rowena Russell impaled upon the gates.
“Cairn,” he began, “is lost.” He looked at me in the corner and I nodded. “God would not have us suffer any longer. We’ve endured enough and it is time for us to make our exodus.”
Everyone was in attendance, and when Father Clark spoke, everyone nodded in agreement.
“Mr. North, please,” he called me over, “tell us everything.”
I wore my scars for all to see, to show them I’d made the effort and that it hadn’t been enough. I felt their eyes follow me to the podium, some disappointed, others suspicious.
“The creatures that haunt these grounds cannot be killed by the weapons I’ve brought here,” I told them, the ragged and tortured whole of Cairn. “There are hundreds of tunnels beneath our feet—” a lie, “—and we would all die if we were to go into them and flush the creatures out.” I began to cry uncontrollably, feeling the vein pulsating somewhere in my skull. “I’ve failed you. I’m not enough. Go, you must go! I will stay, I will stay, but you must go!”
“And what will you do?” A large man stood up, Elijah Lindsay, and puffed out his chest. “What have you done at all?”
See through my ruse, I thought, and butcher me like the beast that I am.
“He’s lost his mind.”
“He’s done more for us than anyone else!”
“Look at him, look at us! We should listen to the man and leave.”
“I’ll not leave my home to Satan!”
Rowena’s father, Horace, came to his feet, his hand still holding his wife’s firmly. The crowd quieted, and he said in a whisper, “Why are they doing this to us?”
My chest tightened as the vein wove through my ribcage. I wanted to tell them the truth, but it was not mine to tell. “Because they can,” I said, closing my eyes, “because nothing can stop them.”
Horace’s wife, Anne, released her husband’s hand and stood beside him. “You’ve only been here a week, Mr. North. How can you be so certain?”
A week? It felt as though I had been there for months.
“Where are they, Mr. North?” Anne persisted. “I want vengeance. I want to hurt them like they’ve hurt us, all of us!”
“They’re diseased,” I sputtered, “diseased by the same affliction that took Parish. If you stay, it will spread!”
My words fell on deaf ears as the crowd loudened, Anne’s words setting a flame afire in their hearts that had died out months ago.
“Too proud, too stupid,” Amelia Ashcroft hissed into my mind. “They were complacent and now they’re careless. Let them come. Let their bodies fill our coffers. I’ll love them all.”
Entry Twenty-Three
Envious am I of those who do not wake to screaming. It has been three days since I’ve had a full night’s sleep. The townspeople have agreed to send the children away, and for this I am grateful.
It will take years to wash the blood from the headstones.
Entry Twenty-Four
Half of Cairn has fled with the young, led by Grunt and those who know the woods best.
The other half remains, doing what they should’ve months ago; that is, scouring the town for the Ashcroft brood. Frederickson leads them, and boxes them up when the children cut them down.
Meanwhile, I await my orders.
Entry Twenty-Five
I’m not sure how long I have left—I can hardly lift the pen to write this entry—but it’s done.
The veins lay before me, throbbing, coiled, speckled in blood, with chunks of flesh and muscle clinging to their thorny sides. I can feel the gouges in my throat; the tears inside me widen with every breath. Bruises climb my flesh where blood vessels have burst, and I can feel something dripping slowly behind my eyes. I know I left something behind—I could only get my arm so far down my throat. I can still feel it in there, a part of the vein, but I can’t hear her, feel her, and if what I’ve left behind will be enough to get me to her, close enough to split her in two…
Entry Twenty-Six
Cairn burned brightly behind me as I hurried through the graveyard, over the fence, and into the outskirts where the Ashcroft willow waited, still undiscovered. A mysterious fire had broken out in town, and I used the chaos it created to slip away unseen.
“Hurry.” Edmund beckoned from the glistening hole at the bottom of the tree, only his pale hand visible in the misty dark. “Hurry!”
“Where’s Ruth?” I asked, following the corpse child through the twisted bowels of stinking earth.
“She’ll be back.” He looked over his shoulder, neck twisting around like an owl’s. “They were getting too close. She likes fire, says she can still feel it if she gets near—”
I took Edmund’s head and slammed it into a protruding rock. The point drove into his skull, bursting his eyeball. He screamed for his mother, and as he yelled, I grabbed his jaw and ripped it off. He spun, spewing red and purple blood as the roots that infested his body hurried to repair the site. He slashed at me, bit at me, kicked his feet, and spat at me.
“No fair,” I told him as I pulled both bone daggers from my sides and pushed them under his arms. “No fair.”
He didn’t fall into a pile of decomposed sludge, but there was enough ghoul in him that it finished the boy off all the same.
“Kill the priest,” Amelia Ashcroft shouted from her coffin, having heard my approach. “Give him to his god, and I’ll give what’s left to mine.”
I circled around the Queen of Corpses and threw her son’s severed head at her feet. “Give your god this one instead.”
Amelia Ashcroft let out a guttural wail that echoed through the hollow. The cancerous mass to which the coffin was attached throbbed. She stepped out of it fully nude, with tight bands of roots wrapped around various parts of her body that fed into her pelvis and breasts, her heart and her spine.
“Shouldn’t have given you those back,” she remarked. She sighed as she looked over the tens of corpses before her, a tiny parasitic infant suckling at each one’s heart. “Shouldn’t have gotten in the carriage. Shouldn’t have read the letter.”
“What did you put in my neck?” I stomped on the heart of the nearest corpse and the child drinking from it broke into dust.
Amelia Ashcroft cringed. “A gift for someone else.” She focused her green eyes on me and said, “You may just live long enough to find out what it’s for. Can you feel me scratching?”
I gritted my teeth as my skull felt as though it had been cleaved.
“Amon didn’t expect much from us, but we did the best—”
I rushed Amelia and stabbed her repeatedly in the stomach. The roots bound to her and the coffin behind her flailed and flew forward. I closed my eyes and closed my mouth; I felt the roots at my eyelids and at my teeth. They snaked through my clothes, searching for orifices and creating new ones to get inside. I kept stabbing, kept cutting until her innards spilled over Edmund’s severed head.
Amelia reached for my wrists, but she was dead before she could touch them. Her body fell to the ground, and all the ova she’d been growing leaked from her womb, down her leg, and into the dirt.
I took a breath and was grateful I was no longer able to experience repulsion. Then I killed the rest of her children in their boney cribs.
Entry Twenty-Seven
The fire had consumed most of Cairn. Only a few buildings remained, though it was difficult to determine what still stood through the smoke. I left without saying goodbye to the priest, though it makes me happy to know that he is still alive (and that Frederickson, apparently, is not).
Ruth Ashcroft has vanished, and I expect it will not be long until she’s reunited with her uncle Amon once more.
I’m not sure if I’ll make it back to London. In fact, I’m not sure if I’ll make it to the end of this road. Wolves howl in the woods around me, but they’ve no interest in me; my mind intends tear me apart long before they do.
Thoughts of Seth will bring me home, but should I bring this home to Seth? Perhaps I should return to Cairn and go where I belong, and walk some more behind the graves.




THE EASIEST JOB IN THE WORLD










Beatrice Bacchus looked into her empty wallet and sighed. Her hands found her pocket and her fingers its bottom and, again, she sighed. In one overly dramatic motion, she collapsed upon her bed, put her palm to her brow, and kicked off her sneakers, knocking over a desk lamp on the other side of the room. She eyed the upside-down appliance, calculated its worth. Remembering it had been a gift from her father, she quickly put the thought out of her head.
“Mother fuck,” she said aloud. She sat up and blew her hair out of her face. “God damn it.”
Beatrice turned on her side and fumbled at the handle of the nightstand. I need to refuel, she thought, sliding her free hand underneath a pillow, until it closed around a half-eaten granola bar.
“Not bad,” she mumbled as she chewed, not because it tasted good, but because it was still edible after being opened for three weeks.
She returned to the nightstand and pulled the drawer that was always stuck with all her strength. After a moment, the drawer finally relented, and with one tug of herculean might, it was ripped from the nightstand. Frayed wings of paper soared through the air and then crashed the words they carried into the ugly carpeted floor.
“You asshole,” she said to the nightstand as she crawled off her bed to the ground.
The papers crumpled beneath her weight as she moved like a beast along the floor. Most of them could be disregarded and subsequently discarded, but there were a few she couldn’t part with. They were of a heavy paper, comprised of cruel fibers that cut the flesh subtly for sustenance. They were folded three times to give an air of professionalism and burned when held. They were relentless, seemingly endless; torn pages from the tome of the Leech God, written with the blood of its whore, Academia.
They were student loan statements.
“There you are,” Beatrice said, spying a document hiding like a spider in the shadows beneath her desk. “Where are your buddies, eh?”
She plodded like a toddler on all fours towards the desk and snatched the document. At the corner of her eye, she saw its companion skirting along the carpet, the box fan in the window its humming accomplice, and grabbed that one, too.
“Gotcha,” she said, a maniacal grin forming across her face. But just as quickly as it had formed, the grin disappeared and sadness came over her. “I’ve lost it.”
A voice wreathed in buzzing spoke from the foot of her bed: “Do you always talk to yourself this much?”
Beatrice turned her head towards the source of the sound. In a cradle of sheets, she saw the soft glow of her cell phone’s screen. She squinted and scowled; tried to remember what she had said or done in the past fifteen minutes that could be used against her in future conversations. I think I’m safe. She’d done and said worse in her life. She wasn’t proud of the fact, but it did make these moments of madness a little more manageable.
“Are you there?” The voice—Lauren?
God damn it—“Is everything alright?”
“Yes and no,” Beatrice said, picking up the phone. “I must have butt dialed you.” Turned the speaker phone on too, she thought. How the hell? She put the receiver to her ear. “How long have you been listening? Why didn’t you say something earlier?”
Nothing.
“Did you just shrug?”
“Sorry, I was reading something on the Internet.” A click of the mouse, a snap of a laptop lid: Her full attention was on Beatrice once again. “You sound tense.”
“I am tense. I have no money. I have bills, and I have no money.” She lifted the student loan statement close to her face. Her contacts were still resting comfortably in their case on the bathroom sink, and her eyes were useless without them. “Jerry fired me,” she said nonchalantly.
“Seriously? What’s his problem?” Lauren paused for a moment. “Wait, what did you do? Beatrice, come on now. What’d you do?”
“Nothing!” Beatrice shouted. “I was late last week. That’s it. He was just looking for a reason. He’s always had it in for me.”
A snap of the laptop lid, a click of the mouse: Lauren had lost interest again. “That really sucks,” she said, her voice distant. “What are you going to do? I’m sure your mom and dad would be more than willing to help you out.”
“No,” Beatrice said. “I love them, but I’ll never hear the end of it. This is my apartment, this is my car…” she pointed out the window as though her friend could see what she saw, “… and this is my debt.”
“Hmmm, I don’t know,” Lauren said, sipping on something loudly. “That’s kind of stupid. You should ask them. You’re not proving anything to them unless you tell them, anyways. Jesus.” Her voice trailed off. “People are weird as hell nowadays.”
“Tell me something I don’t know… like where I could come up with two hundred bucks.”
“You’re making a big deal out of two hundred dollars?” Lauren cleared her throat. “I don’t get it. Why would you protest bioengineered organs? It’s good for everyone.”
Beatrice watched the blades of the box fan rotate in their plastic prison. “Did they use that word in that article or did you come up with it on your own?”
“Were you always a bitch or did you just get this way from being poor all the time?” Lauren snapped back.
“You know the answer,” she said solemnly. “They don’t like people playing god,” Beatrice explained, quickly returning to the topic. “Next we’ll be making clones… gay clones! Then they’ll really lose their shit.”
“Some already have.”
Beatrice knew Lauren was referring to her older sister, who had joined the Penitent, a fundamentalist group hell-bent on freeing god from his supposed earthly shackles.
(“How can something trap god? He’s god!” Beatrice commented to Lauren once, who only responded with a red face and a string of curses.)
“Why don’t you mosey on over to campus and see if you can get some work?” she suggested, changing the subject. “Two hundred can’t be that hard to scrounge up. I still think you should ask your parents. What the hell you trying to prove? You bummed like three hundred off them that one time you trashed Connor’s—”
Click.
Beatrice spent the majority of the trip to campus pressed up against the driver’s side door, trying desperately to avoid the searing hot, metal seatbelt buckle that followed her like a magnet. She looked like a cat clinging to a bathtub’s edge, and when the buckle touched her, howled like one, too. Her life, with its student loans and murderous seatbelt buckles, was a hard life, indeed.
At the last stop sign before Brooksville University, Beatrice saw a chubby kid gawking at her through the window. Caught and shamed, she came down from her perch and tried to play it cool. She winked at the kid like he had a chance with her—and at this point, self-esteem as low as it was, he probably did—and fiddled with the radio knobs. Here’s hoping no one escaped from the sanitarium today, she thought, flipping through the channels. Because if anyone fits the bill…
Beatrice knew from her experience as an undergraduate that the library would likely be, no, had to be in need of assistance. The building housed thousands of books within its ancient walls, and yet most students avoided it, as though by standing in its shadow they would become irrevocably smart and painfully self-aware. She’d seen the skeletal librarians who worked its counters and shelves. They were too feeble to even lift the chain attached to their smeared spectacles. There’d be work, Beatrice knew—good, old fashioned, mind-numbingly boring, punch-me-in-the-tits work. She saw herself inventorying books, scanning documents; hell, she’d even engage in small talk (“What a cute kid!” she’d lie as one of the old birds whipped out a photo of their buck-toothed boy) if it helped sweeten the pot.
When she arrived, however, Beatrice quickly learned that not only was she, as Lauren had said, a bitch, but that she was also, somehow, this-has-never-happened-to-me-before wrong. The library had become a gathering place. Its post-modern innards were fitted with cushioned chairs and a series of stalls that vomited caffeinated drinks and sugary snacks into the hands of the bleary-eyed.
Beatrice swallowed hard and rubbed her temples. She looked past the turnstiles at the food court’s edge, to the check-out desk, where young and tanned volunteers saw to the long line of bookworms holding their meals tightly.
She stormed through the turnstiles and crossed the first floor, through History and Science, Sexuality and Theatre, going nowhere in particular as her mind turned in on itself. What had she expected? Some mecca the unwashed student body only spoke of in whispers? Some dark and dingy warehouse plucked out of one of the shitty ’80s movies she always watched and then turned against when her friends started railing on them? She just wanted something temporary, something that paid under the table. Something that wouldn’t require three weeks of an agonizing wait and a background check she couldn’t even begin to afford. Yeah, she was being stubborn. Yeah, she was acting irrational. But those were character flaws. Heaven forbid she change them.
For a brief and desperate moment, Beatrice considered selling drugs. But given her luck, the first customer would be some pot-bellied police officer all too eager to look the other way if she only gave him two minutes and ten seconds of her time. She shook the notion out of her head. She never had much hand-eye coordination to begin with.
“What the hell was I thinking?” she said to herself when no one was around.
I wasn’t thinking, she answered. I’m just a hypocritical bitch who assumed everyone around here was just as dumb as I was when I came through.
At the back of the library, Beatrice found a small reading table and took a seat in the chair beside it. The tabletop was warm, calming; the heat of the sun infused into its wood. There was a small, battered book of folklore near the edge, but she couldn’t be moved to touch it. She let her body relax, which was a rare luxury, and began to consider the consequences of what came next.
“Fuck it,” she said, exhaustion tugging at her eyelids. Last night had been a long night, though at this point, she’d forgotten why. “I’ll just ask. I’ll just… I’ll just ask. Not like I can change their minds about me, anyway. Damage is done.”
A door opened nearby. Sleep fled like a thief and left her there with nothing but dizzied surprise. Dormant symptoms of Post-Traumatic College Disorder flared. Beatrice sat up and crossed her legs to look as alert as possible—a reflex perfected from the many years spent napping in class. Her hands found the book on folklore and she opened it to its middle, where an excerpt from someone’s diary rambled on about flies. She had no reason to appear busy to this individual should they come her way—she was an adult now, or at least, that’s what she’d heard—but appearance was important to Beatrice; not physical appearance necessarily, but mental appearance: those things one can see and not see at the same time. Being pretty hadn’t done a good job of preparing her for being anything else.
She continued to turn the pages of the book, consulting the front matter momentarily for the author’s name. Who names their daughter Dagmar? She flipped to the back of the book and read the preface to the final story, which was about ghouls. I cuss too much, she thought randomly. I’m all those things I told myself I’d never be. Ugh, this day needs to end.
“Hello there.”
A man’s voice. Beatrice’s eyes climbed the page slowly as though it were Everest itself, until she reached the leathery summit and saw who had addressed her from the other side. He was a bearded man in his mid-forties, dressed too well to be anything but a professor. He had a metal lunchbox in one hand and a half-eaten apple in the other. She knew this man. He had taught an advanced Biology class she’d attended approximately one year ago. His name was Frederick Ødegaard, and she had—still had, actually—a crush on him, though perhaps “crush” was too soft a word. Demolish, maybe. She had a demolish on him.
“Hello,” Beatrice said, smiling, doing her best to pretend as though she didn’t know him.
He nodded as the door closed behind him and the extra light left the room. Beatrice followed him with her eyes as he passed, stopped, and then turned around, pointing the apple in her direction.
“Brit… no. You had that… Beatrice, right?” he asked, his eyes glowing from the firing of his brain’s synapses. “I had you in class, didn’t I?”
Now that she had permission to stop acting ignorant, Beatrice set the book down. “That’s right. Sorry. Once I graduated, it all kind of left me.” She went to stand up, and he gestured for her to remain sitting. “How are you?” She was smiling so hard some drool came out. Probably thinks I have rabies, she thought, wiping her mouth real fast. Maybe he’s into rabies. She cocked her head, ashamed of herself. Fuck you, Beatrice.
“I’m well, thank you.” He searched the surrounding area with his eyes—“Ah ha!”—and pulled a lone chair from its solitude in Zoology over to Beatrice’s table. “Do you mind?”
Hell no, she thought, but instead said,
“Of course not.” She pulled her legs back, up, and under her. Her face was sore from smiling. It wasn’t something she did often.
“I just like to catch up with students after they’ve graduated. I, uh…” he scrutinized the apple in his hand, “… sorry,” he said meekly, unclasping the lunchbox and placing it inside. “It’s a project of mine. I don’t feel like this university does a very good job of preparing its students for the world. It’s something I gather data on. Do you work here now? Grad school?”
“Funny you should say that,” Beatrice said as Frederick set his lunchbox on the floor. “Well, no, never mind. You don’t want to hear it.”
“Please,” he said, resting his hands on his chin and stroking his beard like an intellectual, “I’ve been here for a while and have connections. You were a good student, if I remember correctly. I hate to see a mind go to waste.”
Good student?
I got a B. I was practically dishonored. Beatrice laughed uncomfortably. “It’s not really a problem.”
Frederick Ødegaard lifted an eyebrow that told her he wasn’t buying it.
Beatrice sighed and sold him her sob story. “I have student loans and my boss fired me. I know I can get back on my feet, but I was hoping to find something, well, a little more instantly gratifying until then.” She took a deep breath, because asking for help took everything out of her.
Frederick leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know how ethical it would be to ask you this if you were still a student, but since you’re alumni now, I can’t imagine anyone taking issue.”
Spit it out before my imagination runs wild.
“The wife and I have been meaning to spend some time together lately, but we have a child, a little boy, so it’s hard. We’d ask the neighbors, but Mrs. Ødegaard doesn’t much care for them, and the closest relative is three states over. I feel like my wife would take to you.”
“I would be honored to babysit for you,” Beatrice said stoically to the question that had yet to be posed.
“Would you?” Frederick rested his head on his hand once more and grinned. “Oh, that would be great. To be honest, I’m the one who has been putting it off—going out. I just keep forgetting. But if I can help you, then that gives me a good excuse to get my act together, yes?”
“Yes, a relationship is like a fire: You have to tend it or it’ll go out.” Beatrice cringed at her words, and then died a little on the inside.
Frederick cleared his throat. “Now, there is something you should know about our boy. He is delayed. He’s no different than any other kid at six; just needs a little more time and patience. I understand if you’d feel uncomfortable watching him.”
“Not at all,” Beatrice said kindly. How much?
Do I charge extra for this sort of thing?
Is that a fucked up thought to have?
“Good, that’s good. He’s a sweet boy. A little shy with strangers, but I expect he’ll warm up to you. And if he doesn’t, that’s okay, too. The house is big, and we just want someone to make sure he’s safe while we’re away.”
“I can do that. I used to babysit all the time back home. It’s fun. You get to act like a kid again,” Beatrice said in dreamy reminiscence.
“Excellent, I’m glad to hear that. I’m glad I ran into you today. I’m thinking…” he rummaged through his pockets and produced a pencil and a small notepad, “… if tonight goes well and you think you’d like to try it again, we could make a regular thing of this? Twenty-five an hour sound reasonable? Come over at seven, leave at midnight? After Friday, if you’re still interested, it could become a once or twice a week thing? Of course, if you’re too busy…”
Beatrice interrupted. “I don’t have much of a social life. I think that sounds great. I really, really appreciate you helping me, Mr. Ødegaard. Hey, listen, I don’t mean to shoot myself in the foot, but your wife… why would she trust me? I’m kind of a stranger.”
“She won’t, but I’ll tell you what: If she makes a big fuss about it, I’ll pay you all the same.” Frederick rose to his feet, lifted the chair up, and placed it back where it belonged. “I really appreciate your help, Beatrice,” he said, bending over and picking up his lunchbox. He put the pencil to the pad of paper and wrote something onto its sickly yellow surface. “Our address and my phone number,” he said, handing Beatrice the note. “We live just outside of town. Maidenwood. If you have trouble finding your way, just call.”
“This is bullshit.”
Beatrice’s car climbed the hill outside of Brooksville the same way an old man climbs out of bed: groaning and shaking and quite convinced they will never be able to do it ever again. She held the steering wheel tightly as it shook, tried to avoid breathing the noxious fumes that kept coming through the vents. She pulled her feet from the floor, afraid that it would give way and she would be pulled through and smeared across the road.
Two months ago, the car salesman with the uneven moustache had assured Beatrice and her father the vehicle was new, driven only by those who had shown an interest but lacked the funds to call it their own. The logical conclusion would’ve been the twerp with the pubestache had gotten one over on them, but this was Beatrice, which meant the car was alive, and it was trying to tell her something.
“Lauren,” she said, taking out her phone and running her thumb against the touch screen. “Lauren,” she repeated over the dial tone, “Lauren, pick up, you lazy, little…”
“-y, what’s up?” Lauren said, having started talking before she answered.
“My car,” Beatrice started. But just as she reached the top of the hill, it went silent. “Never mind.” She took a deep breath. The odor was gone as well. Why did a rumbling car give her more pause than the odd job it was carting her off to? “Hey,” she said, nerves loosening, “guess what?”
“Hang on.” A toilet flushed loudly on the other side. “What? Don’t make me guess.”
“I got a job.”
“That was fast. I bet you feel better. Did Jerry take you back?”
“No, hell no,” Beatrice said.
Ahead, the forest of Maidenwood stretched beneath the dusk-lit horizon, its ragged, fall-ravaged canopy glowing orange and red. Where the road cut through, the forest was dark, the trees beside it too densely packed to let much light in. Beatrice turned on her headlights as she crossed into the wooded expanse, which ran for miles across the tri-county area, and hoped for the best.
“Did you ever have Ødegaard?”
The car rumbled and stuttered. She punched the dash and it got the hint.
“I’m a vegetarian. You know I don’t eat that meat shit.”
Suddenly, the steering wheel became Lauren’s pasty neck, and with teeth clenched, Beatrice squeezed the life out of it. “He is a professor. He teaches a lot of things. Like Biology.”
“Oh, oh, oh.” Silence, and then: “Nope, doesn’t ring a bell.”
Beatrice let out a sigh. “Campus was a bust, but that’s where I ran into him. We got to talking. I told him what was going on. He said he really needed a babysitter for his kid. He was really nice and, I mean, why not?”
“I can think of a few reasons why not. Isn’t that the one you had a crush on?”
“No, I think you’re thinking of somebody else.”
“It does get hard to keep track of all of them.”
“Frederick Ødegaard, that’s his name. He lives outside of town, up here in Maidenwood. I bet he’s rich. I’ll scope the place out, raise my rate when they get back.”
Lauren hummed. “Address?”
Beatrice rattled it off and said, “I’ll be done at midnight. I just wanted to tell someone where I was going.”
“You planning on needing an alibi?”
“I’m planning on not being a victim of stupidity.”
“Then what the hell you doing up in Maidenwood? You got weak arms, B. Little twig things. I’ll come up, keep you company. No charge. Friend discount.”
“You’re easily one of the most unpleasant people that I know. Is this what passes for a woman nowadays?”
Lauren snorted. “In case he turns out to be a tenured creep with a thing for down-and-out graduates… You bring your knife?”
Beatrice smiled a crooked smile. She leaned over and saw the hint of the blade’s handle between the eyeliner and emaciated wallet. “I’ll call you later, when I’m rich.”
Beatrice knew that she would get lost trying to find Ødegaard’s house, because she always got lost going someplace new. She was one of those rare creatures who never seemed to get to where she needed to go, and when she did, it was after miles of bad road and months of even worse decisions.
“This is how it starts,” she said to herself as she put the car in reverse, having finally seen the turn off, which was an old dirt trail that snaked through the trees.
She backed up, nearly clipping the crooked mailbox at the driveway’s end. “Young girl goes into woods. Young girl doesn’t come out.” She laughed, and then, as a precaution, texted the job and Ødegaard’s address to her mother and father.
Half a mile and two texts later to her mother (“Sorry I haven’t called,” and “Yes, of course I miss you guys.”), the trees thinned away to a clearing where a large, well-kept farmhouse sat. In actuality, “farmhouse” may have been a stretch of the word, because the plot of land was far too small and the crops growing on it were far too gone to be of use for anything other than compost. Beatrice slowed the car to a crawl, trying to find the neighbors Ødegaard had mentioned on campus. But if they were there, then they were somewhere deep in the woods, beyond the wall of trees that encircled the professor’s estate.
“I guess you don’t move to someplace like this because you want people to find you,” she said, stopping the car at the side of the house. “Alright, here we go.”
Beatrice opened the door and stepped out of the car. She pulled up her jeans—she’d lost weight, thanks to stress and poverty—and made her way to the porch. She tucked her hair behind her ears, took a deep breath, and then took one more, because she couldn’t believe how clean the air was out here. Relax, she told herself, he’s a nice man. Just don’t kill the kid and all will be well. She smiled the same uncomfortably wide smile she used to put on for the yearbook hags and started a practice conversation in her head (“Wow, this house is so cozy, Mr. Ødegaard! Sure, I’ll have a glass of water!”).
Skin stretched across her face as though she were the victim of some vindictive plastic surgeon, Beatrice jogged up the porch’s stairs and opened the screen to knock on the door behind it.
“Beatrice!” Frederick called out.
Beatrice kept her hand cupped around the doorknob, which was unexpectedly slick, and turned her head. She looked to the window on the left, where a spider’s egg sac clung to the fingerprint-smeared glass. She stepped back slowly; the wood boards creaked and moaned beneath her weight, sounding as though they were ready to buckle at any moment. Beatrice curled her nose, covered her face with her hands. Something smelled sour, rotted, and when she bent over, she found it seemed to becoming from underneath the porch.
“Beatrice,” Frederick repeated, clearing his throat. “Up here,” he said, laughing.
Beatrice stepped back, leaned back. Looking up, she found her former professor’s face peering out of a casement window on the second floor. “Oh,” she said, stepping even further back, feeling dizzy. “I’m sorry! I didn’t see you up there!”
“Did you find the place okay?” he asked, tapping his fingers on the windowsill. A fly buzzed about his head. “It’s real easy to get lost in these woods. Still happens to me from time to time!”
Beatrice let out a fake laugh that sounded like a horse mid-orgasm.
“I’m sorry,” he said, pulling away. “I’ll be right down.”
Beatrice covered her nose, breathed in the lotion she’d put on earlier. She scratched her ankle with the tip of her shoe, hissed when she broke the scab from shaving there. Listening closely, she could follow Frederick’s movements in the house. She could hear his feet stomping down an old wooden staircase and across sticky linoleum flooring. Straining her ears, she heard the pull and turn of a door handle, and then the twist of a key inside a lock. For a moment, she lost track of his whereabouts—had he snuck off to the kitchen to finish dinner, she wondered, or to the laundry room for some pants?—and as she moved to let herself in, Frederick pulled open the door.
“I’m so glad you could make it,” he said, smiling, pants and all.
“Thank you for this opportunity. I really don’t know what I would have done otherwise.” Beatrice slid her hands into her pockets and rocked back and forth, heel to toe, toe to heel. “Oh, what’s your little boy’s name? I totally forgot to ask.”
Frederick waved her off. “Come on inside. I’ll introduce you two. Would you like a glass of water?”
Beatrice bit her lip. “Sure, I’ll have a glass of water!” she recited. “This is a really nice house you have.”
The professor, humbled by the student’s remark, stepped aside and held the door open for her. The student, enamored of the professor’s demeanor, bowed her head and accepted the offer. For no reason in particular, Beatrice looked up and over her shoulder, back the way she’d come. She looked to her car parked in the growing shadows, to the tracks it’d left on the old, dirt road. Her eyes wandered over to the batch of crops swaying gently in the small field and the red yield cradled in their husks. She turned her attention to the trees so densely packed, to the shed she’d missed and now saw, its door hanging off its hinges, the hinges hanging off the door.
“Thank you,” Beatrice said as her hair fell across her face.
“Please,” he said, hand moving past hers, lifting and sliding the rebellious strands behind her tingling ear. “This is just what we needed.” He took her hand.
Mother fuck,
Beatrice thought, don’t be that girl. Just because you want it
doesn’t mean you should have it.
She looked away, to the window beside her, where the egg sac had burst and a thousand skittering births were now crawling all over the dirty glass. “I…” She cringed, felt embarrassed. “I don’t think this is a good idea… whatever you… you’re… whatever you have in mind.”
“I’m sorry, Beatrice,” he said kindly. “That’s not what I had in mind.”
Frederick dropped her hand and slammed her head against the side of the doorway. Beatrice’s impact cracked the molding. Her teeth clamped down on her tongue. She stumbled and went to her knees. Mouth full of blood, she looked up at Frederick and started to cry.
With a hyena smile, Frederick crouched down and took her head in his hands. His fingers prodded the wound he’d made, eyes lighting up every time Beatrice whimpered. He admired what he’d created, and then, as though he thought he could do better, proceeded to bash her head in, until it was too slick to hold.
When Beatrice Bacchus came to, she may as well not have. Vision blurred and short of breath, she lay covered in blood, a migraine like a hailstorm pounding her gray matter. She forced herself to breathe, breaking the layer of coagulation that had sealed her lips. She felt shaky, disorientated; hungry and thirsty for anything but her own bodily fluids. The back of her head throbbed, and the pulpy contusion there spoke to her in the rapid thuds of her heart. Slowly, she touched it, to form an image in her mind of the damage done. It felt soft, swollen, not a part of her, like some parasite of pain that had decided to hitch a ride on her skull.
Whether she had a concussion or was on the brink of collapse, Beatrice was cognizant enough to remember what Ødegaard had done to her. She tried not to cry—she’d shown enough weakness already—but there they were, the tears, running down to her mouth, adding some salt to her already limited diet. At first, she blamed herself, because even without her contacts or a full-blown lobotomy, she should’ve seen it coming from a mile away. But self-loathing hadn’t done much for her in the past, so she said “Fuck that” and forced herself up, until all the nausea inside her had been replaced with hatred and rage.
“Good morning,” Ødegaard chirped from somewhere in the room.
Beatrice scooted away until she backed up against a crumbling wall. A single lightbulb dangled from the ceiling, swinging back and forth like a pendulum, as though someone had just turned it on. She followed its course, across the cement floor to the sweating walls. But if her attacker was here, he was in the dark places the light would never reach.
“Up here.”
Too much movement and she’d be out again, so she took her time acknowledging him. In the shadows above her, where the ceiling sloped several feet higher, she saw the outline of a doorway and the shape of a man looking through it. Glancing at the floor, she saw two rusty circles beside her hands, likely from the ladder he’d taken and she now needed.
“You piece of shit,” she muttered, proud of herself for being able to say anything at all.
Eyes adjusted to the dark, she could see the calmness in his face, the carefulness in his dress. She could even smell his cologne when a breeze blew through. The violence hadn’t changed him, hadn’t revealed him for what he was. He was still the same, while she would never be. Beatrice wanted to demolish him, though perhaps “demolish” was too soft a word. Slaughter, maybe. She wanted to slaughter him.
“It’s nothing against you,” he said. “I saw an opportunity and took it. You can appreciate that, can’t you?”
“People know I’m here,” she threatened. Her thoughts turned to the knife in her purse, which was probably somewhere upstairs, thrown in with the belongings of the other women he’d murdered. Her shoes and socks were missing as well. “They’ll come looking for me, you dumb mother fucker.”
He laughed. “Beatrice,” he said through a smirk, “this isn’t my first rodeo. I capture young people like yourself all the time. You wouldn’t be down here if I wasn’t any good at it.”
“There’s no wife, no kid,” she said, ignoring him. “This isn’t your house.”
“Actually, my wife is at work.” He stood up, loomed over her as though he meant to jump in and finish her off. “The house isn’t ours in the legal sense, but no one is going to kick us out anytime soon.” He bent over and pulled back on the large, metal door that sealed off the basement. “As for my kid, well, you two will meet soon enough. Make sure to make an effort. You’ll thank me later, trust me.”
Beatrice reared up, shouting, “What the hell are you—”
But he slammed the door shut, snuffing out her throaty protest. A key ring scraped against the other side of it. Several locks and deadbolts slid into place. Any hope of leaving that way was now lost.
On shaking legs and borrowed time, Beatrice rose to her feet. She stumbled, pressed her palms into the sharp shards protruding from the wall. The lightbulb had calmed since she’d been sealed in, but she’d seen enough. It wasn’t a basement but something else. The room had no function, no obvious purpose. The ceiling was an ocean of unending granite, not wooden floorboards like they ought to have been if she were truly under the house. No, this was something else, something deeper—a sub-basement or another place entirely. And why wouldn’t it be? If she should scream, no one would hear her. And if she should die… Jesus, if she should die, would anyone even find her?
This place smelled as she imagined a coffin might; a kind of damp, saccharine rot comprised of years of abandon and regret. Fresh blood trickled down her neck, down her chest, as she took her first step forward. A bitter wind blew into the room, putting the lightbulb into a hypnotic motion. Child? She continued walking, refusing to the use wall for support, because at this point, the only thing she could rely on was herself. He wants to torture me, savor this moment. Maybe it was the head wound, but when she thought this, she did so academically, as though it were happening to someone other than herself. There’s nothing down here but what he wants me to believe is down here. Her ears popped up, and with their newfound clarity, she heard water behind the walls and something else clicking its claws down subterranean haunts.
“This can’t be the only way out,” she told herself in between shallow breaths as panic set in. “And if it is, I’ll climb the fucking walls.”
Beatrice inhaled, held the musty air in her lungs and let it wilt them some. She exhaled and did this again. Slowly, like a knot untangling, she felt the tension leave her body, out the bloody hole in the back of her head. She thanked her therapist—“Fuck you, mother fucker, it doesn’t work!” she’d shouted at him—and then threw up all over her feet. As stomach acids burned her throat, her thoughts started to slow and madness, which had been waiting for its moment to strike, was tucked back into its genetic bed once more. With every exhale, she shed a bit of herself, until all that remained of Beatrice under the fluorescent light was the will to survive and the flesh and blood that would see it through.
She crouched, slid her pants down. For now, for once, her character flaws would become strengths. Too stubborn to die, too irrational to wait. If she had to kill, she’d kill, and if she had dig her way out, she’d dig her way out. Of all things, Beatrice was a scavenger, and if she had to fight for the last scraps of life, then she would.
At least, these were things she tried to convince herself of as she pissed on the floor, marking the thing she was determined to own.
As the last drop hit the ground, she heard something else in the black space beyond. Breathing, rapid and raspy, somewhere nearby. Feet, bare and calloused, shuffling. Followed by hands, dragging like an ape’s, close behind. And then teeth and tongue, clicking and grinding—a siren’s song of no subtlety, a butcher’s call for the sake of brevity. The thing was coming for her, and it wanted her to know it.
Beatrice pulled up her pants and ran. There was only one entrance to this room, and she had to get out before it got in. She went beyond where the light reached and gathered herself in the darkness there. She felt the wall, felt the open air. Childhood claustrophobia had given her an acute sense of space. A hall, narrow enough for a few to pass, that’s what she was up against. She put her back to the wall, the condensation waking the dried blood on her shirt. The rocks there ground into her spine, got into the crooks of her bones.
Beatrice waited and then edged forward; paused when she heard something patter by, left to right, where the hall clearly split. Thank fucking god. Without sight, she felt distant from her body, deprived of its sensations and functions. But in some ways, she was more prepared for this moment than others may have been. She’d spent most of her life listening to others bitch and bemoan their bad choices, and then would use it to her advantage. If nothing else, she could use that same art of manipulation to her advantage here.
Make sure to make an effort, she remembered Ødegaard saying, and now she realized why: It was a game.
The thing was back. From right to left it bounded and then stopped, where the hall branched. Short strides, small sounds: It was either very small or very careful. She could hear it sniffing, sampling the coffin air for the source of the new scents. Maybe it was a child, but it was easier to assume it a monster, instead. It would be an insult to humanity to call it anything else.
“There, there,” a young boy called out. “There, there.” His voice was high, his speech mangled. He spoke in imitation, and what he was imitating was a mother comforting its child. “There, there,” Ødegaard’s spawn carried on, promising kindness before the kill.
Beatrice moved her hand down the wall, reading its bumps as the blind would braille, searching for something, a pipe perhaps, to defend herself with. One foot after the other, she closed the gap between her and the boy, trying to reach another corridor. Could he hear her heart, feel the pulsing of her blood? Could he smell the piss that’d dribbled down her leg, taste the dead skin she was chewing off her lip? The darkness gave no answers, only promises.
“There, there,” the boy rattled on. She could hear it turning in place, somehow felt its gaze tightening on the lightbulb behind her. “There, there. There—”
And then it was running.
Beatrice screamed and took off, keeping her hand to the wall. She ran down the hall, as though to meet the boy head-on. And right when they would’ve collided, the wall turned, so she did, too. She gasped as she pushed herself to the brink of collapse. Her legs wobbled, one buckling after the other, but she kept going.
Behind her, she could hear the boy giving chase, his hands and feet slapping like raw meat against the ground. Fear shook the pulpy peak on the back of her head and an avalanche of blinding terror ran down her face.
Her stomach twisted like a rag as she felt fingertips at her ankles. Oh god, oh fuck, oh god. The boy’s hot breath seeped through her jeans, and she felt his rancid spittle dotting her thighs. There was a lust in his groans, a hunger that wouldn’t be satiated through bloodshed alone. She’d experienced the feeling before, had known it herself. She needed to save her strength, because if she had to fight him off—
The boy’s fleshy arms wrapped around her and yanked. Beatrice wheezed and then brought her leg up and kicked the boy’s gut. He shrieked, released, and flew back, his bare body sliding repulsively across the floor.
The hell? Beatrice’s foot felt heavy, as though something had sloughed off the boy onto it. She picked the mush out from in between her toes, shook off the wet, towel-like thing draped over her ankle. What was this? And then she bolted, not interested enough to find out.
If there was a heaven, then it was blood red, because that was the color of the light she saw up ahead. A black rectangle with crimson highlights—a door perhaps, or a dead-end. It didn’t matter which. She barreled through it all the same.
It had been a door, and it cracked back against the wall as she flew into the room and fell to the floor. In a second she sampled the room—tiny, with heat lamps atop workbenches—and then scurried to the threshold.
“There, there.”
The boy hurried down the hall, the closer he got to the room, the more defined he became. Long arms, spidery legs; bubbled flesh spread thin, pulled tight. The boy’s face was deformed, molded into something grotesque, as though it were made of putty. And then, looking closer, she saw another face around his neck, its mouth forever fixed in its last moments of pain.
“There—”
Beatrice had seen enough. She slammed the door shut and pressed herself against it. Her sweat-stung eyes searched for a bolt, but it had long since been ripped free. On the other side, the boy screamed and threw his body against the door. Beatrice locked her legs and arms and absorbed the blows. Her head rocked back and forth with every crash, and she found herself losing time.
“There… there,” he grunted, tiring himself with the assault.
What’s that? Across the room, where the red light was deepest, she saw a small hole in the wall, a tunnel. I have to bar the door. The workbenches were near enough to grab, but only if she gave up her post. If he knew, he would’ve just come in that way. She felt something hot against her backside. Looking down, she saw a soupy puddle spreading under the door, chunks of flesh riding in on the iron tide. Now, while its weak.
She staggered to her feet and ran to the first workbench. No tools, but it was heavy enough to keep the boy out long enough for her to get away. She got around it and slid it towards the door, its metal legs rending the air with noise as they scraped against the floor. Beatrice caught the heat lamp atop it as it fell.
“Fuck. You,” she said as the boy threw his shoulder into the door and sent his arm through.
Gritting her teeth, she pressed the light to his flesh. It melted immediately, creating a web of skin between limb and lamp. He pulled back, leaving a glove of flesh on the floor. Beatrice ran for a second workbench and lodged it under the first.
She dragged herself to the hole, her eyes following the lamp cords still plugged in at the top of the wall. What the hell? Hanging from the corner, just below the ceiling, a small camera sat, recording her suffering for the pleasure of the pervert who put her here. She wanted to tear it down, tear it apart, but the boy was at the door again, and her pathetic barricade wouldn’t hold for long.
Beatrice pushed through the breach and came out in another hallway on the other side. Bright as they were, the red lights made their own impenetrable, dampening darkness. She could see a few feet in front of her, but even that crimson kindness didn’t offer much more than its blacker counterpart. Three halls shot off in wildly different directions before her. She chose the leftmost, because in the end, what did it matter? They would all send her to the same place. Most choices, in most cases, always did.
Ten seconds in and the workbenches gave. The boy, the fiend, wailed, and she could hear it tearing through the room. Three hallways and the god damn monster ended up choosing the one she now stumbled down.
She picked up the pace, smacked face-first into a wall. A sharp pain shot through her nose and she tasted blood. She felt up the wall like a high school kid with a hard-on and went to the right. Another light, red, winking from above—another camera, more pornography. But then the red lights multiplied across her field of vision, like a thousand oozing sores. Her blood sugar was plummeting. Her body had betrayed her and would probably finish her off faster than the fiend ever could.
“There, there.”
That fucking phrase. Beatrice’s feet went out from under her as they slipped on a strip of something wet. She stumbled against the wall and then down the hall next to it. Her feet suctioned to the floor, her toes breaking up whatever filth had dried upon it. Her nose, dead as it was to the smells here, picked up something vile. A sweet odor, hot and abrasive; a combination of shit and a maggoty garbage smell. She didn’t need to be able to see to know what she was walking through.
But then the motion activated lights came on and she saw anyway.
Bodies, and the things that make them up. Hands, arms, feet, and legs; torsos, faces, muscles, and fingers. The walls were plastered, the ground covered. Skulls and bones appeared to be coming out of the floor, which at this point, she couldn’t even be sure was stone anymore. Everything looked chewed on, torn apart. This was the fiend’s kitchen, and she’d wandered right into it.
“Stop.”
Beatrice turned around and there the fiend crouched. Shocked, it took her a moment to comprehend what she was looking at. Loose flaps of dripping flesh shrouded its emaciated body. When it shifted, she saw its protruding ribcage, which had every manner of mutilation done unto it, as though it were the ceiling of some sadistic chapel. Its fingers were claws themselves, and its teeth gore-ridden stalagmites behind its sneering lips. Long ropes of pale muscle dangled from its wrist and neck, and it was only when her mind went to the darkest place possible that she realized what they were.
Umbilical cords.
The flesh fiend molested her with its infected eyes, as though deciding which parts of the meal to start with first. It slipped its hand between its legs and rubbed itself hard. With a few tugs and one spasmodic jerk, it spilt its foul, brown seed over the faces of the dead. It grunted out a laugh and then ambled forward, eager to share the last of its semen with its newfound friend.
Beatrice disappeared within herself—a tactic that had never failed her in the past—and ran as fast as she could. The motion activated lights flickered on and off, making of the murder hall a blood-drenched blur. She looked back. The flesh fiend was down on all fours, crawling after her, blinking forward with the strobing light.
“Hello, is there—”
Beatrice screamed as she crashed into—the lights flickered on—a man. He was young, her age, and drenched in blood. One of his eyes was swollen shut, and the other wasn’t far behind. He had a Brooksville University sweatshirt on. He looked familiar in the way all sporty types do. She’d probably passed him in the halls, on the road. She wondered if she had known then what she was about to do now if it would’ve made a difference.
“Oh, Christ!” he shrieked, taking hold of Beatrice’s arm. “We have to get out of here.”
Beatrice nodded and then, with one shove of herculean might, sent him stumbling down the hall. He slipped, landed chin first; a tooth blew out of his mouth and plinked off the wall. The flesh fiend rumbled towards him, a whirling dervish of stolen skin.
“God, please! Please!”
The flesh fiend mounted him and proceeded to eat that which it had quickly fucked into a paste.
As Beatrice hurtled down the hall, a geyser of stomach acids burned through her throat and mouth. Using the motion activated light, she turned down several winding tunnels, until, when its influence grew dim, she found another illuminated place.
The doorway was a bloody slit, a stone womb with a hot, red light bleeding through. Beatrice went sideways and slid in, because at this point, why not? There were heat lamps here, too, as though the flesh fiend’s skins weren’t enough to keep it warm. But stranger still were the decorations, the cruor-smeared specks of the thing’s personality. Trashy popular novels covered the floor, while philosophical journals were stacked like cairns across the room. Along the walls reams of paper ran, crayon depictions of men and women of various races and ethnicities drawn onto them. What stood out the most, however, were the skulls. Atop a desk, beside a tipped-over wardrobe, twenty or thirty skulls sat, each one a different size and shade. Trophies, Beatrice thought. But then she saw an order to their placement and bits of flesh like straps beneath their jaws. No, not trophies. Masks.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Beatrice spoke just to hear her own voice.
What was it? Human? She’d heard stories of serial killers and psychosis, drug-induced or otherwise. It wasn’t a boy. Beatrice wouldn’t let herself believe a child could do as it had done. That was just some degrading pet name given to it by Ødegaard. So what else? A monster? It’d fucked its way through a full-grown man without batting an eyelid. Then again, how had she reacted? An entitled sense of survival, a bit of guilt, and a spoonful of bile—that was the extent of her response. What did that make her? Why hadn’t she… if she made it out… the nightmares would find her… they deserved her… and she’d let them have…
… Beatrice fell to her knees, the drop adding a few more bruises to each. She was done, had given everything. Her eyelids fluttered in revolt, but sleep’s army was one that could never truly be bested. She fell back on her heels, arms limp at her sides. Kneeling before the skulls, one would’ve thought she was worshiping them, and perhaps she was. The flesh fiend, man or monster, was clearly capable—was that its poetry she saw upon the desk?—and clearly, terrifyingly, important.
Important. Whether it was a man or a monster, it didn’t matter. She’d seen the cameras fixed to the wall, and now that she was thinking about them, she caught their lenses blinking nearby. In a corner, a pile of the plastic peeping toms had been stacked high, like bodies left out as threats to future predators. Ødegaard wanted to observe the flesh fiend in its most secluded state, but the creature clearly wasn’t having any of that. But the professor clearly hadn’t given up the ghost, either. Beatrice doubted he traveled the halls this far to the fiend’s chamber just to put up surveillance, so either the thing was tranquilized on sight… or there was another way out.
A surge of energy coruscated through Beatrice. Her legs shook as she stood. She could feel the strain across her body, the subtle strings of biological processes of which only the damned truly know. Could she really leave this place? Even if she did, she wouldn’t. Every night she’d revisit this room and maze, and every night would be worse than the day she’d spent in it. At this moment, she was dead. And she feared what would happen if she started living again.
Beatrice took a deep breath and, out of sheer curiosity, snatched the poem from the desk. She had to focus her eyes to read it, because the words were crooked, jagged, as though the flesh fiend had meant to carve rather than write them.
In this place,
I found my space,
Among those I hope to see.
In this skin,
I live within,
Among those I hope to be.
In this hell,
I hear the knell
Among those I hope to free.
They will look up to me,
And see themselves reflected,
In the blood I’ve taken,
And the lives I’ve rejected.
They will look up to us,
As we look down upon them,
And be glad to stand in our shadows.
It read like something between a murderer’s manifest and baby’s first bleak poem. What struck Beatrice about the piece was the arrogance of it, the entitlement. The flesh fiend ran around in the stinking bowels of the earth, skinning and fucking everything it came across, and still it viewed itself as Ødegaard’s gift to man. Perhaps it was human after all.
“How are… going down there?”
Beatrice’s head snapped towards the sound. She’d heard a voice, not the flesh fiend’s, but a woman’s, soft and quiet and echoing. Across the room, near a stained mattress, she caught the glint of wet skin in the red light. Moving closer, she saw that the bloody strips billowed outward, as though they were covering something.
“He doesn’t need… You there?”
She parted the strips of flesh and found the mouth of a chain-link box. It stopped at her hips, so she went down on all fours to have a better look inside. The wall sweated before her a few feet ahead. She plodded forward, hands sinking into piles of stinking sludge, and then craned her neck as the box opened at the top.
“Mother fuck,” she said, unable to restrain herself.
The metal fencing twisted upward and ran for twenty or thirty feet through the earth. At the top, a silver light sat, doing little to stop the darkness. Beatrice jumped back as the ground gurgled and sputtered. Looking down, she watched rotted run-off slip into a drain beneath her.
“These cameras… can you see them?”
The voice wound down the chamber, bouncing off the walls like a patient in an insane asylum. As her eyes probed the dark for signs of the speaker, she saw the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen in her entire life: a ladder.
It stood freely, running straight up from the floor to the tunnel’s end. She was too far down to tell how it stayed in place, but by the grime on the rungs, it was obvious it saw frequent use. As quiet and careful as she could be, Beatrice went for the ladder and started to climb it. The flesh fiend had to be close by. If not, then it wouldn’t be much longer until Ødegaard and his partner realized she’d given their “boy” the slip.
“… all a little much.”
Beatrice looked up. Suddenly, the silver light was no longer silver and seemed to be moving closer.
Oh fuck.
She stopped, pressed herself into the ladder. A river of blood and sinew poured down the tunnel, drenching her body in the bodies of others. Severed fingers and toes bounced off her shoulders. She could feel teeth cracking against her head wound. If she didn’t die by cannibalism or dismemberment, then surely infection would do her in.
The turning of a wheel, the groaning of pipes. Beatrice rubbed her eyes until she could see again. The woman was cleaning. By the amount she’d hosed over the edge, it seemed here was where they fed it themselves, or watched it closely, like gawking mouth-breathers at a zoo.
When the deluge was reduced to a dribble, she started up the ladder again. Red eyes beamed at her from behind the fencing—more cameras, but smartly out of reach—yet she heard no commotion above. Either the cameras weren’t working, or they weren’t watching.
“When did the lock break?” the woman asked, her voice clearer now.
A distant response from Ødegaard: “What?”
Lock? Beatrice squinted: The silver light above her was thinly gridded. Another door, a grate at the top, sealing off the tunnel, stopping her escape.
“Give me a status update!” the woman shouted.
Beatrice’s grip weakened as panic set in. They were going to check the cameras. She hurried past their unrelenting gaze and then, in one motion, swung herself around the ladder, so that she was holding to it from behind.
“I’m taking a shit!” she heard Ødegaard belt.
The woman, who had to be his wife, groaned. The sharp click of her heels stabbed the air as she stepped up to the grate. A long shadow slithered down the tunnel’s walls. Seconds like hours passed, and then a flashlight beam bore down on the ladder. Beatrice held her breath, held on tight. Being behind the ladder, beneath the small outcrop to which it was attached at the top, she was mostly hidden. But her hands, those pale and gangly things, were out in the open, about to give her away.
Beatrice prayed to every god she could, even the vermillion one Lauren’s sister had set out to free, and waited for an answer.
“Who was the girl?”
The flashlight was pulled away and Ødegaard’s wife’s shadow followed after. She hadn’t seen her. She hadn’t fucking—
The element of surprise would be enough to blindside the bitch, so she went for it. She swung back around the front and clambered up it. Her hands and feet slid and slipped, but the adrenaline pumping through her veins kept her centered, focused.
“I hate how smart he is,” Ødegaard’s wife said, walking back towards the grate. She went to one knee and looked through it. “How does he always…”
Beatrice’s eyes met hers.
“No!”
Beatrice propelled herself up the ladder and slammed her hands into the grate. It flew backward, bashing Ødegaard’s wife’s jaw. As she reeled, a burst of heat blew out of the woman’s hand. A rubber bullet grazed Beatrice’s shoulder.
“Come here!” she bellowed, a searing hot pain shooting through her arm.
Five rungs left… three, two… She jumped, grasped the edge of doorway, and hoisted herself up. Her pupils dilated and everything went white, but she’d seen where Ødegaard’s wife had fallen. She rolled on top of her and broke her knuckle on the woman’s shattered jaw.
“Frederick,” his wife begged, the words bloody spit bubbles on her lips.
Beatrice stood up, her eyes having adjusted some, and kicked the gun out of the woman’s hands. She paced back and forth inside the enclosure, looking for a way out. There, there, she thought, hating herself for thinking those words. A door half her height sat slightly ajar, the keycard reader attached to it blinking green.
“Beatrice stop,” Ødegaard said calmly.
The world had begun to spin, causing the colors of the farmhouse—where was she? The basement?—to coalesce and consume the objects before her.
She bent down, clawed at the ground until her fingers wrapped around the pistol. She lifted it, trained it on the shape of the man she’d once imagined loving and now only wanted to kill.
“Come out of there, Beatrice,” he said, stepping forward. His hands were up, she could see that much. “Isabelle, you too. We underestimated her, and now we owe her an explanation.”
“You… you owe me a lot more than that, dickshit,” Beatrice said, her words slurred, her bank of insults run dry.
Isabelle stirred and started to crawl forward. Beatrice pointed the pistol at her spine and fired. The rubber bullet put an end to that.
“All this noise, you better come out.”
He was right: She could hear something in the tunnel, scaling not the ladder but the fencing. The flesh fiend was coming.
“Six, huh? You said he was six years old.” She stepped over the hose Isabelle had used to wash down the enclosure and slipped through the doorway, shutting it behind her. Isabelle whimpered as the electronic locks thumped into place.
She sidestepped as Ødegaard ran for the door and swiped his keycard. “He’s six, but not six years.” The locks relented and he hurried to his wife. She curled up like a snake, and he grabbed both her hands and started dragging. “Six months. He’s six months old.”
“I don’t give a shit, you fucking liar.” Beatrice’s heart started to pound harder as the sound of the flesh fiend’s claws grew louder. She fired another shot, hoping to imprison both of the Ødegaards, but she missed.
How many bullets are left? She didn’t know. The only time she’d shot a gun was with her dad on the range. That had been the only time they’d done much of anything together.
“Can you imagine what he’d be like in a few years?” Ødegaard pulled himself and his wife out of the enclosure, but instead of shutting the door, he left it wide open.
“What… what are you doing?”
Beatrice started to shake. Up here, in the light, she had no strength. She had never truly learned how to function in it. Her place was the darkness, with the things that happen in it. Now that she had the chance to get what she wanted, she wavered. She wiped her face and wished for a new one.
“All new creatures have kinks that need to be ironed out.”
Beatrice bit her lip, tasted someone else’s blood there. This wasn’t the time for self-loathing, self-reflection. This is a cliché, she thought. I’m a fucking cliché. She raised the gun and fired directly at Ødegaard’s chest. Get it together.
“Christ!” he gasped, releasing his wife and falling back against the enclosure.
Beatrice shuffled towards him, pistol whipped him across the nose. He doubled over, mouth to her toes. As he drooled on them, she reached into his pants and swiped his wallet.
“Amateur operation you’ve got going here,” she said, pocketing her pay. “I’ll—”
The flesh fiend sat crouched at the top of the ladder, its swollen, blood-red eyes staring her down. It wore the college kid’s face now, and bits of his Brooksville University sweatshirt were pasted to the beast’s body.
“They are the best of us,” Frederick Ødegaard said, sitting up, pulling his wife onto his lap. “They’ll make us better, show us where we’ve gone wrong.” He looked back at the flesh fiend, a fat tear in his eye. “They’ll keep the balance when everything else has gone out of order.”
Beatrice unloaded the gun into the creature. The flesh fiend staggered backward, until it was wobbling on the edge. She screamed, threw the weapon. It cracked its head and sent it flailing, wailing, into the tunnel. They’re first, she thought. It’ll get them, and I’ll get away.
Ødegaard shook his head as though he could read her mind. “He would never hurt us. We created him and his kind. I’d start running, Beatrice. Town’s a long way off.”
Beatrice turned on her heels and gave everything she had left to get across the basement. She found the stairs, went down on all fours, and climbed up them. She pushed through the door at the top, into a hall. She crawled, crouched, ran forward, crashing into the walls. Picture frames fell down around her, spreading shards of glass across the floor for her to step on. Her feet flared with rough spots of pain, but she paid it no mind.
The front door. Finally. She ran across the tongue of rug that led up to it and ripped the door open. Warm sunlight and fresh air. The sensations were so overwhelming that, in some ways, they were harder to take than anything else that’d happened to her. She stepped out onto the porch, the dense forest beckoning her forward. Her car was there, but her keys were as good as gone.
Here’s hoping no one escaped from the sanitarium today, she thought, hurrying down the steps, head wound leaking fluid down her neck. Because if anyone fits the bill…
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THE INTERROGATION
No matter how many times Connor Prendergast pushed, poked, and prodded his mother’s meatballs, they continued to be totally inedible. For his mother, Mrs. Prendergast, the art of cooking was as messy as childbirth, and sounded about as enjoyable to her as an appointment with her gynecologist. Clearly the odds have never been in Connor’s favor.
When he was five, Connor had developed a coping skill to manage the reoccurring trauma of his mother’s meals. With one eye shut and a fork raised high, he would become a towering cyclops, skewering helpless potatoes (fries) and oblivious chickens (nuggets). Using their blood, which was actually ketchup, he would coat the salty, golden limbs he’d collected in a pile and shove them into his gummy mouth. Of course, Mr. Prendergast had found it all very appalling. It was almost as inexcusable as placing one’s elbow on the table. But to Mrs. Prendergast, Connor’s imagination offered some relief. It meant she no longer had to stoop to the family dog’s level and scoop the leftovers into his bowl just so it wouldn’t go to waste.
Twenty-one years later and Connor still found himself wreaking countryside carnage on the villages of Little Fryerton and Noodle D’Cluck. Except now, he kept it a secret. Unfortunately, the meatballs, which were staring him down like the starving third world kids his father had warned him of, were impervious to his imagination. He tried to make of them nefarious diplomats or holy homebodies brandishing bibles for beatings, but it was impossible. Consumption was inconceivable.
He set down his utensils, wincing as they clinked loudly against the plate. He couldn’t do it. All hope now rested in the family dog and his garbage pit stomach. Needless to say, for Connor, at the golden age of twenty-six, hyperbole wasn’t just old vocab word—it was a way of life.
“Dinner was great! Thanks!” he said, beaming, as though to blind his mother from the fact he’d hardly touched the meal.
Mrs. Prendergast swirled the wine in her cup and said slowly, “Tell me true. You hated it, didn’t you?”
Connor looked at the crime scene of half-baked, half-eaten, and wholly repulsive portions of food. He gave no response, only smiled, and left its meaning for her interpretation.
“How’s life, son?” Mr. Prendergast asked, a noodle slithering into his mouth. “You should come around more often.”
Connor choked down a piece of garlic bread to give himself a moment to come up with an excuse. His mind, however, was a wasteland; an endless expanse of fleeting ideas and grand delusions dampened by all the alcohol he’d chugged a few hours earlier.
So, like the worm desperate to be off its hook, Connor rose out of his seat, pointed across the table towards the living room, and said, “James has a boner.”
A few feet away on the couch watching television, Connor’s seventeen-year-old brother, James, went stiff. Whether or not his sibling’s sudden paralysis was due to an unfortunate erection was inconsequential. Because it wasn’t James the seventeen-year-old human to which he pointed, but James the seventeen-year-old Siberian husky, whose old bones creaked louder than his barks.
But the fact that it made Connor’s brother turn beet red was most definitely a bonus. And something he’d totally pass off as deliberate years down the line.
“Jesus, help me,” Mrs. Prendergast pleaded, finishing off her wine and immediately filling the glass back to its brim.
Mr. Prendergast covered his mouth with a napkin, laughing weakly like a nun at a dirty joke. He shook his head and put his elbows on the table, relinquishing for the evening his hold on trivial formalities.
“You’re hilarious,” James said, turning his head and staring his brother down. “Grow up, dude.”
“It’s a big deal. Well, maybe not big—”
The dog snorted.
“—but average, for sure!” Connor gave the dog the thumbs up.
James the seventeen-year-old husky groaned: compliment accepted.
“So why don’t you come around more often, eh?” James the human lowered a blanket onto his four-legged doppelganger to maintain his modesty.
Connor looked at the meatballs before him and considered lobbing one at his little brother. Afraid that it may blow through James’ skull, he quickly decided against it. Yes, James’ question was an excellent question—one that was inevitably asked at every get together—but no matter how he spun it, he was the one who always ended up caught in their web.
Connor puffed up his chest, stuck out his pinky. Deepening his voice and giving it a decidedly British tone, he said, “I’ve been busy with the magazine. Readers are absolutely ravenous for new material.”
James smirked. “They do know its bullshit, right?”
Mrs. Prendergast started to hiccup. “J-J-Ja-Jame-James!”
When she probably thought no one was listening (they were), Mrs. Prendergast snuck in a few burps behind her hand.
Mr. Prendergast finished his spaghetti and made some incoherent lies about the quality of the cooking. “Language, come on,” he then said. He shook his head, and covered the side of his face to avoid making eye contact with the dog.
“It’s up to my readers to decide if its fake,” Connor said, pushing his plate away. Jackass, he thought, glowering at James. Always makes me look like an idiot.
“How many subscribers are there now?” Mrs. Prendergast asked. She started to squint, as though the cheap chandelier over their head had become too bright to bear.
Proudly, Connor said, “Thirty.”
“How many of those are actually people you don’t know?” James asked, having turned around on the couch completely. He’d draped himself over the edge of the couch, like a sloth contemplating suicide. He looked so triumphant, having placed his older brother under the inquisitor’s spotlight.
“Don’t hate. Money is money, sir.” Connor stood up. “Mother, if you would allow it, I would be honored to wash thy dishes.”
James groaned and rolled his eyes at Connor’s behavior.
“Just trying to lighten the mood. Jesus,” he said.
“Sit,” Mr. Prendergast urged, sliding Connor’s chair forward so that it hit him against the back of his knees. “Tell us about your latest issue.”
“Well.” Connor rubbed at his neck. He took great pride in his magazine, but when it came to sharing details with those who weren’t its audience, he felt like a total asshole. “There’s not much to say. It’s still in development.”
“What about that kid they saw up in Maidenwood?” James suggested. He left the living room and joined the family at the table. “The one that was wearing animal skins and a skull?”
Connor shook his head. “You do know whose body they found up there, right?”
“No.”
“Beatrice Bacchus’s, man.” Connor bit his thumb. He had never been close friends with Beatrice, but he’d known her, and it was strange to think of her being dead. His memories of her… they didn’t seem real anymore because of it. “I bet your ex is a mess.”
James had gone pale. “Yeah… yeah. Maybe I should call her? No, I won’t, but, yeah, you’re right. Not a good story to tell. Was it the kid who did it?”
“I don’t think they’ve caught anyone—”
“Issue six,” Mrs. Prendergast interrupted. She had a weak constitution when it came to tragedy, and didn’t much care for things that made her boys cry. “Did it really need to be so violent?”
Connor’s eyes rolled so far back in his head that even demon-possessed Regan would cringe. “It wasn’t that violent, Mom. Really, it’s okay, you don’t have to read ‘Black Occult Macabre.’ I know it’s not your thing.”
Mrs. Prendergast smiled. “I wouldn’t be a very good mother if I didn’t,” she said, finishing her glass. She had a weak constitution, but for her boys, she’d endure almost anything. “Actually, I like that it’s fake.” She scowled at James. “It helps me sleep at night knowing you’re not running around here in Bedlam with witches and werewolves and… Satanists.”
“Well, it’s not all made up, isn’t that right, Connor?” Mr. Prendergast said in a scholarly tone. He took off his glasses and gave them a quick rub with his shirt. “What about that café over by the middle school? You said you saw something there.”
“A ghost, I think.” He exchanged glances with his mother and father, knowing all too well where their feigned interest and this so-called casual conversation would lead. “That one about the vampire priest? Total creep. Totally real. Word is born.”
Mr. Prendergast straightened his back. “That creep baptized you, boy!” He smiled and shook his head. “You know, there are some guys at work who’d be interested in signing up. I can get their emails. Or I can give them yours.”
“Every bit helps,” Connor said. It felt good to have his father’s help, better than most other’s. Sighing, he said, “I wish I could print it, ship it. Digital is great and all, but it’s not the same.”
“Print does have a certain feel to it, doesn’t it?” Mr. Prendergast reached for his wallet. “Need something to help you get through the week?”
Connor closed his eyes. Act like a kid, and they’ll treat you like a kid. He said through his teeth, “I’m fine. Bills are getting paid, and I’m getting more hours.”
As though on cue, Mrs. Prendergast chimed, “All that’s left is a wife and a baby on your knee.”
“Yeah, I’m sure you could find a nice girl from your subscribers,” James said, smirking. “Long walks through the graveyard. Sacrifice goats on the weekends.”
“I don’t know. Maybe,” Connor said. “Your girlfriend reads my stuff, you know? Think she’d be up for a good, old fashioned blood orgy?”
James twisted his mouth. “Ha, ha, mother fu—”
“I’m serious!” Connor interrupted before his father had a chance to. He started to gather up the plates around the table. “Easily my number one fan. Easily. She’s so perky.”
James scrutinized his stony face. “Not that gullible,” he said, hand slowly slipping down to his side, like a cowboy in a standoff. He drew his phone and played it cool, as though he weren’t, even though he was, frantically texting his girlfriend, Magda.
“I got it.” Mrs. Prendergast wobbled to her feet and snatched the plates and silverware Connor had started to collect. “Thank you, though. It’s good that you at least try to have some manners.” She shot a damning look at her youngest, but James, bent and strained, was too deep in his own jealous oubliette to pay her much mind.
“Anyway.” Connor stretched as his father stood, who was already eyeballing the couch so as to escape washing the dishes. “I got to go. I’m meeting someone, a contact. They said they have a story for me, and they’re paying to tell it.” He bit his lip. “Thanks for…” it almost seemed blasphemous to use the word, “… dinner.”
“Hey,” his father said, leaning in and hugging Connor. His glasses caught his son’s hair and plucked out a few strands. “I know I don’t have to tell you this, but there are a lot of messed up people out there. And you know I’m right when I say the kind of stuff you publish draws them out. So be careful, okay?”
His mother turned and stumbled into the kitchen, leaving behind one heel in the hallway. “Call us when you’re done.”
Connor thanked his father, gave his younger brother the middle finger, congratulated the dog on his boner, and booked it for his car.
THE MEETING
“Black Occult Macabre” was the result of a lonely night spent watching poorly translated Japanese horror films. Connor had tired of the modern entries into the genre, which often consisted of clever-but-not-that-clever homages, horror-hate disguised as satire, and dude-bro-watch-me-be-an-ass characters. So he did something about it.
Using a pad of paper and a pen, objects which were, surprisingly, not yet extinct, he outlined his objectives for the magazine. In essence, they stated it would be a self-contained publication supplemented by not only investigative journalism, but pure, grade-A bullshit.
The topics to be discussed were hardly unique to anyone having a passing familiarity with horror, but Connor had hoped that, by localizing the events to his hometown of Bedlam and modeling them after the masterful films of old, he would be able to build an insatiable intrigue and newfound respect for all things dark and terrible.
He finished the first issue in three days. The completion of accompanying illustrations, which Connor had done abstractly to hide his lack of artistic talent, followed shortly thereafter. In total, Volume 1, Issue 1 was ten pages in length. To Connor, whose head was so swollen by ego it would’ve put the Elephant Man’s to shame, the magazine was the greatest thing he had ever created.
Without checking for spelling and grammatical errors, an excited and sleep deprived Connor quickly compiled a list of email contacts and, with a bad case of the shakes, sent his baby off into the world.
“This is awesome, man!” Dan the metalhead had replied. “Is there really an underground cemetery beneath the high school?”
“Holy crap, Con! That’s scary! Where do you come up with this stuff? You made it up, right?” Marissa the barista had responded.
“Dude, you should totally get this shit published. For like, money,” Abel the stoner had suggested. “For real, though, if you got anymore, send it on over. I know some people who’d eat it up. No joke. Love it, man.”
And then, after he was good and drunk on compliments like a starry-eyed couple after prom, came the coup de grâce from Ethan: “It’s a noble effort, but the stories are cliché and the prose too prosaic or too purple to be scary. You need to learn to walk before you run. Connor, don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re a good imitator, and that’s it. Honestly, I couldn’t be bothered to finish all ten pages. It’s simply unreadable. I literally have never read such garbage before.” Yes, this was from Ethan; Ethan the elitist with his four monitor command station in his parents’ basement. “You’ve got potential. I can help you with that. But you should think about literary fiction. It’s the only thing that actually has the potential to say something worthwhile. And talk about shock value. Lowest common denominator much? Where’s the moral? Where’s the politics? Where’s the commentary on our—”
At that point in the email, Connor the cyclops pressed the delete key so hard it snapped in half and flew across the room.
In between the intermittent thoughts of strangling Ethan with his mouse cable, his mind started to work on the contents of Issue 2. He ended up analyzing various media outlets for inspiration and, feeling inspired by them, decided to redesign the layout of “Black Occult Macabre” to something more professional in appearance. Having the low standards they did, Connor’s friends were not only taken with the magazine’s makeover but were impressed with his ability to deliver not ten but twenty pages of new stories on wraiths, witches, and werewolves, and human slaves to zombie masters.
Due to a suggestion from his closest friend, Henry, Connor had decided to instate a fee. Beginning with Issue 3, which he had deliberately made longer to the numb the pain his readers would feel as they lightened their wallets, each monthly release was announced to cost seven dollars. Expecting outrage, Connor prepared himself to retract the statement and grovel at their feet for forgiveness. Instead, his fan base, which had reached an impressive fifteen, appeared quite taken with the notion. Somehow, the fee had given the magazine an air of legitimacy that hadn’t been there before.
Too ecstatic to speak, Connor took Henry out for drinks that night to celebrate. And by the end of the night, Connor was poorer than he’d ever been and Henry, that dastardly gentleman, was engaged to a one-eyed woman who carried him when they danced.
“Looks like we’re eating this week after all, boys!” Connor said to himself as he sat in his car, accepting payment on his phone from a friend of a friend of a friend for Issue 6.
He took one last look at his parents’ house before beginning to back out of the driveway. It would be nice to have one dinner where he didn’t act like a man-child, but that time hadn’t come yet. Adulthood just didn’t jive with him like it did everyone else.
I’m here now, actually. I’ll call you when it’s over, Connor texted Henry as he pulled up to Adelaide’s Hollow, a copse in the local park. He killed the engine and stared out through the windshield, trying to catch a glimpse of his contact. In Issue 5, he’d written a story about this place, in which a carnivorous tree snacked on star-crossed lovers. Ethan the elitist had told him it was a pedestrian effort. Connor the cyclops had called him a mother fucker and spent the rest of the night crying.
Of course, the story was pure, grade-A bullshit. However, to be fair, towards the center of the copse, there did sit an old oak with a split trunk that looked as though it were grinning with a mouthful of knives.
And as Connor got out of the car and wandered over to the copse, that’s where he found his contact, standing with his hands shoved into his ratty overcoat.
“Thank you for meeting me so soon,” Connor said as he closed the gap between them, the wet grass soaking his shoes. “Connor Prendergast,” he said, extending his hand.
The old man’s veiny hand wrapped around his and held on tightly. “Princess Kitty Lovechild,” he said, nodding. “Thank you for being so accommodating.”
Connor furrowed his eyebrows, laughed nervously. “Are you… are you royalty?”
The old man squinted, bit his lip, and burst into laughter. He clamped his clammy hand down onto Connor’s shoulder and used it for support, too overcome by his own amusement to stand upright. “I’m sorry. Name’s Herbert North.” He released his hold and scratched at the white stubble on his cheek. “Just trying to break the ice.”
“Do you live nearby?” Connor asked, quickly changing the subject. He noticed a plastic bag bursting from a pocket inside Herbert’s coat. “We could go grab something to eat,” he suggested, realizing they were alone, and remembering his father’s timely warning.
Ignoring him, Herbert said, “Have you been to that new restaurant on Main?”
Connor looked at Herbert, as though surprised to hear he may be a native of Bedlam, because he’d never seen or heard of him before. “The place where rich people go and order pictures of food and imagine how good it tastes?”
“Bingo.”
Connor shook his head, trying not to laugh. He liked Herbert North, but at the same time, there was a volatility about him, a pinch of insanity that made him feel uneasy.
“No,” he said finally. “Little too rich for my blood.”
“Chicken’s good,” Herbert said, tonguing his canines. “I want to show you something.” He nodded at the old oak as the wind whistled through its toothy maw.
“Ah, I know. I, uh, wrote about the tree in Issue 5. It’s always looked like that. Pretty weird. Ha.”
“I know.” Herbert took out the plastic bag, fumbled with the knot keeping it closed. He laughed as his face turned red. Impatience got the best of him and he tore open the bag’s side, revealing a large, glistening piece of steak within.
“Oh, man,” Connor started, watching as Herbert North fumbled with the hunk of meat, “I think I need to leave now.”
Herbert North shushed him. He lifted the steak up to the tree, paused, and then dropped the bloody offering into its makeshift mouth. Convinced he had made a mistake for which he would pay with his life or his virginity (he was saving himself, bless his heart), Connor began to back away. His father had been right: This line of work brought forth a certain kind of the crazy; the kind that fed old oaks old oxen as though they were tossing bread to birds.
Connor cupped the car keys in his pocket and waited for the moment to strike the old man down.
But it wasn’t the old man he’d need to hit. All at once, the old oak shuddered to life. Its branches flailed wildly, twisting like tendrils as it writhed in the dusky night. The tree’s hard exterior appeared to soften, become fleshy, to accommodate the movement. Its mouth started to move, chew. Tender chunks of meat pushed through the gaps in its jagged teeth and slid down its trunk, leaving behind a pink trail of gore.
Herbert North kept his distance as the oak finished its meal, using some impressive footwork to avoid the roots that kept snaking towards him.
“My god,” Connor said like every commander in every action movie ever made. He used to play on this thing, climb into its mouth.
“A man, Amon Ashcroft, came through here once,” Herbert told him as he joined the frightened writer. “He left a few things behind, as he often does.”
Connor felt lightheaded, dehydrated. He turned away from the tree, looked back, and then turned away again. He could hear a rumbling inside the oak, as though it were digesting the steak with its wooden organs. “Is … is this what you wanted to t-tell me?”
“No.” Herbert placed his hand on Connor’s shoulder again, who twitched at his touch. “But it seemed a good starting place.”
Connor bit his lip, because he knew if he didn’t, he’d make himself look like an ass trying to disprove what was so obviously indisputable. “Kids play on that thing all the time,” he whispered. “People come to Bedlam sometimes just to see it, from Brooksville or Bitter Springs. Fuck, man.”
“Some people go missing. Pets, too.”
The tree went still, a sludge of meat inching like a snail down its splintery lips.
“It only wakes up once a year, at the same time. Monsters are things of routine. It’s convenient.” As though sensing Connor’s next question, he said, “I did try to cut it down. Trust me, I did. But until you can buy nukes wholesale, this baby isn’t going anywhere. Its roots run deep.”
Connor quickly made a mental inventory of all illegal and controlled substances he had consumed over the course of the week. After concluding he wasn’t hallucinating or teetering on the brink of psychosis, he asked the obvious question: “What the fuck?”
“I can’t keep coming back here,” Herbert said, “and scared as you may be, you can’t help but admit this is a little exciting.”
That was true: Connor’s nipples were rock hard.
“Your town has its fair share of freaks, just like everywhere else. But I have a good feeling about you, sonny Jim boy chap.”
“Hang on, hold on,” Connor said, stepping back. His skin prickled as rain leaked from the clouds above. “What are you getting at?” He pointed to the old oak. “It was a coincidence! I didn’t know! I mean, look at it. It looks evil. It was a freaking coincidence.”
Herbert North, trying to look cool, reached into his pocket and then flicked a piece of gum into his mouth. It smacked against the back of his throat and lodged itself there. Eyes bulging, he punched his chest, spitting the square piece of white death into the gathering mist.
“I’m a professional,” he said, looking anything but. “I’m a… Listen, I’m only going to ask you to do a little more than you already do right now for ‘Macabre.’”
“What?” Connor shivered as fat drops of rain plopped onto his scalp. “Write about things I thought were impossible but are actually real?” He laughed, tried to act like the offer was no big deal as his imagination ran wild with the notion. “What choice… I mean, come on. What can I do? You showed me this. I can’t forget it. I can’t think of anything to explain… You fucking with me?”
Herbert lifted his overcoat up past his shoulders, over his head and said, “Let’s go, boychick. I’ve got some exposition for you to chew on.”
THE CRIME SCENE
Herbert’s windshield wipers moved like metronomes, pushing aside the rivers of rain and their tributaries on the glass. In front of them, brake lights blinked like irritated eyes as pockets of traffic formed at the crosswalks and four-ways.
“It never fails. One drop of water and everyone forgets how to drive,” Herbert said, looking at Connor, who was pressed up against the passenger side window.
Crack. Lightning whipped across the firmament, scoring the back of the swollen sky.
“Sometimes I wonder if we’re really worth the trouble,” he continued.
Boom. Thunder shook the road, rattling the car and sending kids on the sidewalks running.
“I know I’m worth it, but is everyone else?” Herbert nudged Connor. “That sounds bad, doesn’t it?”
Garage doors went down as umbrellas went up, and in a matter of seconds, the only signs of life left in the world were those cars rumbling in the murk through the deluge.
“Sorry, just thinking,” Connor said finally. He smiled as he noticed the gardens sprawled out across the yard, soaking up the storm and enjoying their time away from the hardheaded horticulturists who’d planted them.
“Seth and I, my partner, started out like you. We did our own little investigations. Not much became of them, until we were up to our necks in things that wanted to rip them out. It happens like that. Real fast, like. But at that point, we couldn’t turn back. It was our calling, and nobody else, as far as we knew, was doing it.”
Connor yawned and sat up; the sound of rain always put him to sleep. “How old are you? How long have you been doing this for?”
“I was born in 1804,” Herbert said as he twisted on the defroster. “Vegetables, my boy, eat them up—” he hissed, a pain in his side giving him pause, “—and you’ll be as fit as me.”
Connor shook off what was most certainly a lie. “What have you seen?” He looked at Herbert North and, for the first time, noticed the faded scarring on his neck, which looked like primitive symbols of a cruel initiation.
Herbert grinned, his worn-down teeth coming together crookedly. “Telling doesn’t compare to showing. You know you wouldn’t have believed me if I had just told you about the tree.” He eased the car to a stop at an intersection. “Give me a little more time. Worst comes to worst, you think I’m crazy, and at the end of the night, you’ll have a couple hundred bucks in your pocket that weren’t there before.”
Maybe he’s an escapee from the local sanitarium. Maybe the oak just has an infection, some incredibly rare, not plausible in any shape or form virus. But even as Connor considered these things, neither seemed all that likely. When Herbert North spoke, he did so genuinely. It was irrelevant whether or not Connor gave credence to his beliefs: The old man was going to do what he had to do regardless.
A carnivorous tree? Connor could deal with that. There were worse things in the world. It wasn’t much of a step-up—okay, it was—from a carnivorous plant. No, what truly worried him, he thought as they weaved through Bedlam, was the story Herbert had yet to tell; the one he’d contacted him about in the first place.
“I need you to act as a journalist, not a fiction writer.” Herbert’s bullshit detector had seen through Connor’s monthly ruse, it seemed. “I want you to keep track of what happens here. Write it up and report it back to me. There’s a woman in Bitter Springs, Dagmar, she’ll be your partner. She already has your contact information.”
“Mr. North,” Connor said, deciding to play along until he figured out where the old man was taking him, “I live here. My parents live here. It’s a small town. Not terribly exciting, but I like it. If I go out every day kicking the same hornets’ nest, my ass is going to get stung.”
“I’ll pay you every two weeks, just like one of them real jobs all the kids talk about nowadays.”
The car hydroplaned down a small, drowned alley, the bricks that lined it looking warped under the run-off.
“I don’t want you to save the world. I just want you to keep an eye on things and spread the good word, so that the next time someone sees something lurking out the corner of their eye, they keep on walking.”
Connor took note of their surroundings: They were entering the oldest neighborhood in town, where the middle class invasion had pushed out the poor. “You said a man came through here? What’s that mean?”
“Maybe man was a poor choice of word. He’s a catalyst, an aggravator. A monster with a plan. Old as me, if not older. Dresses all in black, like an asshole.”
The car chugged as it drove across a rain-choked sewer, splashing a tongue of water over the sidewalk.
“The tree was his doing. So was that ghost you saw in the café. For a long time, he’s been preparing for something. I don’t know what. After all this time, honestly, I don’t care. These things are often content with just having a plan. They don’t need an endgame, just something to do.”
“You’ve never caught him?”
“He’s not easy to find, and I can’t say I’ve ever been equipped to stop him. He’s a pain in the ass, but he’s not ending the world anytime soon.” Herbert tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, twitched, and swallowed hard. He’d held something back. “That vampire priest you wrote about—” Herbert sped up, turned down a cul-de-sac, “—you were a little off about that one.”
“Oh?” Connor smiled. He didn’t know where to start with this man, so instead he let him take the lead.
“Fancies himself a demon. I caught him trading all kinds of bodily fluids with Sister Mary Pascal. He’s different all right—never could quite clean the blood all the way out of his moustache—but definitely no monster.”
Connor shook his head and laughed. There was no doubt in his mind this was by far the strangest day he’d ever had in his entire life. He should’ve brought an audio recorder or a pad of paper for notation, to make permanent those things which would inevitably be lost or twisted by memory. He usually did, so why hadn’t he this time? Six issues in, and he was already getting lazy. I hope to god this doesn’t bite me in the—
The car stopped, and though he could see little, Connor saw enough to know where Herbert had brought him, and knew enough about it to know they shouldn’t be here.
Like all houses of ill repute, this one sat the end of the street shrouded in shadow and circumstance. Six months ago, the family of five who had inhabited the house for four years were found dead, bodies desecrated. Despite a thorough investigation and a media frenzy, the Zdanowiczs’ killer was never found. Bedlam being as irrelevant as it was, Connor had expected the story to turn from small town shame to profitable pride and joy. But to his surprise, and certainly the news station’s dismay, public interest quickly waned. People just stopped giving a shit.
“What’re we doing here?” Connor stared at the doorstep where the sixteen-year-old son, Oskar, had been found sitting with his head in his lap. “Mr. North, I appreciate the offer but this is fucked up. Someone’s going to call the cops. Let’s head back. Do the interview elsewhere.”
“Call the cops? You sure?” Herbert unfastened his seatbelt. “Look at the houses on this street, man. Nobody’s home.”
He was right. There were eight houses lining the cul-de-sac, four to the Zdanowiczs’ left and four to its right. But it was only the furthest, nearest where they turned in, that showed signs of habitation. The others, Connor noted, were abandoned, disemboweled—their fates given over to the “For Sale” signs now impaling the fouled earth before them. He wondered if the exodus here had happened immediately when news of the murder broke. Or if it had been a slow process of heated discussions between partners trying to balance the scales of fear and financial responsibility.
Herbert North put the car into park and shut off both the headlights and engine. He leaned over the steering wheel and said, “Do you see it?”
“What?” Connor returned his attention toward the Zdanowiczs’ house. “See what?”
Just as he had in the copse, Herbert North shushed Connor. He pointed with one shaking finger at the bay window that looked into the living room and whispered quietly, “There… there.”
Connor pressed himself against the dash. He strained his eyes to pierce the veil of rain that had been pulled over the house. Little by little, he saw more and more. A couch, a chair… the glint of glass and a coffee table—pieces of forlorn furniture with no other purpose now than to bear the burden of the darkness gathering inside.
“Herbert, I don’t—”
The darkness moved, and with its moving, it took form. Behind the window, a gaunt, black shape stood, its blood-red, blade-like fingers splayed across the glass.
“Don’t. Move.” Herbert gritted his teeth. “It doesn’t know we are here.”
“Take me home,” Connor demanded, the date having soured. And then, curiosity overcoming him: “What the hell is it?”
“That—”
The creature pushed in, its face to the glass. Its eyes were like melted chunks of silver, glowing scratches of firelight running across them.
“—is the Zdanowiczs’ killer.”
A long tongue, barbed and forked, fell out of its mouth and went halfway down its body. The tongue quivered and wandered across the window, like a bloated leech in search of a body to bleed.
“It never left,” Herbert said.
Herbert North flicked on the high beams. The blinding light cut through the miserable air, setting aglow the trail of piss-colored drool that dripped down the glass. The creature retracted its tongue, startled. It stood there, statue-like, as though it meant to be admired, and admire it Connor did. For in that fleeting moment, he saw clearly the distillation of all his most hopeful dreams and terrible nightmares.
Its flesh was black—an all-consuming, unrelenting black accented by the iridescent bands that ran along it. Its body was taut, well-defined; angular in all the right places to kill and maim. At the top of the seven-foot monstrosity, a head like a bone-forged miter jutted out, as though the thing were some papal phantasm from some dreadful heaven.
“Look away, Connor.”
The sheer existence of it was too much to bear. Connor felt himself drifting as his mind opened up to the creature, making concession after concession to allow himself to cope with what stood before him. The luminous bands bent and widened and became gulping mouths on the creature’s tenebrous husk. Even though the house, yard, and car stood between them, Connor could feel the mouths inside him, teasing out fragments of fears and long murdered memories. There, childhood and the bullies. And there, Kate and the heartbreak. And there, breaking through subconscious soil, his mother, dead drunk, showing him what he didn’t need to see.
“Connor!” Herbert North punched him in the dick and sent him reeling out of the car.
He felt violated, and the pounding rain didn’t help much. Thunder streaked across the sky, splitting its purple flesh to bleed a flood onto the sputtering city. Connor looked back to the bay window, but the creature was gone. Herbert North hadn’t brought him here for an interview but to bear witness and tell his own tale. It was tempting, terribly, excitingly tempting, but who’d believe him? And would he want anyone to?
“This isn’t right.” Connor wrapped his arms around his body to hold back the tremors. He glanced over his shoulder to Herbert, whose face was a blur behind the fogging windshield. “What do I do? What do I do?” His teeth chattered as he spoke to himself. He could taste Bedlam in the rain.
He closed his eyes, expecting to see there a triptych of his dying—the tree, the man, and the beast—but found the cover of “Black Occult Macabre, Vol. 1, Issue 7” instead. It looked old, faded, barely held together by the bits of bone that made up its spine. He touched the spine, and it felt like flesh; he could feel wounds in the cracks, and in the wounds crimes. With his fingers to the cover, an image started to form. Eldritch blood oozed out of every leathery pore. It pushed upward, spread outward, until it pooled in his mindscape into the shape of the creature that had nested its image and being inside him. It was beautiful, the cover and the unholy creation, and better still were the words outside it, on every poster-plastered wall and every trembling, thankful lip. It would be his masterpiece, his absolute purpose.
Connor snapped out of it, but he’d drunk enough of the Kool-Aid to get back in the car. “Why are we here? Tell me true.”
“I’m here to kill it.” Herbert gave Connor the up-down. “And to give you a taste and see what becomes of that hunger.” He nodded. “That’s a good line. Use that in your story.”
The old man opened his door and stepped out of the car. The sky had turned monochrome, the rain that fell from it like silver drops from an inker’s pen.
“Why are you here?” he shouted as Connor came out after him.
He followed Herbert around the car to the trunk. “I got to see this through. And I want to do something worthwhile. I should be scared shitless, right?”
Herbert nodded, blinking the rain out of his eyes.
“I am.” He drummed his fingers on the trunk lid, stopped when he noticed Herbert had noticed how much he was shaking. “Ha, yeah, I am.”
Herbert smiled and popped the trunk. Weapons—handguns, shotguns, rifles, and knives—in holsters and blankets, held in place by the blank books wedged between them. There was a comfort in clichés, and so far, he was glad Herbert North had hit them all.
“No holy water?” Connor could hardly speak through the smile on his face. “No grimoire?”
“Oh no, I got them.” Herbert dug around for a flask and chugged it dry. “Grimoire’s back home propping up my kitchen table. Grab that machete.”
Connor bit his lip and grabbed the rune-engraved weapon that was attached to the back of the backseat.
“Shit,” he said, dropping it as he felt something bite into the thick of his palm. Six drops of blood dotted his skin, and then the storm swept them away.
“It’s a sacrificial weapon from this place called Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy.” Herbert grabbed the shotgun from the trunk. “It keeps what it kills. But it’s bound to you now, so make sure it’s fed.”
Connor felt sick. “What the hell?” He wiped his hand on his pant leg, as though that would undo what the old man had done to him. “Are you kidding me?” He imagined pushing Herbert, making a big manly show of things, but instead he just threw his arms up in disbelief.
“I’m not,” Herbert said, taking the machete by the blade and handing it, handle first, to the fledgling investigator. “Why you, right? Why did I pick you?”
Connor dropped his arms, shrugged. He could’ve sworn he felt something crawling inside his veins.
“I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“From who? My readers?” Connor scratched his arm like a junkie, and wished for a belt to tie off the annoyance.
Herbert North shook his head. “Monsters talk, too. There’s a lot of dark places in Bedlam. You’ve shone too much light on them.” He drew a breath. “Connor, they were coming for you.”
In one overwhelming second, Connor revisited every strange occurrence from the past two weeks: the creaks outside his room, the graveyard smell of his pillow, the fleeting shadows around every street corner. There had been whispers, too; cold and distant exchanges, purposeful but meandering, like two scientists observing a subject—or two hunters observing prey.
“That machete of yours, Camazotz’s fang… there isn’t much it can’t stop.” He grabbed two flashlights and, with the shotgun in hand, slammed the trunk shut. “I saw Seth in you and decided a warning wasn’t enough. If I’m wrong and this line of work isn’t your calling, at least I can sleep easy at night knowing you’ve got something to defend yourself with. A lot of people in the world… they like to say they know what’s going on. But most don’t. And most don’t want to actually know. And we don’t want to flat out tell them either. Destroying that ignorance can be almost as bad as taking a life. Scarlet was… eh, yeah. Yeah.”
Again, Connor took up the machete, but his blood was safe for its hunger had been sated. “Was I adopted? Are you my dad?”
Herbert North shook his head and laughed. He handed a flashlight to Connor. “Let’s go. Tired of standing here in the rain like we’re about to make out.”
“Good thing you’re not my dad, then.”
“Humor is my coping mechanism, too,” Herbert admitted as they marched towards the front door. “Let that blade feed on your blood every two weeks and you won’t have a problem.”
Connor’s arm had stopped itching, most likely because the curse had finally found a warm place to lie in wait. “You couldn’t have given me something a little less evil?”
“Stop whining. It’s not like you don’t have an endless supply of the red stuff. I’m not asking you to pump quarters into it.”
By the time they reached the front door, all the light had left the world.
Grabbing the doorknob, Herbert said, “Don’t wander off. When we talk, we look each other in the eyes; otherwise, you can’t be certain who’s speaking.”
“Bullets will work?” Connor took a step back as Herbert slowly opened the door. “It’s unlocked?”
“It’s made of flesh and blood. And of course it’s unlocked. It’s expecting us.”
Eerie—that was how Connor would describe the inside of the Zdanowiczs’ house in Issue 7—if he survived the night. There was nothing overtly sinister about the place, but Connor knew that homes, like parasites, were quick to perish without the complicated, little hosts upon which they depended.
Connor noted how the walls had turned ashen and buckled, as though the house were collapsing in upon itself, the want of rot having finally got its way. His eyes went to the floor and followed the scratches that ran across it, from where someone’s nails had clamped down to the point where they’d given up. He took his first breath since entering and gulped the heavy, musty odor that had been sealed away until now—a foul perfume of dashed hopes and human suffering.
“Downstairs first,” Herbert North said, finally breaking the silence. He turned on the flashlight and shone it on the staircase in front of them.
Connor cringed as the light landed on the bottom step, where a dark stain splattered the wood. “Good idea,” he said, remembering the step had been where Anika Zdanowicz, the mother, had been found shoved inside herself. “It’s time to tell me what we’re up against.”
“Martin Zdanowicz was a businessman. He traveled a lot and always brought something back from where he’d been,” Herbert said, turning them away from the foyer, down a hallway. “Take a guess what he brought back the last time.”
“Herpes?” Connor’s voice echoed down the hall. Herp, herp, herp, herp.
“That’s it. We’re fighting a herpes monster,” Herbert said sarcastically, pausing for a moment as they passed the kitchen to their right. “No, an antique.”
He moved his light across the dinner table, to the old clock in the corner now permanently stopped at 7:45. “You know why people’s clocks always stop when something supernatural happens?”
Connor shook his head.
“They don’t. They’re just too stupid to fix the damn things when they break. Come on.”
“Antique? What kind of antique? What was wrong with it?”
Connor followed Herbert as they veered into the living room, where the bay windows sat smeared in saliva. The air here felt dense, as though each particle was working in unison to keep the intruders out. His body tensed—Is it still here?—and he raised the machete up, like the slashers of old.
“A necklace. From an estate sale in England. The Ashcroft estate,” Herbert said, lifting his shotgun up as though he’d spotted something.
A peal of thunder pummeled the house.
“The same Amon Ashcroft?” Connor asked.
A streak of lightning lit up the living room.
For now, they were the only two things standing in it.
“The exact same. That family has a long history that would be better told at a different time. There are several necklaces. I have one.” Instinctively, he started to scratch at the scar on his neck. “Martin Zdanowicz picked up one in an antique shop on the West Coast. The store owner was saving it for me, until he got spooked and Martin passed through and made him an offer.”
“He wanted it that bad?”
Connor looked at the belongings left behind—the television, sofa, grandfather clock, and bookshelves… objects which even the most repugnant of relatives and auctioneers would cart off with glee—and wondered why they still remained.
“I doubt it,” Herbert said, going to his knee and shining the light under the coffee table. “But objects like that have a tendency of getting inside you.”
Together, they marched forward like anxious soldiers in a contested war zone. Connor waved the flashlight across the room and then brought it to rest on the glass case on the back wall. Inside, there were twenty or so black-eyed dolls, each with their own unique embellishments and name placards. Standing there, with their blank gazes and pallid skin, they looked like dead children that had been turned into trophies, to showcase their parents’ parenting skills.
“These things have always creeped me the fuck out,” Connor said. “My grandpa would buy me stuffed animals all the time when was little. I used to love them. I’d stack them up on my bed and use them for pillows. Then, one day, I actually looked at their eyes and… god damn. The emptiness got to me. Felt like I’d seen something. Like I’d caught whatever was inside, and it knew I’d seen it.”
Herbert cleared his throat and turned away from the case. “Well, I hate to break it to you, but there’s a doll missing.”
“Fuck off, mate.”
“This thing we’re hunting,” Herbert said, changing the subject, “is bound to the necklace. Like a guardian. Martin Zdanowicz must’ve done something to coax it out.”
Cold air blew against the back of Connor’s neck. He slowly turned around, but found nothing. “What’s the necklace for?”
“A ritual, I think, to awaken something. I’ve never seen it done, but that’s my guess.”
“Kill the guardian, grab the necklace, and go? That the plan?”
Herbert North laughed. “Usually is.”
They doubled back the way they’d come and gave the kitchen a second look. The tiled floor was sticky, dirtied by the numerous feet that had trampled it for weeks after the murders. Cabinets, drawers, and pantries hung open, their innards pilfered for the unlikeliest of clues. The refrigerator sat silently, no longer humming that drowsy drone that greets all hungry sleepwalkers at the end of their midnight trek.
Cautiously, Connor went to the sink, where short, stiff curtains had been pulled across the small window above it to hide from prying eyes what had happened in here. He looked inside the sink, shone the flashlight down its metal throat. Something glowed red in the teeth of the disposal, and he backed away. The police had missed a piece of five-year-old Kelly Zdanowicz, who’d been found in the sink, a soupy mixture of blood, bone, and dish soap.
“What do you think?” Herbert asked.
Connor felt two fingers tapping on his shoulder. He faced Herbert, but he was halfway across the room. Heart beating in his chest, he said, “I’m thinking it might be best to change some of the details to avoid an outrage. I don’t want ‘Black Occult Macabre’ to look like a tabloid.”
Herbert shrugged as he continued to search the kitchen, shoving the barrel of the shotgun into every hiding place. “Do you hear that?” he asked, suddenly stopping.
Connor cocked his head and listened for sounds beyond the rain. He leant forward, towards the second hallway that led deeper into the house. The noises were coming from there, from the doorway at the hall’s midpoint that—he trained the flashlight on it—led into the basement. It sounded like footsteps over splintering wood, like fingertips over metal rungs. Then, he heard something else. He crouched down, pointed the machete at the vent register beside his foot. It sounded as though something were tumbling through the vent, end over end, wet smack into hard thump.  And more: a pounding; a rhythmic throbbing that increased in volume with every passing second—a hypnotizing music best suited for occasions populated by hooded figures and sacrificial altars.
Connor tried to isolate the thudding notes, afraid that he’d mistaken them for his own heartbeat, but the focus only pulled him deeper into the chorus. He found himself feeling faint as an ocean of white noise crashed against the shore of his mind, stabbing jagged wave after jagged wave into the backs of his eyes. His jaw went slack and all the arteries and veins in his face tightened until he was certain they would snap. Something wanted his skin, and the only way to have it was to get him out of it.
“It’s coming from the basement,” Herbert said matter-of-factly.
Connor exhaled slowly and shook off the seduction. “Of course it is.”
“Want to check upstairs first?”
Connor nodded. “Hell yes.”
Before tonight, Connor had already decided on the direction “Black Occult Macabre Vol. 1 Issue 7” would take. However, after learning what he had from Herbert North, his stories concerning possession and cannibal morticians didn’t compare. Would he have to change the names? Any Bedlamite who knew anything about anything would immediately make the connection. But should he really be worrying about that? Connor was now privy to things most only discovered after the straightjacket went on. The implications were staggering. He felt compelled to make good on the old man’s revelations, but how? Would the magazine really be enough? No, of course it wouldn’t. Just as horror had consumed him all his life, so, too, would his newfound purpose. He was ready for it, he thought as they headed back towards the staircase, until he wouldn’t be; until that moment when the claws came out and the teeth sank in, and the only cut that came wasn’t to another scene, but black nothingness.
As they hoofed it to the second floor, Connor turned around and caught a glimpse of Bedlam through the window above the front door. The storm had turned savage, and in its ceaseless savagery, it had drained the power from the town. Standing there, machete tip grinding into the step, he half-expected the Zdanowicz house to be torn from its foundations and hurled into the thick of Maidenwood. If nothing else, the uprooting would at least put an end to this terrifying game of hide-and-seek with the killer inside it.
“We’ll start there,” Herbert said, pointing the flashlight down the hall ahead. “The children’s rooms.” He stepped onto the second floor.
Connor ran his hand along the banister, pulling it back as it brushed through a spider web. “If this thing catches us—”
“Got to name it to know it,” Herbert said, watching Connor shake the desiccated flies and pill bugs from his fingers.
“What’s the necklace look like?” Connor stepped onto the second floor and, for a moment, his knees gave out, as though something had hit them from behind.
“Silver, with a red gem inside a tangle of worms… or snakes… or roots. Hard to say when you’ve only seen one and no one else is talking about them.”
“We’ll call the monster ‘Argento,’ then.”
Herbert North scratched his neck and snorted. “God damn you’re a geek.”
He blushed. “What? It’s clever. Don’t—”
Connor woke up sprawled across the staircase. His mouth tasted like a grease trap—a gagging combination of old food, mildew, and expired dairy. Immediately, he vomited, leaving a puddle of meatballs and pasta for the police to find if they ever returned here. His head ached, as though something had been scratching at the inside of his skull, trying to work its way out.
“Ugh, fuck,” he said, rolling into his own throw-up as he pulled himself along the stairs. He grabbed the machete and flashlight at the top. “Herbert?” He’d meant to shout, but his voice refused to go much higher than a whisper.
I need an adult, he thought, suddenly remembering the time at the mall when his mother had gone down the escalator without him. To his five-year-old mind, it had been the greatest of betrayals.
“Her-bert?” he panted, slowly coming to his feet. The flashlight started to flicker. How long was I out? He checked his cell phone: 11:50 pm. That can’t be… We got here at seven or eight. “Herbert, where are you?”
Connor grabbed the flashlight and the machete—feast; you can have as much as you want—and went ahead to the children’s rooms. What had happened? The flashlight flickered with every step he took. He rubbed out his mouth with the cleanest part of his shirt. He’d been attacked but why’d the Argento spare him? The floor creaked and moaned, as though each board sat atop a grave. Where was Herbert? He couldn’t do this, wouldn’t do this on his own.
Thunder boomed outside, sounding as though a boulder had been released in the house. Connor fell against the wall, beads of sweat burning his eyes. “Herbert?” he tried again, not wanting to brave the rooms of Kelly and Brian Zdanowicz alone. They’d found Kelly downstairs in the sink, but eight-year-old Brian had died in his room, with his entrails hanging from the ceiling fan, like streams of confetti.
“Herbert?”
“Get your ass away from there… Get your ass away from there.” The words were guttural, forced, as though they were being dredged out of the speaker’s throat. Connor clung to the wall as he slid down it. Herbert?
“Get your… get your… away from there. Get your ass from your ass away from there.” As he crept closer to the room—Brian’s, he assumed from the sport’s posters he saw through the crack in the door—he knew he’d found Herbert. The hell is wrong with him?
“Get your get your ass from your from your,” the old man rattled on.
Connor took a deep breath. He’d never meant to live the life he loved. Scaring up his last bit of bravery, he tightened his grip on the machete and snuck into the room.
Herbert was on the ground, kneeling before the shadowy creature he’d come to kill and now appeared to worship. The Argento had the old man’s head in its hands, and its thumbs in his eyes. No blood was spilt or screams wasted as the gangling monstrosity pushed its fingers further into each cavity. Knuckle-deep, the Argento opened its mouth and let loose its tongue over the rows of teeth inside. The tongue draped over Herbert’s shoulder, the dripping, swollen muscle weighing heavily upon him, and then, as the old man continued to ramble like the lobotomized, snaked upward and forced its way down his scarred throat.
Connor couldn’t take it anymore. He ran into the room, nearly tripping over a stack of video games, and swung the machete. The Argento twisted, its silver eyes flashing hell light. The blade screeched as it tore through the air. It caught the creature’s arm, and like old scissors through paper, cut across the beast jaggedly.
The Argento released Herbert as its arm fell to the ground and exploded in a cloud of dust. It looked at Connor, taking the pain in silence, and then, as though pulled by a rope, shot upward into the shadows on the ceiling.
“No, no, no,” Connor said.
He caught sight of Herbert’s shotgun and flashlight and dove for them. Trading his gear for the old man’s, he whipped around, turned the light on, and fired the gun into the shadows. Plaster and paint showered the room as he pumped pellets into the ceiling. Each blast was deafening, blinding; he’d never fired a gun before. But as Connor carved away the Zdanowicz house, feeling the rock of each shot in his bones, he could see the appeal. It put a barrier between him and the beast—a few seconds of reprieve from the pants-shitting fear that would find him when the chamber ran dry.
Two shells later and Connor was fair game again. Sluggish from the adrenaline high, he dropped the shotgun and took up Camazotz’s fang. He scooted across the floor until he managed to come to his feet. The flashlight shook in his hand; its beam darted across the room every time he tried to train it on something.
“It’s gone, Terminator,” Herbert mumbled from the floor, each word a puff of chalky dust off his lips. “It got what it wanted.”
“Herbert? How are you…?” Connor checked the ceiling: He could see the attic through the wreckage, but there was no sign of the creature.
“It imitated you,” Herbert said, coughing as he sat up. “Couldn’t kill me until it got in my mind first. Wanted to… fuck.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms.
“It wanted to have sex with you?”
“Story of my life. Oh, god.” Herbert stood, punched himself in the side of the head. “Didn’t see it wasn’t really you until it was too late. What time is it? Felt like I was fighting that thing off for ages until it finally broke in.”
Connor checked his phone. “Almost midnight. Your eyes, man.”
Herbert waved off his concerns. “I thought they were as good as gone, too, but I guess to read me it had to get all ghost-like. I don’t know. Let’s get out of here.”
Connor scooped up the shotgun and Herbert’s flashlight and handed them to him. He scrutinized Herbert’s old eyes for signs of damage, but except for the hints of cataracts, they looked untouched. “What did it want?”
“The other necklace,” Herbert said, jumping as lightning lit up Brian Zdanowicz’s room. “Wanted to know where it was. I expect it’ll make a run for it, now that it’s got something to do other than sit around haunting here.” He started to cough up blood, from the places in his throat where the Argento’s tongue had torn it away. “Let’s go. You cut its arm off. That’s good enough for me.”
“We’re just going to leave it?” He felt bad for the old warrior, who now looked as though he could be bested by a stiff breeze. “That’s kind of an underwhelming way to end the story.”
“Listen,” Herbert said, pulling a barb out of his mouth, “I need to get drunk, and fast. There’s no necklace to get, because that thing has it inside it. Your Argento may still be here, may be halfway across town now. Who knows? I don’t, and I don’t rightly care.”
“Herbert, man,” Connor said, and then sighed. “This doesn’t feel right, having no closure. I’m not going to be able to sleep at night knowing that thing is out there. Knowing that thing knows me. I mean, it imitated me. Christ, if it read your mind, it sure as hell read mine, too.”
Herbert grumbled as he reached into his pocket and loaded five more shells into the shotgun. “It’s good to know you can swim, kid, but that don’t mean you have to go off the deep end. One day at a time. Come on, let’s go. I’ll let you buy me a drink.” He smiled, waited until Connor smiled, too, and then, as he looked past the fledgling investigator, said “Oh, god damn it.”
Connor’s cheek twitched. “What?” Had the Argento come back? He didn’t need to turn around to see what the old man saw, because it was already there beside him, at his hips.
Grass. White, shimmering grass that moved like seaweed and smelled like soap. It was all around them, and where it wasn’t, it soon was. Over the boy’s bed it spread, and into the hall it went, growing out of wood and textile as though they were soil. And with the ghostly stalks came wind and the insects that rode in on it. Strangely colored and strangely formed, the small spiders and bulbous grubs paid Connor and Herbert no mind as they explored the shifting corridors of their new expanse.
“Herbert, exposition, please,” Connor said, afraid of what would happen if he were to move.
“It’s midnight, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.” Connor took out his phone. “Right on the nose.”
“Alright.” Herbert readied the shotgun and flashlight. “We go straight for the front door. No distractions. If you see something that needs saving, leave it. This is the Black Hour.”
Footsteps. Someone was walking down the hall towards the stairs. “What’s… that?”
“It’s a span of time. Starts at midnight. Lasts just as long as it sounds. During the Black Hour, anything can happen. It’s real up until the moment it’s not. It’s like dreaming and being awake at the same time.” Herbert lowered his voice as he, too, heard the people or person outside the room. “Sometimes it’s nothing. It can happen anywhere. But of course, it happened here. Tonight. How’s that for an ending to your story?”
“It’s good; it’s a good one,” Connor said, having a hard time paying attention to Herbert.
More footsteps; one step after the other: whatever was out there was headed towards where they needed to go.
“What about time zones?”
Herbert shook his head. “I don’t think it much gives a shit about things like that. I’ve only been in it one other time. Happened at a zoo. The snow turned to glass, and all the animals merged into one. That’s what we’re dealing with here, Trigger, so let’s bounce.”
It had only taken the Black Hour a minute to undo what the Zdanowiczs’ had spent years perfecting. The carefully chosen colors, expensive decorations, and personal embellishments were now lost to the glowing overgrowth. Connor felt a pang of sadness as they slipped quietly into the hall. The Argento had gutted the house, but for those who knew where to look, they could still see remnants of the owners in the objects they’d left behind. The Black Hour, however, took everything. For Connor, knowing that the family’s existence was now beholden to memory and rumor was more frightening than anything else. Death fascinated him, entertained and excited him, but the permanence of it was almost too much to consider.
“Front door,” Herbert whispered, taking the lead. “If it’s not in the same place, we’ll go through a window if we need to.”
“Wait a—” Connor grabbed the old man’s shirt, signaling him to stop.
Again, he’d heard footsteps. He pointed past the staircase where the hall stretched further back to the rest of the rooms. Two shapes stood there, in front of the large window at the second floor’s end.
“Keep going,” Herbert grunted, shaking free of Connor’s grip. “We stop for nothing.”
A burst of lightning exploded outside. In one moment of severe blue light, the shapes were made visible. One was a woman, the other a young girl. Everything about them was human, except for the part that truly grants humanity. Where the woman’s neck ended, a raven’s head began. And for the young girl, there was no neck at all, because an octopus’ body sat atop her shoulders. In each of their hands, they held a weapon—the woman, an ax, and the girl, a dagger—and by the way they stared Connor and Herbert down, shoulders hunched and breathing heavily, it seemed they had every intention of using them.
“What are they?” Connor asked as they tiptoed towards the top of the staircase.
Herbert shook his head as he moved the shotgun back and forth between the two terrors. “Nightmares of us, maybe.”
“It feels wrong to look at them.” Connor swallowed hard and cast his eyes to the ground to give the terrors the reverence they seemed to deserve. “I hope I never see them again.”
Steps in line with each other’s, Connor and Herbert carefully descended the staircase. The Raven and the Octopus watched them at first. Then, when they’d reached the halfway point, the terrors crouched down and disappeared into the pale grass. Like animals hunting prey, they darted through their cover, to overtake the meal that thought it’d got away.
“Herbert, go,” Connor shouted, quickening the old man’s pace.
Herbert spun around and fired at the top of the stairs, blowing apart the grass into ghostly whirlwinds. Connor caught a glimpse of the terrors’ eyes—a glint of violence in their monstrous skulls—and tore ahead.
“Front door, front door,” he shouted to Herbert.
It had moved several feet to the left of where it should have been, but it was there nonetheless.
A clap of thunder rocked the house, sending pictures and vases from their shelves. Connor waded through the thickening grass, his skin burning where it touched him. He threw himself against the front door, fumbled for its handle as he watched Herbert fire shell after shell at the terrors.
“Go!” the old man shouted, giving up and making a run for it.
Connor ripped open the front door—“Oh fuck!”—and stumbled backward. On the doorstep a porcelain doll stood, a butcher’s knife in its small, veiny hand. Hundreds of writhing larvae fell from its harlequin grin, the skin around its mouth splotchy and raw. The doll plodded forward, its drenched dress sticking to its mildewed flesh.
Connor was paralyzed, caught in the vermillion-flecked gaze of the creature one-fourth his size. He could feel a quiver in his arm, where the machete throbbed and yearned to be buried in the thing’s chest. Sweat poured down his forehead and piss dribbled down his leg.
He could hear the knife singing, its sharp song a promise of pain to come. He didn’t want to die, not like this, but maybe it was better this way. The doll, now that he looked at it, a fever breaking across his brow, looked kind, inviting. He went to his knees, because the doll let him go to his knees, and held out his arms to embrace it.
An explosion of heat and noise blew past him. The doll flew off its feet, its face shattering into a million tumor-caked pieces. Connor fell forward, rid of the abomination’s mental grip, and breathed again.
“I told you there was a doll missing,” Herbert said, helping Connor to his feet.
“What if… what if it comes back?” Connor panted, covering his crotch to hide his accident.
“Look at it,” Herbert said, pointing to the doll. “It’s going to take a whole lot of super glue to put that thing back together. Ready for that drink?”
THE BUMP IN THE NIGHT
At 12:20 AM, Connor and Herbert left the Zdanowiczs’ house. With the Argento gone, the doll dead, and the Black Hour behind them, the investigation had been, more or less, a complete failure. But if Herbert North’s intentions had been to scare Connor into a life of isolation, then the whole operation was easily an overwhelming success.
At 12:35 AM, the old warrior and his wobbly sidekick found the nearest bar and got shitfaced. Like a couple of kids who’d seen their parents naked, they sat there in silence, nursing their shame.
At 12:50 AM, Herbert, in one drunken motion, tossed Connor his payment of three hundred dollars, threw back a handful of peanuts, sauntered over to the jukebox, and threw up all over it when it started blaring country music.
At 1:30 AM, after riding the road’s median as though they were trying to earn a tip from it, Connor and Herbert finally made it back to Adelaide’s Hollow. Connor stumbled out of Herbert’s car and headed for his own. The old man promised to call him in the morning, to finish the interview and to check-in to make sure Connor was still alive.
At 1:40 AM, Connor checked the trunk and backseat of his car for stowaways. He sat there for a bit after Herbert drove off, machete across his lap, watching the carnivorous tree.
At 2:00 AM, he left a voicemail for his father letting him know with the most obvious of lies that he was okay. Then, he responded to a text message from his best friend, Henry, who asked if Connor was interested in exploring a haunted castle (he wasn’t).
At 2:20 AM, Connor barged into his apartment, machete raised high like a maniac. He turned on every light and decoration, giving the darkness no quarter. He woke his laptop from its sleep and then, stomach wailing like a trauma ward, went into the kitchen. There, he gobbled down a bowl of cereal, wincing every time the spoon clinked off his teeth.
At 2:30 AM, Connor the cyclops couldn’t ignore the urge any longer. He scurried over to his laptop and began furiously typing his account of the night. At first, he invented a character to play the role of himself, but that felt wrong, disingenuous.
“No matter how many times Connor pushed, poked, and prodded his mother’s meatballs, they continued to be totally inedible,” he giddily wrote.
Here and there, he paused to sketch the house and the creatures they’d found inside on the pad of paper beside him. This would be his best work, he concluded, one he would be remembered for.
At 3:10 AM, Connor Prendergast was snoring louder than a fat kid at a slumber party. Mid-mumble, a strange smell stirred him from his slumber—a smell he could not place. His eyes opened slowly, and then panic set in as he realized he sat in darkness. The laptop was still on, still charging. His apartment was in an old building, and not a particularly well put-together one at that, but when the power went out, it went out in every room.
He tipped the laptop lid back, sending a beam of white light across the living room. Still alone, but where was his machete? Like the dead, he stumbled towards the nearest light switch and gave it a flick. The overheads and lamps buzzed on. Something had turned them off.
At 3:12 AM, Connor found the machete in the bathroom, lying across the sink, where it had no right to be. Suddenly, the apartment, which he had lived in for close to two years now, felt very alien to him. Wandering out of the bathroom, diligently turning on light after light, he began to feel as though something had crept inside and settled into the apartment itself. The furniture and furnishings—they felt wrong, looked wrong, as though tainted or infected. The air, too, had changed; it felt as though it were building up, being held back in an anxious wait. Each hallway, and there were only two of them, seemed to stretch on forever, and each door—why were they all shut?—a gateway to horrors yet unseen.
A noise broke up his thoughts: a knocking, a rapping at his double-bolted, chain-locked, and soon to be nailed-shut door.
Connor sighed, laughed. “Probably just the neighbors. Probably heard me stomping around in here.”
Quiet as a thief, Connor crossed the apartment and put his eye to the peephole. No one, nothing, yet the knocking continued slowly, deliberately. He stood on the tips of his toes to get a better look, holding out hope that he was under siege by a small child or a red-hooded dwarf. But again, no one, nothing.
“Alright, assholes, I’m calling my mom and dad,” Connor shouted, having regressed a full fifteen years.
“James, buddy,” he said, going back to his desk and picking up his cell phone. “Come on, bro, be awake.”
As he swiped though his contact list, his nose twitched and, once again, he caught a whiff of that strange smell from before. But this time, now that he was awake and aware, he knew exactly what it was.
Super glue.
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Herbert North lowered himself into the swamp and slowly waded forward. Boney trees twisted out of the roiling murk, their flesh the leaves that now blanketed the black waters. Mosquitoes washed over him in blood-swollen waves, taking what they could, when they could, because he was in no position to swat them away. He’d brought the torch, but then left it behind, as the dead things ahead had their own light, and he didn’t want them to see him coming.
Joy
Joy knew her husband was going to kill her; it was only a matter of time. She leaned over the dinner table, poured the stew into the two bowls there. She blew out the candle nearest where her husband would sit so he wouldn’t have to see the slop she’d so boldly served him. Murdering the man would be easy—it always was for Joy—but she had hoped he would be different. And now it seemed that same hope would be the very thing that sent her back to the grave she’d spent so long climbing out of.
One grunt, two groans, and ten heavy footsteps later: Joy’s husband came through the front door and stood there until she emerged from the kitchen. She put on a smile, and then glided down the hallway, her white satin dress moving gently with her motions, giving to her a fleeting grace she didn’t otherwise possess. Her husband waited unmoved on the threshold, as mud sloughed off his boots onto the hardwood floor.
“I missed you,” Joy said, leaning forward and kissing her husband on the lips. He tasted of sweat, and of another woman. “I’m so glad you’re home.”
Her husband nodded and, much to Joy’s surprise, he smiled and said, “As did I.”
Staying true to her name, Joy let out a squeak; grinning like the schoolgirl she’d never been, she wheeled her husband around the house, until they were in the kitchen and he in his seat.
“Catch any bad men today?” Joy asked, bringing some water to the table before sitting down.
Her husband stirred the slop in the bowl with his spoon, as though trying to dredge up what may lie at the bottom. “There’s bad women, too,” he said.
“In Marrow?” Joy thought of the town and those that inhabited it—the women, especially. They were hard creatures, empty creatures; shells of something that had once been great and beautiful, but now were nothing more than hollow vessels to be filled and put to labor. “What’s the worst you’ve ever caught?”
Joy’s husband took a drink of water and asked, “Man or woman?”
“Don’t matter,” Joy said in the southern accent she’d been honing the last few months.
“We had ourselves a murderer a few years back,” her husband said, finally taking a sip of his stew. He sighed as though he’d been expecting poison, and seemed satisfied. “He would take men up to his shack in the Black Hills.”
A passing carriage outside gave him pause.
“He would take men up to his shack in the Black Hills and eat them.”
Joy put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, no,” she exclaimed in a breathy whisper.
“Doesn’t that frighten you?” her husband asked. He looked at her suspiciously. “Doesn’t that disgust you?”
“Of course it does. It’s awful.” Joy tried to make herself look pale, but she was already as white as one could be. “I’m sorry. I know it’s macabre, but at the same time, it fascinates me. It must fascinate you, too.”
Her husband dropped his spoon into the bowl. “I’m sheriff because these things repulse me, sicken me. I do not find them fascinating, Joy.”
“I’m sorry.” She looked into her lap, ashamed.
“Are you happy?” Even without the candle lit before him, she could see that her husband’s face had darkened.
“Of course,” she lied, though she had never truly known happiness, so it was difficult to say for sure. “Aren’t you? Boone, aren’t you happy?”
Boone fell back in his chair and exhaled loudly, as though he’d been holding his breath ever since their wedding night three months ago. “Where’d you come from?”
Joy wanted nothing more than to find someone she could share that answer with, but Boone was not that person. She had misjudged him, and herself.
“Here and there,” she began, as she always began. “You know me, love. I’ve never laid roots anywhere until now.”
“Marrow isn’t some place you just stumble into.”
“Well, I did. I didn’t mean to, but I did. Why does it matter? If it bothered you so much, love, why didn’t you ask sooner?”
“Why didn’t I ask?” Boone leant forward, elbows to the table, fists to his temples. “Joy, I’m lucky I didn’t starve to death when you came to town. You were all I could think about. You were all I wanted. I couldn’t sleep because time was wasted when it was not spent with you. Do you know how many noses I had to break to keep the ‘bad men’ from you?”
“That explains a lot,” Joy said, and then thought: How did he figure me out so quickly?
Boone slammed his palms on the table, causing the candle to fall over. “Why did you choose me? No woman has ever paid me much attention, and you’re the most beautiful woman Marrow has ever seen.”
Joy quickly picked up the candle before it set fire to anything. “Boone,” she pleaded.
“I thought I was full of myself. Crazy, even, to think someone like you would want me. But you did. You did want me, and you did all of this for me. When you came through those gates, you set your eyes on me and went to work on me. Why?” He dug his fingernails into the wood. “Answer me, Joy.”
“I just knew you were the one.” Joy tilted her head and considered another course of action. “What do you know, Boone?”
A humid breeze blew through the house, carrying with it the smells of all the things that had died in the swamp today. A warm glow crept across the windowsill as the gas lights outside were brought to life.
“I’ve seen you speaking to the dark. I’ve followed you at night, when you thought I was asleep, to the woods. You took my blood, and then with a wave of your hand, the wound was gone. And—” Boone searched for his words, “—there’s something wrong with you… down… down there.”
Joy smiled; for all his ruggedness, her husband was still shy when it came to sex. Perhaps that’s why he’d waited so long to finally bring up pregnancy.
“Why are you smiling?” Boone barked.
“I’m sorry,” she said, becoming serious. “I’m just so happy we’re talking. You’ve been so distant these last few weeks.”
Boone scooted the chair backward, scuffing the floor. He stood up, muscles tensed, and pointed at her. “You’re in league with Satan!”
Joy rolled her eyes. She was done feigning innocence, ignorance. “If we’re going to be honest with one another now, then why don’t you start by telling me who you’ve been fucking lately?”
Boon flinched. He fumbled with his belt as his eyes darted back and forth across the room. His silence confirmed his guilt, and just like the guilty, he changed the subject entirely. “What have you been doing to the babies? Every time your belly swells, you leave, and I find bloody cloths out back.”
“I just want to give you the right one, love,” Joy said. She smiled a sad smile, the kind that promised her husband she would try harder. “Come to me. It’ll be perfect this time, I know it.”
Boone didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t say anything at all. He left the room, and Joy knew why: he was going to get his knife, because he was going to kill her. How did it always end this way? She sighed and sat back in her chair. Stopping him would be easy enough; with one chant, he’d have just as much consistency as the stew he’d hardly touched. But what would be the point?
After all these countless years, one simple truth remained: she was much better at being dead than she was at being alive. So when she saw him come back into the kitchen, filled with hate and holy delusions, she let him do what he had to do.
Herbert
Herbert North tore his eyes from the wilderness outside the carriage window and said, “Seth, I have a question for you.”
Seth Barker shook his head. “No.” He ran his sweaty handkerchief over his equally sweaty face. “No more questions. Silence, Herbert, please, until we reach Marrow.”
“What’s wrong?” Herbert slid across the seat—slid, because the cushions were soaked in sweat—and nudged his friend. “It’s a little chilly in here. Let me close one of these windows.”
“Don’t…” Seth’s voice took on an oddly aristocratic tone, as though he were still channeling the spirit of the Duchess of Blaire. “Ask your question, Herbert.”
“Do you find yourself getting a massive erection when you have to piss?”
As if the southern heat had finally melted his brain, Seth went cross-eyed and started to twitch. “Herbert, don’t be immature. We are adults, professionals, acting in a professional capacity in this…”
He wiped his brow with his sleeve.
“In this fucking…”
And then he lost his composure.
“In this fucking, hot ass, god damn, mother fucking backwoods hellhole.”
A spasm of rage took over Seth’s body as he tore off his shirt and sat there with his arms crossed, skin glinting in the weak light.
“Do I even need to say it?” Herbert asked, enjoying his friend’s temper tantrum. “So do you?”
Seth pursed his lips and sighed. Closing his eyes, he said, “Yes, of course.”
Herbert cocked an eyebrow and shook his head in judgment. “That’s disgusting.”
Seth took his drenched shirt and whipped it across Herbert’s eyes.
“I’m blind! I’m blind!” Herbert laughed as he ripped the shirt out of Seth’s hand and flung it across the coach. “But seriously, why do you think that is?”
“You’re exhausting.” Seth leaned forward, his back unsticking from the seat, and rummaged through the bag at his feet. “It’s because you keep grabbing yourself. You’re over there holding on for dear life. You look like a damn fiend.”
“That makes sense,” Herbert said, sounding enlightened, as he watched his friend put on another shirt. “I wouldn’t bother. You’re just going to ruin that one, too.”
“Marrow is hardly the definition of liberalism.”
Herbert nodded. “So you’re saying they may not take too kindly to a half-naked man and his aroused sidekick?”
Seth’s eyes began to water, and he let out a laugh even the horses could hear, which had been Herbert’s intention all along. “Yeah, I’m thinking they may have some qualms with that scenario.”
“We don’t usually investigate missing persons,” Herbert said. He went forward and knocked on the divider to let the driver know to halt. “We need some fresh air. It’s stifling in here.”
Before the carriage had fully stopped, Herbert and Seth were already climbing out of it. Like pilgrims who had finally reached their mecca, they fell to their knees and breathed in their surroundings. The woods where they’d halted were thick, dense; space was so scarce that the trees had taken to growing out of one another. Countless vines hung from the branches, swinging like nooses for distracted necks. Endless swathes of Spanish moss blanketed the canopy, like some ancient, underestimated creature slowly creeping across the continent. The wind that blew here was heavy and smelled old, as though the air itself had been recycled for hundreds of years. And if someone wanted to speak, they had to yell, because the insects were loud, and they were relentless—a court of monsters in constant debate on how to overthrow those they so clearly outnumbered.
“Lovely place,” Herbert said, falling back on his hands and outstretching his legs until they cracked. “I think I’ll retire here.”
Seth ignored him as he brushed off the wet leaves clinging to his fresh shirt. He stood up and scratched off the dirt on his backside.
“I warned you. Shouldn’t be so dramatic. It’s a good way to get dirty.”
Seth stretched out his hand for Herbert to take.
“Thanks,” Herbert said, coming to his feet.
“Sirs, we’re close,” the driver said from his seat, neck craned. He held the horses’ reins tightly, as though he worried that if he let go, they’d escape the first chance they could.
Herbert waved him off and said, “One more time. Let’s go over it.”
Seth, seemingly satisfied with his appearance, made his way back to the carriage. “Driver,” he called, and when the driver answered, he continued. “Do you know Sheriff Boone?”
He nodded with enthusiasm. “Uh, yep, I sure do. You’re here for his missing wife, aren’t you?”
“Joy, right?” Herbert asked, sounding surprised.
“Uh, yep, you’ve got it.” He swatted away a huge fly. “Beautiful woman. Terrible tragedy.”
“She’s only missing,” Seth said, hazarding a guess.
“Right, you’re right. We shouldn’t assume the worst. You think you’ll find her?”
“I heard some think she’s evil.” Herbert strolled over to the driver and stood there with his hands in his pockets.
Spill your secrets, he thought, sizing up the big man on his small seat.
“What do you know about that?” he added.
The driver furrowed his brows and looked to Seth for support, as though Hebert had become a dog that needed to be called off. “I only pass through the area. Everyone seemed to love her, that’s all I know. I met her once or twice. I never got any bad feelings about her.”
Herbert nodded, and turned away; with his friend, he climbed back into the coach. They sat in silence until the driver started the horses up again.
“The sheriff’s wife is missing?” Seth whispered, biting his thumbnail.
“Isn’t that who we’re supposed to be investigating?” Herbert tapped his finger on his lip. “Driver didn’t mention the little girl, Abernathy. He’d have to know about the little girl. Do you think they found her? We may as well just turn around. That’s why we’re here, after all. Come on, let’s not get involved.”
“The letter mentioned the sheriff’s wife being the culprit; said the sheriff had killed a man in the Black Hills a few years back, so maybe he was involved, too.” Seth crossed his arms, flexed his muscles as he disappeared in thought. “No, I don’t think they found Abernathy. If Joy’s missing, and if good old vigilante justice isn’t to blame, then whatever took the girl likely took her, too.”
Herbert sighed and let out a tired groan. He bunched himself up against the side of the coach; with his nose to the glass, he looked out the window to the world beyond.
“This isn’t a good place for people like us.”
The woods grew darker as the horses picked up speed; the sight became a glistening blur, like an open wound seen in the last moments of an accident.
“Too many doors have been left unlocked for far too long. You can feel it, can’t you? The heaviness of the Membrane forcing itself in. If they find out we’re here, Seth…”
Joy
Joy kept her eyes shut tight as Boone bound her in rope. She felt her throat tear wider as he flipped her over on the kitchen table and went to work on her wrists. He still had the same dumbfounded look on his face as when he’d split her with the knife and not a drop of blood came out. But she played her part all the same, and when he finally stopped shaking, he bought the act she’d spent so many years selling.
“I don’t know what you are, but you deserved this,” Boone murmured; like an act of contrition, he had been repeating the phrase for the last half hour.
When he pulled the sack over her head, she was glad she had long since lost the ability to feel. A normal woman may have felt an itch or a tickle, and the last thing Joy needed was to laugh and interrupt Boone’s ritual. And now that she was thinking about the way in which he was preparing her body, she began to consider the possibility that she was not his first.
“I don’t know what you are, but you deserved this.”
Through the sack, Joy stole a glance at her husband when his back was turned. He had sweated through his shirt, and seemed to be whispering a prayer. Boone had been right; she had chosen him, but her intentions hadn’t been nefarious. They were simple, shallow. He was sheriff, he had power, and if Joy could convince him she could be trusted, then he could convince everyone else to do the same.
“I don’t know what you are, but you deserved this.”
Boone turned around before Joy could close her eyes again. He stumbled back, grabbing the top of a chair for support. Taking out his knife, he stared at her body the same way one would a puzzle or a problem. But Boone was not a careful man, a considerate man—subtlety was something he could neither see nor spell.
So he plunged the knife into his wife’s chest and left it there awhile.
Herbert
Seth had fallen asleep, which meant Herbert could rest as well. Despite having known his friend since infancy, Herbert continued to spend most of his days trying to impress him. For Herbert, he saw Seth’s favor as some unstable compound that if left unattended would simply vanish.
Smile some more and make it easy on me, Herbert thought, watching Seth’s head bob up and down with the bumps in the road. You take things too seriously. I mean, you’re right to, but you don’t have to, not all the time. He kicked off his shoes and stretched out his legs. Even when Seth slept, he looked serious, as though he were plotting their next plan of action with tools only the unconscious could provide. I shouldn’t put so much pressure on you. I shouldn’t act like such an ass.
Herbert North let out a sigh; he ran his hands across his face, pushing the sweat there into his hair. “This heat is getting to me, Seth. It’s cooking my brain, making me think all logically, responsibly.”
Seth Barker rubbed his nose, grunted, said, “That’s good,” and went back to sleep.
It never failed to amaze Herbert how quickly their names and the services they provided circulated the country. As far as he knew, they had no friends or acquaintances in Marrow, and yet here they were, traveling down its squelching roadways because some sad stranger had asked them to. It was work he was meant to do—he’d been certain of that the very moment Seth pulled back the fold and saw what lay in the Membrane. But whereas he’d envisioned a city to police, he instead ended up with a continent.
“One day, they’ll stretch us too far,” Herbert mumbled as he looked out the window, “and we’ll break. You think that’s what they want, Seth?” He kicked the toe of his friend’s shoe. “To send us all over the globe, sacrificing a few of their own along the way until we can’t take it anymore?”
Much to Herbert’s surprise, Seth opened one eye and said, “If they wanted us dead, we’d be dead. No grand scheme, Herbert. Just monsters doing what monsters do, and people like us making sure they don’t do it as much as they’d like.”
When the screaming started, they knew they’d reached Marrow. Both equipped with a knife, revolver, and a pocketful of powders, Herbert and Seth burst through the carriage door.
“Stop here,” Herbert shouted to the driver. “Whatever it is, we don’t want it to know we’re coming.”
“Just jump,” Seth said, pushing on Herbert’s back.
With about as much grace as a one-legged ballerina, Herbert vaulted from the moving vehicle. His feet went out from under him as he stumbled and then crashed into the ground.
“We’ll be staying at the home of Marie Riley,” Seth continued. “Bring our belongings there in the next half hour.”
Son of a bitch, Herbert thought as he stood up, wiping the mud off his ass as he watched Seth step gracefully down from the stopped carriage. “You couldn’t have waited five more seconds before throwing me off?”
“I got caught up in the moment. Quiet!”
They turned their heads towards the road where, a few feet beyond the carriage, a small, pathetic wall stretched across the land. There, they heard a rustling—an animal perhaps, or some sadistic sentry—and then, beyond that, more screams, followed by shouting, followed by gunshots.
“I think they’ve got it under control,” Herbert said.
“I think something is watching us.” Seth’s voice was cold, distant; his eyes the same as they traveled the length of the wall until it disappeared into the dim morning light.
Herbert took out his revolver and checked its chambers. “Well then, we should go say hello.”
Herbert and Seth had been to many places throughout the course of their career, but Marrow was the only one that truly lived up to its name. As they pushed through the outskirts, they found the town sitting between two narrow streams, its faded yellow houses all soft and bloated upon the bone-white land. By the placement of the buildings, there seemed to have been a rigid order, but with the passing of time, much like the bending of a spine, things had become crooked and unsightly. If the town offered anything to the people of the world, it was that even if it seemed impossible, there was always somewhere worse to live.
“Do you see that, Herbert?” Seth whispered, pointing to the center of Marrow where several citizens stood circled around something.
Herbert nodded and started forward. There were five, no, six people at the town’s center, and a seventh, a drunk man perhaps, swaying back and forth inside the barricade of bodies. He strained his eyes; the drunk was bleeding, and there was blood pouring out of his wrist where a hand should’ve been.
Moving closer, he started to make out the words the townspeople kept shouting. “Stay back,” they pleaded and “Please stop,” they begged, but the man at the center paid them no mind. He swung his ragged stump, lashing the crowd with ropes of blood as though he were a priest blessing his flock. More shouts, more screams; the people of Marrow pushed, punched, and kicked the man, but the pain they inflicted meant nothing to him.
“Seth, we have to get down there. We—”
A gunshot thundered through the town. The man at the center reeled as a stringy, pulpy mass of brains and arteries blew out the back of his skull. He fell, cracking his head like an egg against the earth, and sending the rest inside all over the townspeople’s feet. Gun smoke slithered around the crime scene, like a snake in search of fidgeting leftovers. The people of Marrow went silent, then began to part as their savior passed through the ranks to look upon what he had done.
“That’s the sheriff,” Herbert remarked, noticing the badge and the way the man walked, as though his overinflated ego was gumming up his gait.
“Suspect number one,” Seth said, picking at the bark of a tree. “Let’s go introduce ourselves.”
Herbert holstered his revolver. “You sure you don’t want to wait until we can catch him in a better mood?”
“He doesn’t strike me as a man with a better mood.”
Herbert and Seth ran into Marrow like two concerned neighbors who’d heard something awful from the house next door. The townspeople were beginning to disperse when they arrived at the center. Like the culprits they may have been, the people of Marrow stopped in their tracks and started looking guilty. The sheriff and another, a doctor by the looks of him, were hovering over the dead man’s body, arguing in heated whispers
“Hi, how’s it going?” Herbert said, breaking the ice so hard he was about to fall through and drown.
The sheriff looked over his shoulder and spat. “How can I help you boys?”
Herbert’s eyes went to the corpse at the sheriff’s feet. “We were called here.”
Sheriff Boone fingered the revolver’s trigger. “By?”
Seth ignored the question. “We’re investigators.”
“Of what?” the sheriff snarled.
“The things that shouldn’t be.” Seth was always vague when this inevitable question was asked, and somehow it was always enough.
“What do you know?”
The doctor cleared his throat until everyone was looking at him. He lifted the corpse’s shirt. The drunk man’s stomach had been torn open, and his intestines had been chewed to a paste.
“Boone, Eddy was dead on his feet,” the doctor said, “and even if he wasn’t, he should’ve been in too much pain to stand.”
“How long has this been going on?” Seth asked.
Sheriff Boone rubbed his eyes. “Eddy is the second. Marie Riley… she was last week.”
Herbert and Seth exchanged glances.
“She was dead on her feet, too, wasn’t she Doc?” Sheriff Boone said.
“Other than the fact she had no feet left to stand on… yeah. Her throat had been torn out.”
Herbert turned around to face the crowd that had gathered again. There were more now. With their worn-out clothes and worn-down eyes, they milled about as they waited to hear something which would make some sense of what had just happened.
“Marie Riley wrote us. She was the one who asked us to come.” Seth waited for the sheriff to panic, but he didn’t. “Missing kid, and our driver said your wife has disappeared as well.”
Herbert nodded at his friend, but his attention was elsewhere. Towards the back of the crowd, he noticed a little girl of seven or eight watching them. She was pale, dirty, and despite the heat, shivering. She had long hair that was somewhere between being damp and being encrusted with whatever wetted it. The little girl looked anxious, and like an anxious little girl, she sucked on the tips of her hair. She looked pleased as she tongued each strand, as though fond of the sticky substance that coated them.
“Herbert,” Seth called.
“Yeah?” Herbert answered. He turned back around—“Sorry, what?”—but then the little girl was gone, and no one near where she’d been standing seemed to notice or care.
“What happened to your wife, Sheriff?” Seth asked.
A murmur worked its way through the crowd.
Sheriff Boone cracked his knuckles as though imagining they were Herbert’s and Seth’s necks. He leaned in close to the investigators and said, “Why don’t you ask all them gathered around? I loved her. They didn’t.” He leaned back and then said loudly, “Let’s go inside and get you boys caught up on things.”
“Did you ever find Abernathy?” Herbert droned as he continued to search for signs of the little girl who’d vanished.
“No,” the sheriff said bluntly. “Never did find Joseph, Cali, Jessica, Maribel, Ethan, or Brian neither.”
Herbert swatted at a mosquito as it buzzed about his neck. “What? What the hell is going on here? How long has this—?”
The sheriff interrupted with a laugh. He walked up to Herbert until he was looking over him, down on him—blocking out the sun that shone on them.
“Aren’t you glad you came?” He smiled, and clamped one large, sweating hand down on Herbert’s shoulder. “I’m sure glad you came. We’ll make it all better, won’t we?”
Sheriff Boone brought them to the inn, and that’s where Herbert and Seth sat now, their belongings on the table, as the foremost experts on the madness of Marrow bombarded them with anecdotes and theories.
“We’re a god-fearing people here,” Daniel Nathaniel, the aforementioned doctor, said as he shifted in his lopsided seat. “Marie Riley… she feared enough for all of us.” He made the sign of the cross and mumbled a blessing.
That doesn’t make sense, Herbert thought and then said, “That doesn’t make sense. A god-fearing woman doesn’t employ men like us. She goes to the church, to the priest, not us.”
Seth nodded, and Herbert was glad to have his approval.
Roger Covert, Marrow’s mayor, finished off his drink; he held it out until the innkeeper came by to remedy the problem. “You wouldn’t think it, but lots of folk come by here. Strange folk, but nevertheless. They think us a bunch of rubes they can pawn off their junk to. And, yeah, they do, not going to lie, they do. Not much happens around these parts, so even if its shit they’re hocking, it helps pass the time.”
“No judgment here,” Herbert said as he silently judged the lot of them.
Dust cascaded onto the table; on the floor above, some god-fearing folk were fearing god all over their bed.
“It’s not unreasonable to think that someone referred the woman to you all,” Sheriff Boone added as he passed the table, pacing like an animal locked in its pen.
“The most devout do have a tendency of doing the exact opposite of what they should,” Seth said.
“They’re my favorite kind of people,” Herbert added, grinning. “It’s such a spectacle to break them. It’s almost cathartic.”
Seth leaned forward. “Was she in love with the man in the Black Hills?”
Sheriff Boone stopped, noticed that everyone had noticed that he’d stopped, and then started up again. “Blake was a cannibal. Before all that came out, she’d taken a liking to him.”
As Mayor Covert drank from his cup, he added between slurps, “She thought she could convert him, change him. Thinking back… I’d call it an obsession, but I’m not sure there’s much of a difference between the two—love and obsession.”
“I’m not sure, either,” the sheriff mumbled.
Deep as a puddle, this lot, Herbert thought.
The doctor picked at the blood underneath his fingernails. “Marie Riley was mighty upset with you Boone when you put a bullet in Blake.”
“I’m just going to be blunt with you,” Seth started. “Marie said your wife was evil.”
Sheriff Boone hung his head low and dropped into the nearest chair. He scratched the side of his face, plucked a few loose strands from his hair. “She spread rumors after what I’d done to Blake. Storm blew through… that was Joy’s fault. Kids started going missing… well, what do you know, Joy did it, too. She was a sensitive woman, Joy. All that talking ran her out of here. God, do I miss her.”
Something’s not right here, Herbert thought as he absently felt at the bagged powders in his pocket.
“Did everyone turn against Joy?”
“They had it in for her as soon as we’d married. Once they’d missed their chances.”
No concern for the kids, no genuine concern for your wife. Herbert squinted his eyes at Seth, trying to transmit his thoughts to him. It was a tool they’d used since childhood, and it never seemed to fail them.
“Did you ever find the kids?” Herbert asked.
Sheriff Boone shook his head.
“Searched every inch of the swamp,” the mayor clarified.
Seth spoke up: “What exactly happened to Marie Riley last week?”
Herbert noted the frustration in Seth’s voice, a combination of the heat and his dislike for enclosed spaces populated by dumbasses.
“She lived on the outskirts near the bayou. Terrible place to live. Alligators come up from the river there to rest. That’s how she lost her husband.”
Picking out a splinter from the table, Seth asked, “Was Abernathy her little girl?”
“She didn’t much look like her daddy, Marie’s husband, but lots of us here come from bad places, bad choices,” the mayor mused. “But yeah, Abernathy was hers. She didn’t mention that?”
Seth shook his head.
“That’s strange,” Sheriff Boone said matter-of-factly.
“That’s one detail you usually keep in if you want someone to come help you out of a bind.”
Herbert bit his lip and transmitted “What the fuck is going on?” to his partner.
Seth shook his head. Transmission received.
Daniel Nathaniel, the doctor, sneezed into his hands and wiped a trail of snot on his pant leg. “When we found Marie Riley, she was crawling down the road towards town. Blood everywhere. She should’ve bled out back in her garden where she’d been attacked. No feet, like I said. Eddy…”
“Eddy is the one who found her?” Herbert made the connection for the man.
“Yeah, and he’s the one who killed her. He said she attacked him, and he hit her with the shovel he’d been carrying.”
“Something is being spread,” Seth said excitedly. This was his favorite part of the investigation—the part where he got to theorize and be the smartest man in the room.
“Whatever is attacking these people, these children, is passing something on.” Herbert paused for a moment as he heard a door crack back against a house outside. “It’s hunting, and then whatever it feasts on is changed.”
“A disease of some sort,” the doctor added.
“Something in the saliva or its teeth.” Seth stood up and, just to be dramatic, started to lay out his weapons on the table. “Probably meant to paralyze, to make sure the corpse stays relatively put, so it can come back to it later on.”
“Nethers will do this, but they are extremely rare.” Herbert came to his feet as well. “Never heard of them this far south, and I’m hoping it’s not them, because they are a pain in the ass to kill. Incredibly impervious for some incredibly obnoxious reason.”
Outside, feet shuffled across a porch. A word was uttered, and then lost.
“I’d suggest ghouls, but the victims are too slow, too dimwitted, to be ghouls.” Seth twisted his mouth in thought. “Goredrinkers, maybe.” He smiled as the manly men of Marrow cringed. “But there’d be less left of them if that were true.”
“It could be an orphan… not what you think, gentlemen. They’re little pale kids who like to drink—”
“Sheriff, you need to watch yourself,” Seth warned. “I think this thing, whatever it is, may have attacked Eddy because he killed Marie. It doesn’t seem to like anyone who gets in the way of its food—”
Again, outside, there was a commotion: shouts, followed by footsteps, followed by a growl and screams.
“Christ Almighty, what the hell was that?” Mayor Covert sprang to his feet and grabbed one of the investigators’ weapons from the table.
That was fast. Herbert transmitted another thought to Seth—this is it—and bolted across the inn’s first floor. He pushed through the front doors, pushed aside the wide-eyed, slack-jawed pedestrian standing behind them. The humid slush that was Marrow’s air formed around him. His head darted back and forth between the houses and the streets, searching for the turmoil.
We can’t track this thing out here. Can’t let this fucker get away.
Another scream, and breaking glass. Herbert followed the inn’s wraparound porch to the left and then paused, his mind halted by what he saw. In a small alley, a woman lay upon a bed of glass, the shards that blanketed her protruding from her body. The body was twitching, and for a moment, Herbert thought the woman was alive. But then he saw it—the huge red worm stretching away from the corpse—and realized the body was moved by its feeding.
“Seth is this a new…?”
Herbert didn’t have the chance to finish his question, because the further his eyes traveled up the worm, the quicker he realized the worm wasn’t a worm at all, but intestines. Several feet from the woman’s body, near where the woods began, a little girl, the same he’d seen earlier, was walking away. She was holding the guts like a ball of yarn, and as she moved, they unspooled and spilt across the ground.
Realizing she’d been spotted, the little girl ran for the woods, clinging desperately to her bloody spoils while Herbert and Seth chased after her.
Joy
Joy liked strong men. She liked how hard they fought, even when they had no chance of winning. She liked the way their bodies looked when they were covered in sweat or drenched in blood. There was something about the texture of strong men that excited her. Perhaps it was the realization that beyond all the flesh, there was power.
Boone hadn’t been her equal, as she had so foolishly hoped, but he was strong. Joy appreciated this, because as he carried her through the swamp, she knew he wouldn’t drop or drag her. He’d draped a sheet over her body, placed a crucifix upon her chest. In the past, some men, usually the weaker ones, had cut her up or left her to fester beneath a tree or in a basement.  That’s the other reason she liked strong men: once they broke something, they became almost childlike in how they took care of the pieces.
He was bringing her to their secret place, their special place—a small island in the darkest part of the swamp, where under a thousand firefly lights, they first made love. He’d been so considerate then; he’d even finished on the dirt just to be safe.
It’s probably still there. Joy thought back to the damp patch of soil, and her magnificent husband panting over it. I can use that.
Boone struggled to walk as he trudged forward into the water. Joy looked down and through the sheet and watched his pained reflection on the lamplight-lit surface. It didn’t have to end like this, but she knew, if she was being honest with herself, it always would.
“Why’d you make me do it?”
Boone laid her down on the island and then lifted himself onto it. He took off her sheet—there, in the grass, the candles from last time, and her underwear—and sat.
“God damn it, Joy,” he said into his palms as he wept.
Joy rolled her eyes. Enough ceremony. Get on with it, so I can get out of here.
But then something happened she hadn’t expected, at least not from Boone. He hit her. He balled his hands into tear-streaked fists and punched her. He split her lip, broke her nose. He kicked her side until she flipped on her stomach, and then he turned her over and brought his foot down into her gut. She could feel his heel working its way down to her pelvis, and that’s when she understood the depth of his hate for her infertility.
Joy didn’t need to be human to know anger. What is this? She felt her skin become sweaty and hot. Boone, what are you doing to me? Her body tensed, and her mouth worked itself into a sneer. She started to clutch the earth, dig her fingers deep into it. Her husband must’ve noticed the changes, because he stopped his assault and went still. But it was too late. Death was one thing, but desecration was another matter entirely. He’d killed her out of necessity but dishonored her out of desire.
In a panic, Boone picked up the sheet and threw it over Joy. Using the fire from the lamp, he lit the remainder of the candles and placed them around his dead wife’s body. He muttered a half-hearted apology, turned his back, and fled into the night. Joy listened and watched for a while until his trampling couldn’t be heard, and his light was swallowed by the dark. She ripped off the sheet, but lay where he left her, and considered killing the whole of Marrow.
You want children?
Her white satin dress began to lengthen across the ground. She licked her lips at the thought of the boys and girls she’d eaten. For the perfect child, she had needed the perfect ingredients. Her dress tightened, wove into the soil itself; the cuffs and hem split and searched for the semen that had been spilt there.
You wouldn’t accept them then, but maybe you will now.
She brought her legs back as she felt her womb quicken.
And if you don’t, I’m sure we can find someone who will.
The white satin dress continued to stretch outward, so that it covered the island completely, while still leaving the candles upright. Her breasts grew heavy, and her nipples became engorged.
I’ll show you Marrow as it is, and once you see it, you’ll come back to me.
Joy took a deep breath, spread her legs, and pushed dead, rotted perfection into the world.
Herbert
“Nightfall comes quick!” Mayor Covert shouted after Herbert and Seth. “Slow down, damn it!”
Herbert whipped around, ripped the torch out of the mayor’s hands. “Doctor, our gear,” he yelled as he turned to face the woods. “Seth, don’t lose sight of her!”
Seth hurried onward, his revolver readied. “Don’t plan on it.”
As Daniel Nathaniel retreated towards the inn, Herbert plunged into the thick of the woods. The little girl was quick; she dodged and wove through the trees as though she’d known this place all her life.
Is this one of the missing kids?
He could feel Sheriff Boone at his back, holding up the rear, as though he were coming along only because his station required it.
Herbert took out his gun and knife and ran as fast as he could. Branches slashed his cheeks as bushes bit at his ankles. The muddy ground sucked on his feet as he splashed through puddles and pools. Because of the torch, it took him a moment to notice the phenomenon, but with every step he took, the woods were growing darker. Was it night already? How had so much time passed?
Seth fell back to join in his light. “There, where the swamp begins,” he panted, his skin a pale blue in the unnatural evening glow. “She’s gone in there.”
Herbert craned his neck. The doctor had never caught up with them, and Sheriff Boone was gone as well. “This is stupid, Seth. We don’t know what she is or how to kill her.”
“Hold on there just a minute,” Mayor Covert panted as he regrouped with the investigators. The smell of tobacco rolling off him, he grabbed his chest, as though to stop his lungs from leaving in search of a better body. “She’s just a little girl,” he finally managed to sputter.
“I’m no parent myself, but little girls don’t usually go digging in people’s stomachs,” Herbert said, shaking his head.
He recalled the little girl standing amongst the crowd hours earlier. He remembered how she stood alone but ignored, free to do as she liked, because she was a child, and no child could be capable of such cruelties.
“Go back, Mayor. There has to be more of these children. It’s no coincidence so many have gone missing.”
“Something has changed them?” Mayor Covert’s eyes were wide and watering.
“They may be marionettes. Something might’ve hitched a ride in these kids and is making them carry out its will. Fuck, I don’t know! I’m just guessing here. Listen… go back, get everyone to a safe place. Keep the kids separated. Use the rooms in the inn. One for each kid—”
Seth interrupted: “Herbert, we have to go. Mayor, treat this like an illness. We’ll be back when we’re finished.”
Mayor Covert nodded, and with a look of relief, he turned on his heels and went wheezing into the woods.
“You ready?” Seth went to where the land sloped and stood peering over the edge. “See the ripples?”
Herbert held the torch out as far as he could; across the swamp, black, oily waves were rolling outward. Slowly, he slid down the slope until he was up to his waist in the water. In a matter of seconds, he found himself swarmed by beetles and gnats, as though they were eager to welcome him into their decaying domain. He waved the torch back and forth, but the insects were unfazed. There were worse things to fear in the swamp than fire.
“There she is,” Seth whispered, swimming beside Herbert. “Where the inlet is, just beyond. Another part of the swamp, I think.”
“This is the sloppiest investigation we’ve ever conducted.” Herbert picked out a mush of bugs that had flown into his ear.
“We were a little hasty,” Seth admitted. “I just wanted to get this over with. We’d be out here for weeks trying to track this thing down.”
“Where’d the sheriff go?”
“It was morning when we got here. How did it…?” Seth pushed a piece of driftwood out of his way. “I think Sheriff Boone knows exactly what’s going on.”
“Why didn’t he stop us?” Herbert paused. “We need to get out of the water.”
Several frogs leapt from their lily pads as something slithered past, dipping beneath the surface before the investigator could see it.
“We go where the monsters go. It’s the only way to be sure.” Seth sped up and reached for the inlet. He grasped the roots there and lifted himself out of the water.
“I think he wants us to find whatever he and his wife have done and put an end to it. Too afraid to do it himself.” Herbert handed his friend the torch and followed his example. “I swear to god if there’s a leech on my—”
“Shut up, Herbert,” Seth said, giving back the torch and crouching down. “What is that?”
He had to strain himself to hear it, but they were there: dark words in the inky night. At first, they seemed so familiar, as though he could make out what was being said; but then the words became heavier, thicker, like they’d been torn open by some eldritch incantation and left to scab over. Herbert’s ears began to burn, to itch; the words became scratchy, harsh, like someone was sawing through his skull with a thick piece of rope.
“The white island,” Seth murmured, his finger pointing to the pale plot between two weeping willows. “That’s where it’s coming from. That’s where the little girl went.”
Herbert North lowered himself into the swamp and slowly waded forward. Boney trees twisted out of the roiling murk, their flesh the leaves that now blanketed the black waters. Mosquitoes washed over him in blood-swollen waves, taking what they could, when they could, because he was in no position to swat them away. He’d brought the torch, but then left it behind, as the dead things ahead had their own light, and he didn’t want them to see him coming.
Joy
Joy parted her legs and pulled out the snakes that had crawled inside her. Being dead had its perks, but too often it meant that things tried to take up residence in places they had no right to be. Since Boone had left, her body had become a writhing temple for all things scaled and skittering. Her children enjoyed it—they seemed to take great pleasure in probing around inside her for a small snack—but truth be told, it was an annoyance she could do without.
Cali and Ethan were standing over Joy when Abernathy finally returned with her offering. She had considered renaming the children, but they looked too much like their older selves, so it would’ve only made things more confusing. Sure, they hadn’t come out perfectly—Maribel had Jessica’s eyes; Ethan had Joseph’s fingers; Abernathy had absorbed Brian entirely—but she had long since come to accept the brutal beauty of imperfection.
Joy smiled while Abernathy laid the bundle of intestines at her feet. Then, like a bird feeding its young, the little girl stretched out her neck and coughed until she vomited up a heart and some toes.
You could’ve just used your pockets, Joy thought as Abernathy nodded and joined her siblings. Silly children.
Still in her white satin dress, Joy sat up and ran her fingers over the already fly-infested remains. The island shuddered. The fabric rippled and swirled, and where there had been nothing, there was now a body, or at least an attempt at one. Beginning with a severed head and ending in two detached feet, the makeshift man was a combination of stolen parts that had been brought here by her children. With a flick of her wrist, Joy picked up the intestines and dropped them where the stomach would be. With a snap of her finger, the heart lodged itself into a hollowed-out torso; then the toes were attached to the places where Cali had gnawed the last ones off.
“Daddy,” Abernathy said, her voice boyish, like Brian’s had been.
Joy nodded and lay back down. She tired easily, because it took everything she had to keep from leaving this world. “Yes, soon, my love.”
“People are coming,” Ethan said, his voice unenthused.
Joy cocked her head. “Hide, children. Abernathy may have brought us visitors.”
Abernathy’s lip quivered, and she started to weep tears of dirt.
“Hush, now,” Joy said, calling the girl over with a wave of her arm. “Hush. They may be the last things we need before…”
Joy’s eyes widened. Boone rose out of the darkness, his revolver pointed directly at her head. He was covered in sweat, and tens of ticks and leeches were attached to his skin. He was bleeding from the nose, and pieces of a thorn bush were still stuck to his pant leg.
“You’ve gone through hell to get here,” Joy said. “It’s up to you how you get out.”
Boone pulled back the hammer on his gun. He took a quick look at the abominations huddled beside his wife. “I knew it was you.”
“What took you so long?” Joy could feel the fear in her children, and it sickened her. They were connected to each other, and they reflected one another’s pain. “Did you think if you pretended this wasn’t your fault, god wouldn’t find out? You don’t have to worry about that, Boone. The only God in these parts is fast asleep, and he doesn’t much mind murder.”
As though he were processing each detail one at a time, Boone suddenly became aware of the half-completed corpse and stumbled backward. “What… what are you doing?”
“Children need a father, Boone. I told them you’d come, but if you don’t want the job, I’ll make someone who will.”
“Fuck you. I’m going to kill—”
Joy smiled and started to chant. At first, the words were familiar, but as she spoke and hummed, they became heavy and thick. The eldritch incantation welled inside her chest, and with every syllable uttered, the pressure from the ancient speech pushed against her bones. In heated shouts, the words split apart and the larva of hate and malice pushed through and bore its way into Boone’s mind.
The sheriff started to spasm. When he dropped the gun, the children swarmed.
“Only the best parts of him, my loves,” Joy said as her son and daughters tore into her husband. “But leave enough so he can find his way back. It’s time for Marrow to become the mindless mass it’s always aspired to be.”
Herbert
When Herbert finally found Sheriff Boone, the children had already torn him to bits. Like ants at a picnic, the girls and the lone boy were carrying off pieces of tribute to their pale queen. At the center, a woman lay panting. As she panted, the island shook, for it was covered in the dress she wore.
Gripping the powders in his pocket, Hebert backed away slowly, bumping into Seth as he did so.
“We can’t stand here.” Herbert’s voice was so weak it was as though he’d mouthed the words. With Seth, he looked down upon the dress, where the satin threads had become porous, dilated.
“Don’t go,” the woman said, sitting up.
She let the strap of her dress fall down past her shoulder, exposing her breast. The little girl they’d followed here crawled over to her. The woman’s nipple began to drip blood, and then the little girl fed.
“Let me introduce you to our happy family.”
Oh god, I’m going to be sick.
Herbert covered his mouth. He looked at the other girl and boy who were hard at work on a second corpse, a ravaged corpse, using Sheriff Boone’s tongue, flesh, and veins to fill it in, fill it out.
I can’t do this.
His hand began to shake; his skin began to prickle. He felt a warm wave of malaise wash over him, pour into him; it pushed under his eyelids, coalesced in his stomach. His vision became dotted with red, as though the world had been rendered in pointillism. He felt his heart pumping in his ears, his vomit sitting lodged in his throat.
I can’t show her weakness, he thought, grabbing Seth’s wrist and finding it just as clammy as his hand.
“No offense to you boys, but men are shit. I’ve tried and I’ve tried, but there isn’t anyone in this world for me. Not yet, at least.”
“Joy,” Seth guessed.
“I’ve never been happier,” Joy said as the little girl, greedy in her drinking, started to cough up blood onto her mother’s chest. “Just stay still and take pride in knowing you’ll be reborn better—”
Seth raised his revolver and fired three shots; each bullet whizzed through the air and caught a child in the head. The little boy and the little girl flew backward, their gangly, grotesque bodies falling into the swamp. The breastfeeding child crashed into Joy with the force of the impact, drenching her mother’s face in arterial spray. Herbert, not wasting any time, emptied his gun into Joy.
Joy
Joy lay there a moment to let the men think they’d won. She could feel pieces of her face dripping down around her, but that was an easy fix. With the eye still attached to its nerves, she looked at Abernathy and the bodies of the girl’s brother and sister in the water. She’d expected something like this to happen the moment they’d left the nest. They hadn’t been her children, not entirely, so she wasn’t wracked with grief. But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt to watch them die.
The men stood over her now and saw that she was still alive. No matter, she thought as she started to speak the dark words that had birthed her babies and killed her husband. But they came out wrong; they came out weak and limp, without impact and power. She’d spent too much energy on the children, on Boone; she’d used everything up just to buy a little extra time on this secret, special island. She willed her dress to dig deeper for sustenance, but the soil had long since been stripped.
The men knew what they were doing, and they knew there was nothing she could do about it. Joy refused to resort to baser behaviors, so as they cut through her arms and legs with their knives, she laughed instead.
Weak men, she thought, just like the rest of them.
With one of the men holding onto her hair, the other chopped through her neck until her head was severed from her body.
“Not enough,” Joy taunted, her head sideways on the satin.
I knew this was going to happen. Why did I bother?
“Going to have to try harder,” she said, snickering.
I should’ve listened to you.
“You’re not going to like it when you find out what Joseph, Jessica, and Maribel have done.”
The one the other called Seth reached into his pocket and sprinkled what Joy quickly identified as Damnation Dust across her dress.
She’s going to want to hear about this.
His friend, still nameless, did similarly, except he was throwing handfuls of Rapture. As soon as the materials mixed, green flames erupted over the dress and began to consume it. Joy then felt something like panic as the fire crept closer to her head.
How do they know so much?
“Grab them and throw them in,” Seth said to his friend, who went into the waters and retrieved Ethan and Cali.
Joy watched as her white satin dress cracked and flaked, and knew that this was the end. As soon as it was gone, she would be, too. She closed her eyes, and in the darkness, Joy saw her sister. Though she would never admit it, there was no denying that it felt nice to be going home. Sure, her sister would scold her, make fun of her, but in the end, they’d laugh, and once Joy had rested, they’d have their revenge, too.
After all, they already had Seth’s name, and that’s all they needed.
Herbert
After they had burned and buried the bodies, they returned to Marrow. Beneath a cloudless sky, the town moaned with the sounds of the dead and dying. Exhausted, Herbert and Seth sprinted sluggishly through the woods, until they were on the edge of Marrow and could see what had become of it.
In the hazy, moth-mobbed gas lamp light, the people of Marrow had lost their minds. In huge crowds, the gory remains of things that should not be shuffled and swarmed towards the nearest sounds. They behaved much like Eddy had, like Marie supposedly had; mindless, yet persistent, the human shells shook with spasms of violence, but never attacked one another. Their hate, or hunger, was directed towards the living.
“They’re dead,” Seth said, his breath hot and sticky on Herbert’s cheek. “Joy’s children did this. Joseph, Jessica, and—”
“Maribel,” Herbert finished. He watched as the creatures ambled through the alleys, searching for openings to slide their decomposing selves into. “They’re the undead.”
“This isn’t Vodoun.” Seth pulled Herbert aside, and they pressed themselves against the back of the nearest house.
“I don’t know what that woman did or what she had her kids do, but those are fucking zombies.” Herbert cringed as he heard one of the creatures scraping its nails across stone just around the corner.
“How did we miss this?” Seth reloaded his revolver and gripped his knife.
“Given the circumstances, I think we did the best we could. Not everything has to follow the rules.”
Seth nodded and leaned out from their hiding place. “Get to the inn, get our things. We have to find those kids before they turn anyone else.”
“The kids didn’t turn them all. It’s not possible.”
Seth pulled back and said, “Then don’t let any of them touch you. I don’t know how it spreads, but if she still has a hold on them—”
An old man hobbled into view. He looked at them pleadingly as the bones in his legs burst through his flesh, their broken ends sharper than any blade. The old man’s hands flexed, and his jaws started to tremble. And then in the blink of an eye, faster than he had any right to be, he lunged.
“Now,” Seth shouted, checking the old man with his shoulder.
They fell to the ground in a whirlwind of skin. As Seth held the zombie’s neck and pushed it outward, Herbert drove his knife through the base of the man’s skull and twisted until Death came for what It’d been owed.
“Herbert…” Seth said as his friend helped him up.
Herbert turned around; tens of zombies were pouring through the alleyway, each pushing past the others to be the first in line.
“Meet me at the inn!” Seth darted off into the dark, and several zombies followed after.
When is splitting up ever a good idea? Herbert gave the creatures the middle finger and ran to the right, where a house sat elevated off the ground. He jumped, caught the supports, and hoisted himself up to the porch. Herbert pushed through the back door into the house. Inside, a fire blazed on a table from a fallen candle. Covering his mouth, he hurried through several rooms, until he found the front door and went through it.
Outside, the main street of Marrow had become a river of blood. A horde of zombies were shuffling back and forth in its crimson waters. Screams rode in on the coppery wind, as townspeople were ripped from their homes and eaten.
Herbert caught sight of Seth near where they’d first snuck into town. But before he could do something irrational, like trying to beat his friend to the inn, someone jumped on his back. He dropped hard to his knees.
“Daddy, Daddy,” the little girl—Jessica, Herbert realized—whispered as her nails dug into his skin.
He reached around. Feeling her wet teeth on his neck, he yanked her over his shoulders and threw her into the street. Jessica slid in the stream of blood, her eyes, too large for their sockets, blinking out the gore that got in them. She started to speak, perhaps to beg, but before she could, Herbert put a bullet in her head.
He had the horde’s full attention now, which, if he were lying to himself, which at this moment he was, had been his intention all along. He jumped to his feet and ran directly at the creatures.
Twenty, thirty… Christ, how many people live here?
The horde picked up its pace, causing some to slip in the blood and be trampled by their blighted brethren. Hebert fired five shots into the crowd and sent three to the ground. When they were close enough to grab him, he ducked and made a sharp turn, causing the horde to overextend itself and topple over one another.
“Herbert North!”
Herbert paused for a moment, his attention fixed on the ten zombies by the carriage ahead, and listened again for what had been Mayor Covert’s voice.
“God damn it, man! Up here!”
Herbert looked to the second floor of one of the larger houses in Marrow—must be the mayor’s—and saw Roger Covert standing there with a hunting rifle. He waved to Herbert, and then fired into the group of ten.
A scream, but not from the creature he hit. An old woman and a small girl emerged from the carriage and bolted through the breach left by the wounded monsters. But they were slow and wounded themselves; they didn’t get two feet before the rest of the zombies were on them.
“Please, they’re my people!” Mayor Covert fired and shattered one of the creature’s jaws. “Ms. Carol, Lisa, hold on!”
Herbert’s stomach sank. By simply saying their names, the old woman and the small girl were elevated above the unknown corpses piled high around him. Knife in hand, he ran and ripped through the group of zombies, driving the blade into their necks and ears. The zombies moaned and drooled as they fell backward and on their sides. But by the time Herbert had a clear view of Ms. Carol and Lisa, he wished he hadn’t.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, backing up before the zombies, so intensely ravenous in their feasting, realized he was there.
Under the cover of gunfire, Herbert made it to the mayor’s house unscathed. As he pulled open the door, he caught sight of a group of armed townspeople making their way through Marrow.
“Where’s Boone?” Mayor Covert said, startling Herbert.
Herbert shut the door behind him and caught his breath. He shook his head and said, “Divorced.”
Mayor Covert’s eyes were red-rimmed and filled with tears. He fell against Herbert, bawling as he managed to say, “She did this. She did this. Herbert, how did this happen?”
“We have to get out there.”
Herbert patted Roger’s back. When he pulled his hand away, he found his palm covered in red. Was it the mayor’s blood, or the blood of all those he’d loved too much to let live as undead?
“Did you bring people to the inn?”
Mayor Covert nodded. He stood upright and swallowed hard. “Some. There’s two upstairs.” He sniffed his nose, fell against the banister of the staircase, and started to cry again.
“We have to keep moving. Once we have the… living… secure, we’ll take care of the rest. Okay?”
Again, Mayor Covert nodded. “What’s happening, Herbert? Where’s your partner?”
“Seth’s going to the inn, too. It’s a lot to explain, mayor. Just… if you see one of the missing children… blow their fucking head off. Trust me.”
Joseph
They don’t like it when I kiss them. Mommy said they would. They always cry. Crying makes them taste funny. Mommy said she filled us up with love. Mommy said we should fill them up with love, too. They yell at me and ask me to stop, but I know they like it, because after a while, they get real quiet, and I can kiss them as much as I want.
There’s so many people here to play with. They look scared. I tried to play with the girls and boys in their rooms, but I think I hurt them. All their mommies and daddies are in the front. They look scared, too. I think they’d feel better if they were together.
I let them out. They really didn’t like being locked up in those rooms. Everyone is kissing everyone now. Mommy will be happy. I like making Mommy happy.
Herbert
When they finally reached the inn’s wraparound porch, Herbert stopped and introduced himself to the father and daughter he’d helped escort there. He hadn’t wanted to know their names, or for them to know his, until he was certain they were safe. It had always been better this way. Too many victims haunted him at night as it was.
“Dale Jones,” the father said, shaking Herbert’s hand with the kind of firm grip only the grateful can manage. “This is my beautiful daughter, Scarlet. She’s eleven.”
Scarlet smiled. If she hadn’t been surrounded by putrid death, she may have even blushed at this strange stranger.
“Thank you,” she said, her voice softened from a night of screaming. Her dark blonde hair fell in front of her face as she asked, “What happened, Mr. North?”
Mayor Covert, having lagged behind, finally arrived outside the inn and said, “Come on, come on. Inside, let’s get inside.”
“I’m not sure, Scarlet,” Herbert said, looking into the girl’s eyes, which begged him for an answer, a justification for what had happened to her small, quiet, uneventful, can’t-wait-to-leave-here-for-the-big-city town. “But we’re going to get you out of here. Ready?”
“Ready,” Scarlet said, the hint of a smile behind all the dirt and blood on her face.
“Ready,” Dale said, looking at his daughter as though he were trying to figure out how he could be as courageous as her.
Mayor Covert nodded as he held on tightly to the rifle that had so quickly killed so many of his own.
Herbert North took one last look at the place he would never truly know. He looked at the faded yellow houses, soft and bloated, and the fire spreading between them. He looked at the bone-white earth and the blood tide washing over it. He looked at the creatures roaming through the town, scavenging for flesh in all the places flesh may hide. How did they end up here? How did things turn out this way? The kind thing to do would be to leave some of the zombies behind for others to find and to give credence to the stories the survivors would tell. But could they take that risk just to raise awareness, just to fend off psychosis? He caught a glimpse of the group of armed townspeople again—already their numbers seemed thinned—and when he looked back to the zombies, he counted several more than before.
“Mr. North?” Scarlet’s words shook him from his thoughts. “Are there more people like you?”
He smiled and turned away from Marrow. Reaching for the inn’s front door, he said, “Not enough.”
“I could do it,” she said, squinting her eyes to look scary, like a soldier surveying a battlefield.
“Better than us, I bet.” Herbert nodded at Mayor Covert, and Mayor Covert nodded at him. “Stay close. There may be a few in here since you last left. I don’t know how long it takes to turn.”
“I made sure,” Mayor Covert said.
“Good.” Dale bent down, and Scarlet climbed up his back and held onto his shoulders. “Good, thank you, good, good.”
Herbert pushed open the front door and, for a moment, time stopped. Everyone was there, just like the mayor had said, but what he had brought and what now stood before them was not the same. They were zombies, all of them. Under the bloodstained ceiling, from each blood-drenched wall, men, women, and children stood tightly packed, their fresh, seething wounds rubbing into one another’s. And beyond the hungering horde, at the top of the stairs, Joseph sat, his cheeks fat like a chipmunk’s as he stuffed his face with strips of flesh.
“Herbert! Get the hell out of here!”
He spotted Seth at the farthest end of the second floor, where most of the balcony was in splinters. Seth looked as though he were about to collapse, and his clothes, his expensive, entirely inappropriate for the occasion clothes, were shredded.
Herbert turned to his companions. “Mayor, go, please. Run. They’re slow. You’ve got your gun.”
And before they could object, he stepped into the inn and slammed the door shut behind him. He didn’t bother barring it, because he knew they wouldn’t follow.
“What are you doing?” Seth fired a bullet at Joseph, but missed.
What am I doing?
Goosebumps ran up and down his arms as the zombies began to realize he was there.
What am I doing?
He had run out of bullets, so he turned his pockets inside out for the bagged powers inside.
Rapture, Grave Dust, Ensnare… Rapture.
There wasn’t much left of the black, purple-flecked component, but it was more than enough to get the job done.
“Seth, do you still have Damnation?”
The two powders needed to be segregated for obvious reasons; neither man had any interest in having the end of the world start in the crotch of their pants.
Seth nodded as he held out the little bag of death.
The floor vibrated and shook as the zombies limped towards Herbert. He had five seconds at most before hundreds of teeth were picking clean his bones.
“Shoot it!” He pretended to throw the bag into the air.
“What about the kid? I only have one bullet.”
Joseph looked at Seth and swallowed the meat in his mouth. He started to stand, ready to run.
Herbert shrugged, fell back against the front door, and flung the bag of Rapture into the air. It soared above the zombies. When it hit its peak, Seth fired. The bullet ripped through the bag, showering the creatures in the thick, abyssal dust. The zombies, seemingly mesmerized, looked up and reached out, as though they were children caught in winter’s first snow.
“Get out!” Seth pulled back the hand that held Damnation. “I’ll meet you out back!”
Herbert turned to leave, but before he could, Seth shouted and crashed into the floor. Through the rungs in the banister, Herbert saw Seth and Maribel atop him, with Joseph crawling over to join in the fun.
Several hands reached out and pulled Herbert into the sour mass of flesh. Fingers dug at his skin, pinched it as though it were putty. He kicked and slashed the creatures, severing hands, slitting throats. Those he injured fell, but only out of habit. Crooked mouths with flicking tongues closed on his side, his shoulder. He shook and flailed; stabbed their heads, gouged their eyes. Corpses collapsed upon him and died one last time; using them as a shield, he crawled across the sticky floor towards the front desk.
“Are you still… get the hell off—”
Herbert looked up and saw Seth’s bloodied hand hanging over the edge of the second floor. He stood up, shedding the leaking body sprawled across him. He leapt for the front desk; a hand caught his ankle and pulled him back down. His chin cracked against the hardwood floor. With one hateful kick, he smashed the zombie’s face in and then hurried to his feet.
“Hold on! I’m coming!”
Herbert stepped onto the front desk and followed it around to the huge bookcase behind it. As the mass of undead converged on him, he jumped onto the bookcase and scrambled up it. The case swayed, and its shelves buckled, but he kept climbing until he was at the top, on the top.
Without thinking, because he had no time to, Herbert jumped. Again, time stopped, and as he thrashed through the air, he saw the seemingly endless citizens of Marrow below, wallowing in their own mire of filth, waiting for him to fall.
Time resumed; the edge of the second floor was coming up on him. He threw his hands out, caught the banister and a bit of the carpet beyond.
“Seth, just hold on!”
His legs dangled over the crowd of flesh beggars as he fought for purchase with bloody hands. Slowly, he pulled himself up and over the banister. Wasting no time, he ran for his friend.
Seth was still screaming, which was a good sign. But the fact Maribel was digging at his stomach like a dog was not. Herbert bolted across the second floor, grabbed the girl by her greasy hair, and slammed her face into the wall.
Joseph growled and scurried over Seth. He caught Herbert’s legs. With more strength than should’ve been possible, he knocked Herbert over. Joseph punched him in the face, in the throat; Herbert coughed and wheezed.
God damn son of a bitch, he thought as he braced his arm against the child’s chest, forcing him back. Joseph kicked between his legs, grinding his toes into Herbert’s testicles.
“Get the fuck off!” Herbert knocked the boy back and then cupped himself as pain struck like lightning throughout his body.
Seth caught Joseph as he lunged again for Herbert. Maribel staggered over to save her brother, but her eyes had rolled back into their sockets, and she couldn’t see where she was going.
“Where is it?” Herbert called in between pathetic moans. “Where’s the dust?”
“On me,” Seth said as Joseph wiggled to be free of Seth’s hold. “Grab Maribel and…”
Joseph tipped his head back and made a choking noise. The front of his shirt started to move, became bunched up as though something were behind it. Seth wrinkled his nose as he smelled something foul, like the boy had vacated his bowels.
“I think they’re dying, Herbert,” Seth said, furrowing his brow as Joseph shook in his hands. “Grab Maribel and we’ll—”
Joseph had one final spasm, and then the buttons blew off his shirt as two heads tore through his stomach. Skeletal arms with feet for hands dropped out of the gaping hole and hung there limply. The two heads, rubbery and fused, had teeth all the way up their ears; and at the top of their skulls sat a crown of fingernails and bone fragments.
“Now, Herbert,” Seth said, lifting the boy and his conjoined brothers and throwing him over the banister.
Joseph, still choking, crashed into the clamoring crowd below, the force of the collision ejecting his sibling from his chest.
Herbert hobbled to his feet. He scooped up the blinded Maribel.
No more. This is over. Bringing her to the banister, he noticed the lightness of her body, the softness of her skin. He saw the way her eyebrows arched, as though she were in pain or afraid. Maribel was a monster, but she hadn’t allowed herself to become this way. The fact that she had been created for this purpose gave to her a kind of pathetic purity that weakened Herbert’s resolve. No, he couldn’t let her live—she was too dangerous, too infectious—but perhaps if the situation had been different, if Seth hadn’t been there…
Herbert held Maribel over the edge of the second floor and then released her. Wasting no time, Seth opened the pouch of Damnation Dust and tossed it into the air. End over end, it went, and with every grain of the powder that fell, a small, green fire started where it landed. The hellish flames spread rapidly amongst the Rapture-coated dead. When the pouch hit the ground, it exploded into a pillar of flames that shot upward through the center of the horde to the ceiling itself.
“Do you think some of the kids were still in there? In the bodies?” Herbert searched the smoke for signs of Joseph and Maribel; he wanted to be sure they had died.
“Their souls?” Shadows swept across Seth’s face from the tornado of fire spinning through the inn. “No, I don’t think so. I hope not.” He sighed and took his friend’s hand. “We’re done here, Herbert. Let’s go.”
Joy
From the Void, the world looked dark, but the green fires in Marrow left enough light to see what had been done. Joy wasn’t delusional enough to think she’d been right, but that didn’t stop her from wanting to hurt those who had brought ruin to her own.
Her sister sat beside her on the rocky precipice. “Is that all of them?” she asked.
Joy shook her head and said, “Caleb and Christina are still out there. I can feel them, for now. I’m not sure how much longer they’ll make it. At least those men don’t know about them.”
“I heard his name—Herbert, that’s what Seth called him.” Her sister put her arm around Joy’s shoulder and brought her close. “I have an idea. Who do you want to destroy the most?”
“Herbert,” Joy said immediately. “There’s something about him.”
“So we’ll start with Seth. It will take time. Can you be patient?”
Joy turned, felt her sister’s white hair with her fingertips. “Time is nothing to us. If I must wait until he draws his last breaths, I will. And in those moments, I will make him feel more pain than the whole of the universe has combined.”
“No, no,” her sister said, kissing Joy’s forehead. “Pain is my namesake, my job. Keep making us families. One day, you’ll get it right, and we won’t need this place anymore.”
Joy smiled and bit her lip. “I was a good wife, wasn’t I?”
Her sister nodded. “You were, truly.”
“I just wanted the best for my children. I wanted them to be happy. I wanted them to grow up and love and have children of their own.” Joy shook her head and said, “Is that too much to ask?”
Her sister shushed her. “Hush, now, there’s still hope in Caleb and Christina. They’re beautiful children. When they’re done, the world will be so much better because of them.”
“You think so?”
“Oh yes. They will bring such joy to the world. After all, they have all your best qualities.”
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TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Gemma sucked on the salty tips of her hair as she laid ruin to her kingdom of sand. Fists and fingers left holes where houses had been. The returning tide saw to the rest. The great city shivered and cracked and, like wax beneath a flame, sank into itself, until all that remained was all it would ever be. Covered in the ocean’s grime, Gemma the Thirteen-Year-Old Destroyer came to her feet, smiled, and made for the cave that yawned on high.
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Camilla rolled down the driver’s side window and let the heat scorch her some. The air conditioner had been reduced to a wheeze and a rattle. She wiped the sweat from her eye; with it went her makeup, too. Her cell phone buzzed against her leg. She pulled it from her pocket, read the name across the screen, and threw it like spilt salt over her shoulder. It landed on a pamphlet—junk mail, really—for Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy.
Camilla knew what her husband wanted, but she wouldn’t be moved on the matter. The divorce was going through whether he wanted it to or not.
The truck dipped and groaned as it went over the uneven lip of the lot. Camilla’s nerves were much like the suspensions about to give way—stretched beyond their limit and soon to snap. She parked where the weeds grew wildly and sat there a moment. Her hardness fell away like scales, leaving her with the tender truth that hurt too much to consider. Was she being selfish? Was she making a mistake? These questions she often asked and seldom answered.
Camilla kicked open the door, because a push was never enough, and headed for the antique shop.
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Storm clouds crept along the sun-blasted sky, thunder like horns announcing their coming. Trent waited until the call went to voicemail, and put the phone away. His brother, Jasper, sent him a sympathetic look from across the kitchen table. Trent smiled, and guzzled his beer until there was nothing left of it.
“Give her time,” Jasper said, swatting away a horsefly from his neck.
“I’d give her just shy of forever if I knew it’d do me any good.” Trent leaned forward, put his elbows on the table. He said into folded hands, “No more. It’s done.”
“She did this.” Jasper twitched as a flash of lightning lit up the horizon. “She cheated on you, man.”
“She cheated for a reason.” Trent breathed out the anger that reminder had brought him. “If I just knew why, I could make things better.”
“Doesn’t work like that.” Jasper shook his head, ashamed. “It’s done, and you know it.”
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Sea foam spilt over the shore, like the contents of a tipped cauldron. Crabs crowded around Gemma as she sat on her perch, legs swinging over the cave’s precipice. She watched the last of her kingdom wash away on the beach below. She could still hear them, the king and the queen, calling out for help, but she paid them no mind. They’d done it to themselves.
Fat drops of rain fell on Gemma’s knees and knuckles. She scooted backwards. A banshee wind howled across the cliff and haunted the cave. Lightning cracked the sky. Under its crooked grin, she scurried even further back.
Gemma considered staying here, to let the storm take her where it willed. Surely, wherever she went, it would be better than where she was about to go.
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Fortune stood before her with a price tag too good to be true. Camilla searched it for signs of distress and forgery. She tapped on its bones, felt up its face. She pressed her ear to its heart and listened to its ticking beat. Between the pendulum’s sways, she could almost hear Trent telling her no, telling her it was too expensive, that they couldn’t afford it.
She pulled back, pulled it open to have a look at its innards. Like a haruspex, she saw future profits in its golden organs. If she didn’t buy it, then someone else would, and she wasn’t about to stop chasing happiness when it stood ready to be caught.
Mind made up, Camilla went to the front and asked the owner about the grandfather clock.
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Beachfront properties had their perks, but being beaten into submission by storms on an almost weekly basis wasn’t one of them. They came in quick, and they came in hard. But for Trent, weathering abuse, in any shape or form, was something he had built up a tolerance for.
Trent got up from the kitchen table and went to the fridge. He opened it and stood there, staring at the leftovers on the second shelf. That’s what he’d be one day, he thought. A memory, one of many, put on ice and stored away in Camilla’s mind. And all the good there’d been between them, it wouldn’t last. He could with live that, or at least, that’s what he told himself. What he couldn’t live with was what would happen to Gemma. Camilla’s threats of divorce had already begun to cause their daughter to spoil.
“What’s up?” Jasper must have noticed Trent had been standing there a good minute or so. “You find the meaning of your life in that meatloaf there?” He rubbed his stomach. “Throw it out, brother. Was bad to begin with.”
“Don’t know about that,” Trent said, catching his meaning. He grabbed another beer and slumped back down into his chair.
Outside, a bolt of lightning stabbed the sea. Thunder, like cannons, bombarded the house, rattling it from its windows to its rickety foundations. It would go on like this for a while, the back and forth blows. But most of the time, they didn’t amount to much.
Jasper, fixated on the window that overlooked the ocean, mumbled, “Where’s Gemma?”
“She’s here. Heard her come in.” Trent cracked open his beer and sucked up the foam that bubbled out of it. “Didn’t she?”
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
The moment Gemma stepped out of the cave, the clouds must have decided it was time to drown the world. The rain hit her so hard it hurt. And there was so much of it that she couldn’t see but a foot in front of her. Between here and home, it was a quarter-mile trek across crabgrass and sand dunes. She’d done it before, more times than she could count. But between the deluge on earth and the warring heavens above, the path had never felt more wrong. In the elements, she was out of hers.
Arms wrapped tightly around herself, Gemma gave everything she had to moving forward. Though she would never admit it to anyone or anything but her diary, she was scared. Terrified. The wind kept shoving her in every direction but the one she needed to go. She could barely keep her eyes open, because the storm kept spitting in them. And every second that passed, she could hear the ocean coming closer, toppling over the shore, as though desperate to take her into its salty embrace.
A blast of wind shoved Gemma to the side. She plodded into a pile of driftwood, lost her balance, and toppled over. The wet, gray murk rolled in and fell like a blanket over her. Maybe this wasn’t a bad place to be, she thought, shivering herself into the sand. If she could hold out a little longer, her mom and dad would come looking for her. To have them working together, side-by-side, without clawing each other’s eyes out—that just might be worth a bad cold and some scratches.
Gemma hated that she was giving in to the theatrics her mother often accused her of, but it had to be done. So she curled into a ball, clung to the driftwood, and pretended not to hear her name, which was now riding in on the chilling wind.
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
The owner of the antique shop was a man by the name of Gethin Yates. Much like the shop itself, he was a brooding, disheveled man who was both annoyingly unreasonable and frustratingly unpredictable. But what made him most unsettling were his features; his pale skin and frail frame; his elfish ears and long nails; his black eyes, wide and unblinking, like the sharks that came up along the bay from time to time. It’s not that the middle-aged mutant was intimidating. He just didn’t seem to belong in this town, or even this world.
“What can I help you with today?” Gethin purred from behind the register.
Getting through the antique shop took time. There were too many items out in the open, in unstable places. Rumor had it the man made more money off people breaking things than actually selling them. And now that the storm had rolled in and started having its way with the town, the lights in the shop were going out. So Camilla, half-way to the front, chose to ignore him, to watch her step, instead. She just wanted the grandfather clock. She needed it, and nothing else.
“Something catch your eye in the back?”
Camilla dropped her purse on the desk next to the register. She popped open her clutch and took out her credit card. At that moment, the rain picked up. It bashed against the roof, like millions of balled fists trying to get through. Somewhere outside, in that impenetrable gloom, a car skidded across the road.
“The grandfather clock,” Camilla said. She held out her credit card. “I’ll pay for it now, and pick it up first thing in the morning.”
Gethin Yates twitched. He looked past her, into the flickering dark of his shop. Voice dropping to a whisper, like he didn’t want the thing to hear them talking about it, he said, “Sorry, but it’s not for sale.”
“What? That’s not what the clock said—”
“I forgot to mark it. I’m sorry.” He wrung his hands. “Buyer bought it the other day over the phone.”
“Over the phone?” Camilla shook her head. Fights with Trent, she’d give up on. But she had to have this clock. “How did your buyer even know…? Gethin, how long have you had the piece?”
Glancing out the window, he said, “Storm’s getting bad. Close to closing time, anyways. You better get back.”
“No, listen to me.” Camilla slapped the credit card down on the desk. “You’re not selling that to some out-of-towner. Does loyalty mean nothing to you?”
“Loyalty? Years of window-gazing doesn’t exactly make you loyal. You’re unshackling yourself from your husband. Good for you, I guess. But don’t act like you’re not new to this collecting business. Please,” he said, pointing to the door, “it’s getting bad out there.”
She ignored him. “What’s the buyer paying you? I’ll pay more. For the first time in a long time, I’m getting what I want. And I want that clock. It’s the principle of the matter. How many times have I helped you out of a bind?”
He shrugged. “Not… many?”
“Doesn’t matter. Listen, what do you want for it?”
Temples bulging, Gethin put his elbows to the table and buried his face in his palms. Camilla had never seen him like this before. He was letting her down on all fronts of assholery.
“Is there something wrong with the clock?”
Gethin’s head shot up. His forehead started to glisten. Looking more suspicious than he probably wanted to, he mumbled, “What did you see?”
At that moment, Camilla knew she had him. “A charity case. Something I can fix up. A project. I need something to take my mind off things. Where’s the buyer? They pay you?”
Gethin took out a ledger. He flipped to the back, to a page that was completely covered in dried, black ink. He pressed his finger to the entry, reading words that, as far as Camilla could tell, weren’t even there.
“Buyer’s name is Connor Prendergast,” he said. His hand started to shake. “From clear across the way. East coast. His payment hasn’t gone through yet. I thought—” he looked disappointed, broken even, “—I thought it had.”
“Then it’s settled. Break the news to him tomorrow, when I come to collect.” Camilla tilted her head. “What is it? Was it in a crime scene or something? Or—” she gasped, “—or is it cursed? Oh, spooky!”
Gethin snatched the credit card out of her hand. “I just don’t feel right having it here, let alone selling it to someone else.”
She grabbed his wrist. “Twenty-five hundred, like the price tag says. And why don’t you feel right?”
He swiped her card, chewed on his lip. “Because I don’t remember ever owning it. I went into my storage a few weeks ago and there it was, hiding in the back. Camilla, I have no idea where that grandfather clock came from. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve forgotten about something I’ve procured, but I don’t think that’s what’s happened here.”
Lightning lit up the sky outside. Nefarious faces in the clouds beamed down on the coastal town.
“Well, I’ll say one thing,” Camilla said, voice fighting against the thunder. “It sure has made you much more pleasant to work with.”
“It frightens me.” He handed her back the credit card. “I can’t sleep at night because of it.”
Camilla shrugged. “That’s what the twenty-five hundred is for.” She winked, gathered up her purse, and then got serious. “Really, though, what’s wrong with the clock other than you forgot you owned it?”
Gethin Yates shook his head. “Some items just don’t feel right. They’re like people. They have personalities. When you finally take this business seriously, you’ll see.”
Camilla looked over her shoulder, into the shadowy clutter of the antique shop. Though it shouldn’t have been possible, she could’ve sworn she heard the ticking of the clock’s hands, as though it were counting down the seconds until it would be fully in her possession. She liked that idea, the idea of owning something forever, and it being indebted to her as much she was to it.
“Clock felt good to me,” she said, at last. She looked at the downpour raging behind the front door and said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Trent and Jasper booked it to the cave Gemma had claimed as her own. With two large LED lanterns and loose-fitting rain slickers, they skirted across the coast like sickly ghosts in search of a late-night snack. Moving through the dusky murk was like moving through a dream. They never went as fast as they wanted, and never seemed to get to where they were trying to go. Though the bursts of lightning helped, it didn’t stop Trent’s mind from tricking him into thinking every shape he saw was the shape of his little girl’s body, dead in the sand.
“This is bullshit,” Jasper shouted, the wind trying to rob him of his words. “You’ve got to ground her ass after this.”
Trent squinted, held his lantern higher. The torrential rain seemed to congeal around them, so that rather than falling in drops, it drooled down in thick globs.
Jasper touched his brother’s shoulder. “She’s okay, man. She’s pulling some shit, but she’s okay.”
Trent could hear the blood in his ears, as it drummed up fear and sick guilt. If she came back with anything more than a bad scrape, he’d blame himself. What the hell was he thinking? He had known the storm was coming, so why did he let her go out? Parents weren’t supposed to be afraid of their children. But he was of her. These were delicate times. If he betrayed her more than he already had, he would lose her for good.
Jasper, spitting out the rain in his mouth, cried, “What’s wrong?”
Trent ignored him. Holding the lantern with both hands, he trudged onward. Selfish thoughts clung like barnacles to his brain. They refused to let go until he acknowledged them. What would Camilla say if he came home with Gemma crumpled in his arms? Would their damaged daughter be a strong enough binding to buy their marriage a few more years? He’d blame himself, but he’d do it in secret, in a bed he would still share with his wife, the once love of his life.
God damn it. Where are you? He swung the lantern back and forth, the stark light illuminating the waterlogged land. The cliff side tapered away beside him. Squinting, he saw this was one of the paths Gemma used to get to her cave. It was narrow, reinforced with boards. One slip, and one would slip over the side, plummet into the sea.
You wouldn’t go that way. He leaned over the cliff, tried to pierce the haze of the twenty-foot drop. You wouldn’t do that, he thought, not seeing her body bobbing in the breakers. You wouldn’t go that far, would you?
“Hey,” Jasper said, pulling Trent away from the cliff. “Hey, look here, look. What’s that?”
A dizzying rush of relief ran through Trent’s body. His eyes went to where his brother was pointing. A pile of driftwood. He ran ahead, working the lantern’s light across the ground. It climbed over the driftwood, revealing something at the center, curled and quivering.
“Gemma?” Trent bellowed.
Lightning split the sky, struck a tree in the distant woods.
His feet sank into the ground; it was like it meant to do him a service by stopping him, to not let him see his daughter and what may have become of her. He shook himself free, using Jasper for support.
“Gemma? Is that…?”
He ran to the pile of driftwood and dropped to his knees. In the center, Gemma lay, her eyes open, talking to herself in tongues, the gibberish she proclaimed was a language all her own.
“Baby, are you okay?” He set the lantern down, while Jasper waved his over the girl’s body.
Trent wrapped his arms around her and lifted her to his chest. “Sweetie, answer me. God, please, what’s wrong? What happened?”
Gemma looked like she was going to play dead. But at the last minute, she threw her arms around Trent’s neck and started crying.
“I got lost in it all,” she said, bawling into his rain slicker. She held on tighter as he, fighting against his bad knee, got to his feet. “I’m sorry, Dad.”
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Dad didn’t set her down until they were back home. She stood inside the house, at the front, mud worshiping at her feet. Uncle Jasper went to get her a towel.
“Are you hurt at all?” her dad asked. He rubbed her shoulders to warm her up.
Gemma shook her head, chattered out an apology.
“It’s okay. Just… you scared the hell out of me.” He smiled, turned, and traded places with Jasper, who had that towel.
“Get changed before your mom comes home,” Uncle Jasper said, handing her the towel to dry off.
Her dad said, “Let’s just keep this a secret, okay?”
Gemma, wringing out her hair, mumbled, “Yeah.”
“After this morning, it would be nice to eat dinner in peace,” Dad said.
Uncle Jasper nudged her. “Go change. We’ll take care of the rest.”
Teething her lips, Gemma said, “Okay,” dropped the towel, and headed upstairs to her room.
“Gemma.” Her dad went to the banister. His face was pinched, and darker. “Don’t ever do that again.”
Dad’s mood swings. Good cop, bad cop in one, of late, permanently inebriated body.
“Do what?” she said, inching up the stairs, looking dumb for playing dumb.
He sighed, frustrated, and waved her off.
All bark and no bite. That’s how he lost her mother, she thought, stomping up the steps. He was a good man, Gemma knew that. She loved her dad as much as she loved her mom. But he only cared as much as he needed to. Good wasn’t good enough, anymore. Not for her mother, and not for anyone else, it seemed. And if the divorce went through, what would he be, then? Someone who resembled her dad, but wasn’t quite?
Gemma turned on the hall light at the top of the stairs. She hated this. Hated it so much it gave her ulcers. Whatever those actually were.
Looking like something the sea had spat out, Gemma slithered into her room and shut the door behind her. She locked it, went to the mirror, and gave herself the once-over. Hair was a mess. Skin was a splotchy finger painting of sand and seaweed. She peeled off her clothes until she was down to her bra and panties. Bruises on her legs. Bug bites on her belly. It was gross to look at it, but she was used to it. She had never been known to take it easy on herself. She liked the rough things in life. The things that scratched and slashed, bit and stung. Mom always thought she was hurting herself on purpose.
“Bleh,” she said, stripping down completely.
Gemma threw the wet rags into the hamper and slipped into her pajamas. She jumped onto her bed and buried her face in the blankets. Her hand closed around the stuffed bat on her nightstand. Pulling it close, she breathed it in. The little guy’s name was Scram. Uncle Jasper liked to make fun of her for it, saying she was too old for that ratty, batty thing. Her mom had bought it for her years ago, when she was two or three, at a yard sale. She’d tried to part with Scram a few months back, because she was “growing up,” but it didn’t feel right. Not with Mom and Dad biting each other’s heads off every single night. The more they fought, the worse the house and the things inside it felt, until she could barely stand to be around them. Her room and Scram were about the only things their arguments hadn’t ruined.
Gemma rolled over, held Scram above her face. Voice deep like an adult’s, she said, “How can I grow up when they keep tearing things down?” She dropped Scram on her head and growled. “Show’s how much they care.”
Her ears picked up a sound outside. She bounced off the bed, went to the window. As nightfall set in, the storm had begun to subside. She could see further than she had been able to before. Coming out of town, down the old road, was her mother’s truck, high-beams blazing. Her mom had left to pick up pizza two hours ago. Gemma was hungry, but she had hoped her mom would’ve been gone a little longer. Because dinner was the bad hour, the black hour. The hour when her mom and dad got to let out all their anger on one another, until the rest of the night was sufficiently terrible.
Gemma thought back to her sand castle, and the king and queen she let drown inside it. Morbid notions came easily to her now. She always figured that was just part of “growing up.”
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
About the time Camilla pulled into the driveway, Jasper was coming out the front door, doing his damndest to carry out his disappearing act. Trent’s brother always managed to be gone before she came home. It was smart, but still pissed her off all the same.
She killed the engine and grabbed the two large pizzas off the passenger’s side seat. Stepping out of the truck, rain now a drizzle, she said, “Don’t want to stay for dinner?”
Jasper laughed, shoved his hands into his coat. “No, better get going before the storm picks up again.”
“Can I ask you for a favor?” She kicked the door shut behind her. “I bought this beautiful grandfather clock from Gethin today. Idiot didn’t know what he had. But I need help loading it into the truck tomorrow morning. Do you mind?”
He laughed uncomfortably. “Oh, uh, I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t want to be around here for when you tell him that.”
“I’m going to tell him tonight.”
“Uh.”
“Please?” She flashed him a smile, the one that she knew made him feel like they were on the same side.
“Yeah, alright.” Jasper started to say something, but stopped himself.
“What?” Camilla asked, catching on.
“Uh—” he went past her, toward his car, further down the driveway, “—why don’t you wait until later tonight? Don’t tell him at dinner. You all should eat in peace, for once.”
Camilla cocked her head. “It’s my house, too, and my money. He wants me to be open with him? Then that means telling him things he doesn’t want to hear.”
“Yeah, but you like starting shit with Trent.”
“What?”
“Come on,” he said, unlocking his car. “You do. Everything you do that you know will drive him crazy, you rub in his face. I’m not saying he’s right or you’re wrong or whatever. I’m just saying take a break from the fighting for one night.” He sat down in the car and, as he pulled the door shut, shouted, “For Gemma’s sake.”
Camilla waved him off, called him an asshole, and went inside the house. She stopped at the threshold, a knot of rage tightening in her temple. Muddy footprints marred the hardwood floor. They ran from the front of the house, up the staircase, into, undoubtedly, Gemma’s room. To her left, the living room, and slung over the loveseat, a wet towel with a bunch of oceanic gunk all over it. Further back, Trent was banging around in the kitchen, setting the table she had asked him to set hours ago. She squeezed the sides of the pizza boxes, causing them to crumple.
“That’s nice,” she said, her voice elevated to that piercing pitch all moms seem to possess. “Come home and the place is a freaking mess.”
She growled and went into the kitchen. Lo and behold, Trent was there, at the sink, with a beer, waiting for her.
His eyes went to the pizza boxes. “You were gone awhile.”
Camilla set the pizzas on the counter. She was practically bursting at the seams to tell him of her purchase. Looking out the window above the sink, she saw a few slivers of light coming through the clouds. The last they would have until the night was done with them.
“Must have had a lot of orders,” Trent persisted. The forty-two-year-old was starting to sound like their daughter.
“Gemma,” Camilla shouted as she started divvying up the pieces to the plates on the table. “Gemma. Dinner.”
Then: “I went shopping. Got caught in the storm.” Pizza hanging as limply as her jaw, she said, “Do you want a play-by-play, Trent?”
“What did you buy?” He finished off his beer, started towards the fridge for another one.
Camilla rolled her eyes, said, “Are you kidding me? You were listening? I can’t have a moment’s rest around here. Gemma!”
Stomp, stomp, stomp. Gemma stomped down the stairs and wandered into the kitchen. It made Camilla sad to look at her. Her daughter’s pajamas were baggy, but she was still so skinny. She had to make sure she ate a lot tonight. Lord knows Trent couldn’t keep up on those things.
“Mm, smells good,” Gemma said. She dropped into a chair and devoured the pizza on her plate.
I got to let that go, Camilla thought, watching her daughter go to the box for another slice. She’s going to be fine.
She turned around to find Trent on his cell phone, tapping through an app. In the window, she saw a reflection of the screen. It was their banking account—two thousand, five hundred dollars shorter than it had been an hour ago.
“What the hell did you buy?” Trent growled. He flipped the phone around for her to see what she’d already seen in the window. “What the fuck is this?”
Camilla clenched her jaw. The tendons in her neck tightened. A million mutilating words ran through her mind. She could literally feel her eyes changing color as the heat in her skull swelled into a blistering ball of rage. Smiling, she tried to shake it off, tried to let it go. But after years and years of letting things go, she found she couldn’t anymore. Everything he said, every accusation he made got under her skin and made her feel filthy inside. The only thing he could do right anymore was shut his fucking mouth.
Camilla looked at Gemma. Her daughter had gone stiff, and her face had lost its color. She knew what was coming. They both did.
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Before he could stop himself, he was already in Camilla’s face, blocking her from getting around him.
“What the fuck did you buy?” His wild eyes never left hers.
“None of your god damn business.” She ripped a chair out from the table and sat down. “I bought it with my money. My money.”
Trent couldn’t help but laugh. He leaned in like a gargoyle over her shoulder. “Your money? Your money? It’s our bank account. It’s our money. My money that I earned!”
“Get back,” she said, jerking her hand upward. She stared at her pizza, like she was tempted to let this all go. Then said, “You haven’t worked in how long? Your money? Go to hell, Trent.”
She’s doing this on purpose.
Trent leaned back, looked at Gemma, though at this point, she hardly registered to him.
She’s going to destroy me. She’s going to make sure she leaves me with nothing. Everything I’ve done, and she’s going to blow it on bullshit.
“So what did you buy, huh?” He went in again, hands gripping the back of her chair. “What did you buy?”
Camilla scooted the chair away, ignored him as she went to the sink for no reason in particular.
Trent, practically nipping at her heels, barked, “What did you buy? What did you blow all our money on this time, Camilla? Huh? What?”
“Get. Away.” She whipped around, stuck her finger into his chest. “You drunk asshole. Get away from me.”
He ignored her and said, “You’ve been spending a lot of time with Gethin. Is that him? Is that the guy you screwed?”
“Jesus Christ, Trent.” Camilla screeched and pushed past him to the table. “I bought a fucking grandfather clock. Something I can fix up, flip, and sell for a fucking profit. Happy?”
She’s going to take all my money and leave us with nothing. She doesn’t care about anyone but herself.
Trent went to the fridge and opened another beer. He guzzled it down, while deflecting Camilla’s disgust.
She fucked Gethin. Never said she didn’t. Spends all her time and money on him.
Camilla screwed up her face. “You got something to say?” She wasn’t done fighting with him. Not even close. If he stopped, she would try even harder. This wouldn’t be over between the two of them until they had exhausted every cussword and insult in the English language.
The last of the beer drizzling down his chin, Trent said, “Every day, you’re gone for hours. Wasting money. Fucking Gethin. You have a family here, and you’re not even trying.” He crumpled the can and, in a fit of rage, threw it at the garbage.
“I’m not trying? That’s good. That’s real funny.” Camilla’s eyes went black. “I’m not trying? I’m not trying? What do you do all day beside sit around here and drink and feel sorry for yourself? And I’m gone all day? When’s the last time you spent time with Gemma? When’s the last time you spent time with me? When I actually wanted you to be around me, you fucking prick? I’m not trying? I’m doing something and you’re just—”
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Gemma wasn’t hungry anymore. The half-eaten pizza on her plate made her stomach turn just looking at it. She wanted to get up, but like with every other argument before this one, she found herself rooted. Piece of shit, son of a bitch. Cheating whore, useless moron. She’d heard it all before, in every room of the house and most places in town. But she didn’t move, didn’t go to her room, because what she needed to know would only come at the end. When they were tired, sometimes crying. At the end was when they’d make the serious threats, the real threats. Threats like if the divorce were going to happen, and when. But the worst of it was when they talked about who would keep Gemma. Like she was one of her mom’s antiques up for auction.
“You don’t do anything for anyone else. You’re not there for Gemma, and you were never there for me,” her mother shouted. She was bearing down on Dad, shoving him against the refrigerator door.
Gemma scooted in closer to the table to give them more room to fight. She reached into her pockets for her cell phone, which was upstairs, dead. She had a few friends, not good friends, really, but convenient ones. Easy ones. They swore up and down their parents fought like hers, but she’d never seen it at any of the sleepovers. They tried to make her feel good about her situation, but their sympathy was too sweet to take on a daily basis.
Her friends were good distractions, but terrible reminders of one crushing truth: Gemma’s home life for the last thirteen years had been anything but normal. When she realized that earlier this year, she retreated, into books and herself, and only emerged when she was clothed in mischief and misdirection.
Dad slammed the fridge shut. His fist was balled and in her mother’s face.
“Do it!” she said, almost snarling. “Go ahead, Trent. Hit me in front of your daughter. Show her how a man is supposed to treat the woman who’s carried his ass all these years.”
At that accusation, her dad’s arm went limp.
“How long were you out of a job for? How many extra hours did I work to keep the bills paid? You sat on your ass for months, not doing a god damn thing.”
Her dad threw his hands into the air, shouting, “I was injured. What the hell was I supposed to do? My knee still isn’t right.”
“Boo hoo,” Mom mocked. “Are you kidding me? I practically paid all the bills. I worked damn near sixty hours a week. I took Gemma to school. Did her homework with her. Oh, and helped my mom, when she lost her house, and my sister, when she was sick. What else did I do? Oh, that’s right. I talked to your boss for you. I got your job back. And what did you do? You did everything you could to make sure they’d fire you again. And that woman? That god damn woman before we got married.”
“When are you going to stop bringing this up?”
“I was going to stop bringing it up when it stopped happening, but it hasn’t, Trent. You skate by in life, not putting an ounce of effort into anything but trying to give me a fucking heart attack.”
She laughed, looked at Gemma, who laughed too, just so she’d take her insane eyes somewhere else.
“When am I going to stop bringing those things up? You know what? Never. Never, Trent. And it doesn’t matter. It’s over. We’re done. I don’t have to forgive you for shit. And I don’t have to do a damn thing for you anymore.”
The woman? Gemma, next to the pizza on the counter, picked at the crust as her mind chewed on the notion. The woman? She had heard her mom bring her up before, that night when Dad found out she’d cheated on him. She always figured he had cheated on her once, but her mom never said for sure. Which was weird. She rubbed everything else in his face every chance she got. But not that.
“We’re not done,” Dad said, following her mom into the living room. Breathing down her neck as she dropped onto the couch, he said, “We are not getting a divorce. You are not destroying this family!”
“Oh, so it’s my fault?” She flung a pillow at his face. “You’re going to blame me for this?”
“You cheated on me, you god damn…”
“Say it,” she said with a smile, eyes shining. “Whore?”
“I am willing to forgive you.”
Oh no, Gemma thought. She loved her dad, but he was an idiot. When he said things like that, it was as though he were asking her mom to kill him. Gemma slinked into the living room, staying clear of her parents, who were infected with the disease fifty percent of all married couples supposedly had. She had to think, had to do something. She had to intervene; otherwise, this would be going on all night, and tomorrow, too, until one of them, most likely her dad, got kicked out.
This was the beginning of her summer break. She was not going to spend it in a warzone, being captured by both sides and used as a way to bait the other into a fight.
“Shut up,” Gemma whispered.
But her mom was on her feet again, spitting words in Dad’s face. Pushing him around. Daring him to knock her down.
“Shut up,” Gemma said a little louder.
But her dad couldn’t hear her because he had grabbed Mom by her shirt and was screaming, “Who did you sleep with?”
Gemma closed her eyes. All the tears there bunched up against her lids. When they leaked out, she quickly wiped them away. She didn’t want them to see her cry. She didn’t want to make this about her, or rather, how they were hurting her. It was too late for them to see that. And if they had already seen it before, then they obviously didn’t care; otherwise, they would have stopped. No, she was going to be their problem to solve. Not their kid to coddle. It was fine if they knew how much she hated them. Hate was easy. Hate was like a fire sealing a wound. She’d heard that in a song once, and right now, she believed it with all her heart.
So she punched the wall with both her fists and screamed at the top of her lungs, “Will you two shut the fuck up? Shut up! Shut up! Shut the fuck up!”
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Camilla was two bitches away from flat-out slapping Trent across the face when Gemma exploded.
“Will you two shut the fuck up? Shut up! Shut up! Shut the fuck up!” her daughter belted, leaving dirty fist marks on the wall, like the autistic children Camilla used to teach would do.
Derailed, and damn near deranged, Camilla set her sights on that insubordinate seed of hers and said, “Go to your room. Go! If I so much as raised my voice at my parents, they would have popped my lip. Go, Gemma.”
But Gemma didn’t move. Instead, she stood there, crouched over, taking short, raspy breaths, as though the fighting had made her feral.
“Gemma,” Trent said, joining Camilla. “Listen to your mother and get upstairs right now.”
Their defiant daughter arched her shoulders. Her cheeks quivered; she dug her nails into her thumbs. Thunder and lightning battled for the family’s attention, but the thirteen-year-old’s incoming meltdown would be impossible to ignore. Camilla had to stop herself from going off on Gemma. She knew exactly what her daughter was trying to accomplish, because she had done the same thing with her parents when she was her age. But in moments like this, with all the bloody rage for Trent boiling inside her, it was hard. Because she saw more of her husband in Gemma than she did of herself. It hadn’t always been this way. But truth be told, she saw a little of Trent in everyone nowadays. And she just about hated everyone for it.
“I’m… sick of the fighting.” Gemma ground her teeth, only because she knew Camilla hated that. “I’m sick of it. Just get fucking divorced already.”
“Alright, upstairs. Now.” Trent started towards her.
Gemma screeched and ran past her father, through the living room. She stormed up the stairs, each thunderous step somehow worse than those earth-shaking claps outside. From the second floor, she bellowed, “I wish you both would leave.”
Camilla took a deep breath, Trent at her side. She turned away from him. The smell of beer and his aftershave was making her sick.
He did this. He started this. He’s the one who fills her head up with lies and turns her against me. He acts like he’s perfect. I’m the one who has to do everything around here. Would he hurt us if he drank enough?
That one… but I did, too. He has to go. Anyone but him.
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Trent took a deep breath. Camilla beside him, he stared past her out the window, into the dark world pressing against the glass. The heat of his wife was singeing, and she smelled bad, like wet fur and old gum.
She did this. She started this. She wants to make me look like an idiot, like a piece of shit in front of Gemma. She thinks there’s nothing wrong. I swear to god she’s lost it. I’m the only one keeping this house together. Who did she sleep with?
Who did she tell?
Who’s laughing at me now?
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Steam rose off the bathtub, the water filling it a little hotter than Gemma could bear. Stripped down, she stood in front of the fogging mirror on the bathroom wall and stared at herself the way she always did while Mom and Dad fought. It was a ritual where she found her flaws and transmuted them into something else.
The faults rarely changed. She was too skinny, and her chest was too flat. She had weird looking legs and big feet. Her lips were too large, or depending on the day, too small (today, they were too large). Her butt was barely there, and the only part of her that she figured boys might like (her hair) kept falling out. For a while, she kept waiting for time to right these wrongs her body had done to her, but the older she got, the more awkward she looked. It was as though she were some mad scientist’s creation, stitched together from the remains of others. In some places, she looked thirteen, others five or twenty-five. Her mom had said it had something to do with puberty, but Gemma was pretty sure it was just who she was.
Much to her mom’s surprise, she was okay with that. She took strength from these flaws. Took pride in these “defects.” After all, they were hers to own, and if she didn’t own them, she’d be like her friends, boy-obsessed and beauty-possessed and never satisfied with what they were already fortunate enough to have. Gemma did a lot of thinking on this because her “normal” life had turned out to be anything but. And if she didn’t have a normal life, and if she was about to lose her parents (in some ways, she already had), then she had to accept these flaws. Because they were hers and hers alone. Unchanging and frustratingly reliable. And for some reason, a big hit with the guys. That was nice, too.
Gemma headed over to the sink and brushed her teeth. There was enough dried toothpaste in the basin that one could probably age the house by its hardness. She rinsed out her mouth, grabbed a new razor from inside the medicine cabinet. She didn’t really have much hair to shave, but a few new cuts on the back of her leg would help her sleep better tonight.
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“I want you to leave.”
Stupidly shocked, Trent said, “I’m not going anywhere.”
“You’re not staying here tonight. Leave, or I’ll have your brother come get you. You are not staying here.”
“No,” he said. “You always do this. I’m not leaving my own house. It’s storming out there and… No, you go. I’m not.”
A cold chill climbed like dead fingers up the rungs of her spine. This always happened when the fights came to an end. The whole house seemed to drop fifteen degrees, and everything in it became alien, almost hostile. The shadows became darker, the halls quieter than usual. It was as though the house reacted to their animosity and twisted itself to reflect the conflict they and it held within.
“When’s the clock coming?” Trent asked. He was trying to play nice, trying to secure a place on the couch for the night.
Camilla shook her head. “I’ll take care of it, since it’s my problem.”
“Who’s going to—”
“Jasper.” Camilla rubbed her face and started for the stairs. “Get some clothes and go.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
Listen, you fucking moron, she thought. I’ll call the god damns cops on you again if I have to. But instead, she said, “If you don’t go, I swear to god I’ll tell Gemma about her mother.”
Trent opened his mouth to fight back, but common sense, finally having broken free of its drunken stupor, stopped him. He shook his head and, for a second, looked as though he may cry.
“Stop turning me into some witch. Stop doing this. Just… do us all a favor and go.” Camilla went up the stairs. As she reached the top, she saw Trent’s stupid, pathetic face in her mind’s eye and added, “Come back later tomorrow. I can’t do this tonight.”
Trent went to the bottom of the stairs. The lights flickered on and off. “Will you tell me? Who you—” he swallowed the sick taste of the word, “—slept with?”
Thoughts of the strange grandfather clock overtook Camilla. If she focused hard enough, she could almost hear its din—a deep thudding, dark and enveloping, like a musical note unplayable by anything but it.
“Camilla?” Trent called.
Coming out of the reverie, she said, “I don’t know who it was. Don’t even know his name. Just some guy, an out-of-towner.”
“Why?”
“Because he didn’t know me. And he wasn’t you.” She turned off the stair light, dousing her husband in darkness. “He was the only easy thing I’ve done in years. Thought it would help get rid of you, of us, but apparently cheating isn’t enough. Go, Trent. I can’t do this anymore.”
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In the humid night, bad deeds came easily. Trent took his car and went out into the dying rain to the parts of town where light was seldom seen. These were the dead places, the untouched places; they were the filthy alleys and abandoned buildings that sat in the back, or in-between. Always there, but never acknowledged. Eyesores of a coastal town too cheap to burn them to the ground.
Trent pulled off the main road and parked in the lot behind a gutted convenience store. The 24/7 Quick-Stop had gone out of business five years ago. Now it was a popular place for teenagers to go to break those laws they couldn’t in their parents’ basements. A lot of rich kids came here, so the local police on their nightly patrols tended to give the place a wide berth.
His cell phone started to ring. Quickly, he took it out of his pocket. Expecting Camilla’s summons, he got Jasper’s concern instead.
He answered the call and said, “She kicked me out.”
“You can crash here,” Jasper offered.
Inside the 24/7 Quick-Stop, cigarettes flared. Sweaty limbs flashed in and out of the shafts of light coming through the busted windows. He was too old to be here, but where else could he go? To the bar? To the bowling alley? The last thing he wanted was to be around others as pathetic as himself. In his youth, he had everything. And youth, to him, was everything.
“Trent? You there?”
“Yeah.”
“Where are you? What are you doing?”
“About to do something stupid.”
Jasper grumbled. “Come over. I’m sure you’ve done enough damage for the night. You can stop digging now. That hole of yours is deep enough.”
Trent fiddled with the door handle. A swell of music rolled out of the convenience store. Who was in there tonight? What was on the menu? He shook his head, punched his temple. As a father, he should have been terrified of these cesspools, for Gemma’s sake, and yet here he was, a few excuses away from diving in.
“Take it you found out about the clock?”
“Yeah.” Trent was half-listening. He smelled marijuana on the air, rolled down the window to get the full effect.
“Listen, I’m going over there tomorrow morning to help her load it and bring it home. I’ll talk to her for you. Soften her up. When the coast is clear, I’ll let you know.” He paused and then said, “How badly did you fuck it up tonight?”
Trent rolled up his window. He couldn’t, shouldn’t do this. “Really bad,” he said. “I don’t know what happens to me. It’s the way she talks to me.” He flicked on his windshield wiper to swipe the rain away. “We need to try counseling again.”
“I think you both need an exorcist.” Jasper laughed at himself. “I’ll see you in twenty?”
Trent, still gripping the car keys in the ignition, stared at the 24/7 Quick-Stop. Long hair in the shadows. Baggies in the moonlight.
“Give me an hour. Need to clear my head.”
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The next morning, Gemma woke to the sound of the grandfather clock coming in, and blood in her underwear. Her period wasn’t supposed to be here until next week. A bit of blood dotted the sheets. Now that she was awake, her cramps were coming hard, too, like a thousand knives stabbing her ovaries. Her mom was right: sometimes, being a girl was bullshit.
After she got cleaned up, she headed down the stairs. The front door was open, and Uncle Jasper’s car was in the driveway. Hitting the first floor, she got a text from her dad that asked if he could talk to Mom. Gemma almost responded, then looked at the time. It was eight in the morning. Early enough to ignore him until later, like eleven or twelve, when she usually woke up.
“Is that my daughter?” Mom called. “Is she really awake right now?”
Gemma pressed the pain out of her stomach. She wandered outside to the driveway. It felt good out. The sun was warm, the air cooled. Everything glinted with condensation, and the ocean beyond was back to its normal self. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Although, if she looked hard enough, she did spot a few dark ones gathering in the furthest corners. It wouldn’t be until tonight that they would find out if those black omens were headed their way.
“Hey, Gemma.”
She went sideways. In the garage, Uncle Jasper stood, mopping his brow. She headed over to him, bare feet getting wet on the walkway, and gave him a hug.
“You see the clock yet?”
She shook her head. “Where is it?”
“In the living room.”
Gemma did a double-take. “I just came down the stairs. I didn’t see it.”
Uncle Jasper glanced at the cell phone in her hand. “Not surprised.”
She rolled her eyes and pocketed the phone. “I barely use it. Where’s Mom?”
“With the clock?” Jasper must have thought she was crazy. “In the living room, right next to the front door? You sure you’re okay?”
Gemma took a few steps backward and looked over her shoulder. Through the front doorway, she saw the shape of her mom standing in the living room, with a large, black object towering over her.
“But she just called for me. From out here.”
Uncle Jasper shook his head and took her by the shoulders, pushing her towards the house. “I’ll cut you some slack. Whenever I woke up this early at your age, I could hardly form complete sentences.”
“At my age? Psh.” Gemma wriggled free. “You don’t know what it’s like to be thirteen nowadays.”
“Like you do? You’ve been thirteen for what? Four months now? Guess that makes you a bona fide expert.” He flipped her ponytail to tick her off. “Let’s get you inside before you get a sunburn.”
If Gemma’s mother had noticed her walk past earlier, she thought, going into the house, then she didn’t say anything about it now. In fact, she didn’t say anything at all. All her efforts and attentions were focused solely on the monolithic monstrosity at the center of the living room.
Two thousand and something dollars. That was what her mom had spent on this thing. Gemma stepped up beside her, thinking that, if she stood as close as Mom did to the grandfather clock, maybe she would look at it differently. But she didn’t. Not at all. The grandfather clock wasn’t some beautiful antique, but a haggard excuse for a Halloween decoration. It was huge, almost ten feet tall, with two horns curling from the top of it. The body itself was impossibly black, though there were bursts of color here and there in the strange markings that covered it. The moon dial was hellfire red, and the clock face a busted sheet of tortoiseshell metal work fitted with hour and minute hands that hardly moved. But what stood out the most was the pendulum behind the glass case at the clock’s center. It swung back and forth to no particular rhythm, as though the cancerous gunk that clung to it were moving it with a will of its own.
Gemma thought it looked awesome. What she couldn’t believe was that her mother, boring Camilla with her mom clothes and fear of horror movies, felt the same way.
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The shock of seeing the grandfather clock in her living room had yet to wear off. One minute, it had been at the back of Gethin’s shop, promised to another. And now it was here, safe and sound, hers to restore, and hers to covet.
Dreamily, she said to Gemma, “What do you think?”
“It’s really cool. How did you guys get it in here?”
“It’s lighter than it looks.”
Gemma made a pained grunt. She must have started her period early. Camilla had, too.
“Are you going to keep it in here?” Gemma asked.
“Might move it back some, but yeah, for now.”
Gemma took her cell phone, read something, and then pocketed it again. Trent. Camilla didn’t even have to see the text to feel the desperation oozing out of the screen.
“I’m sorry about last night,” Camilla said. She let down her hair and put it back into a tighter bun.
“Whatever.”
“No, it’s not ‘whatever.’” For the first time since she put the clock in the living room, she took her eyes off it. Staring at Gemma, she said, “I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have to hear all that.”
Gemma’s cheek quivered. “Then why do you do it so much? You don’t try.”
“Believe me, I try, sweetie, I really do. But your father brings out the worst in me.” She went back to the grandfather clock, attention fixed on the scorched moon dial. “I tried for thirteen years.”
“How can you give up now?”
“When you’re older…” Camilla stopped herself. She’d said that line so many times before it had lost all meaning. “Not right now, Gemma. Let’s try to enjoy the day.”
“Did you guys only get married because you got pregnant?”
The accusation hit Camilla like the bomb that it was. “Gemma, god no. No, no. This has nothing to do with—”
Jasper came through the front door, saving her ass yet again. “Looks good,” he said. His face bunched up, like he had just stepped into something he shouldn’t have.
“Thanks for your help, Jasper.”
He nodded, swinging his arms back and forth. “So, didn’t get a chance to ask in the truck what with all—” looking at Gemma, he changed his tune, “—what’s the big deal about this grandfather clock? Said it was a steal?”
It was. Camilla pressed her hand to the glass case that contained the erratic pendulum. Its ticking vibrations coursed through the woodwork into her flesh. The minute and the hour stopped where they willed on the clock face, the times depicted upon it nothing more than jagged gouges in the plate. She ran her fingers up the clock’s body to the horns that jutted from the pediment, which she could only barely touch, even on the tips of her toes.
The piece of antiquity had been carved from madness and lacquered in lunacy. The creator of this morbid creation had to have been an empty man at the end. Standing this close to the clock, Camilla could smell blood in its cracks, feel a pulse of life throbbing in its mechanical innards. She knew she was obsessed with it, and perhaps that was why she didn’t worry about her obsession. As long as she was aware of it, she could be in control of it. And maybe it wasn’t the grandfather clock she was obsessed with, but the notion she had found something so unique and claimed it as her own. The only other thing she had like that in her life was Gemma, but sometimes, and it hurt to admit it, even she wasn’t enough.
“Keep an eye on your mom tonight,” Jasper said. “She’s been checking out all morning like this.”
Coming to, Camilla said, “Sorry. This heat… and I didn’t sleep well last night. What did you ask me?”
Jasper shrugged.
Gemma tapped on the clock. Instinctively, she jerked her hand back, as though she’d been shocked or bitten. “What’s the big deal about this thing? Is it some priceless artifact or something?”
“I already told you guys.” Camilla stepped away and headed for the kitchen.
But Gemma persisted, anyway, saying, “No, you just keep staring at it, Mom. Kind of creeping us out.”
Camilla waved her off. She searched her mind for reasons as to why she’d bought the clock. Had it been the construction or its age? Had it been its history or its uniqueness? She had approached the piece the same way she would a mate for the night: attracted on a purely superficial level, with all good things assumed and all detractors ignored. Truth be told, she had no idea why she’d bought the grandfather clock. It was an absolute mystery to her. It was as though she had brought a stranger home without asking them about all the stuff they kept in their dirty pockets.
Embarrassed, Camilla said to Jasper, “Tell Trent he can come home for dinner,” and disappeared into the kitchen, to find, for some reason, her sharpest knife.
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Camilla had called him home for dinner. Usually when Trent came back, he came back with a whole host of apologies and, sometimes, even a gift or two. Flowers for Camilla. A movie or a book for Gemma. But this time, as he stood at the front door knocking to be let into his own house, he came to them empty-handed, with nothing more than a vow of silence to prove to his family he, after twenty-four hours, was a different man. The only problem was he hadn’t packed a change of clothes. He still smelled faintly of the 24/7 Quick-Stop and the puddle he woke up in.
Gemma opened the door. She gave him a small smile. He went in for a hug. She shook her head and pinched her nose. “Better change. You know how Mom is.”
Trent nodded, shrugged; scratched his head like a bozo. “Did you get my text this morning?”
Quick as a whip, Gemma said she didn’t.
“Mm, okay.” He leaned into the doorway, immediately noticing the grandfather clock that dominated his living room. “That it? I’ll check it out later,” he said, covering the side of his face, so he didn’t have to see it.
Gemma stepped aside, letting him in. Shutting the door behind him, she whispered, “It’s weird. I don’t know if I like it.”
“La, la,” Trent sang, still refusing to fully give witness to the clock. He swung around to the stairs and started up them. “Where’s your mother?”
“Out back, in the garden. Picking a few things for dinner.”
One of the worst parts of coming home after an argument were those uncomfortable moments of exposure. Walking in on Camilla in the bathroom or her changing. Moments that might have been funny or arousing became clinical, almost sinful. Trent always felt as though he had lost the right to see her naked, or almost naked, after an argument. It was something he had to earn back, or at least, that’s what he told himself. Usually, Camilla just came to him, broke the tension in about ten minutes, and then turned out the lights. That’s how it always was. They hadn’t forgiven each other, let alone said sorry to one another, in years. In their house, absolution had been abolished about the time there were more beer than soda cans in the trash.
“Okay,” Trent said. Hand still pressed against his eye, he could have sworn he felt a force trying to pry it away, to force him to look at the clock. “Alright. Let me go get cleaned up.”
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Post-war dinners were always the worst. No one spoke, let alone looked at each other. Instead, they communicated through how they ate. How loudly they clinked their silverware; how violently they sawed their steaks. If Dad guzzled his drink and choked down his food, then Gemma knew he would be as good as gone before desserts came out. If Mom nursed her wine like it was the last of the stuff on Earth, then Gemma knew she would be in the kitchen the rest of the night, busying herself with tasks, buying herself time until Dad fell asleep, so that she could crawl into bed without conflict.
But tonight was different. Her mom and dad were acting… normal. Whatever that word meant anymore. Dad was smiling, making small talk. And Mom was joining in, not talking over him, but with him. And they seemed to be enjoying the steak and potatoes, not forcing it down their throats like they were doused in poison and twice-baked with razor blades. It was freaking weird.
“Fairgrounds are going to be open next week,” Dad said. “Want to go?”
“Eh.” Gemma impaled a piece of meat. “I don’t know. There’s a lot of trashy people that go there. I’m not about that life anymore.”
“Not about that life? Who are you?” Dad smirked. “Well, how about we go just to grab a funnel cake or two?”
Her mom flashed her a look that told her to say yes, so she bit the side of her lip and reluctantly said, “Sure.”
Cringing, Dad stared at his plate and said, “That clock is something else, isn’t it?”
Mom leaned out of her chair, as though to check on the beastly thing. “Uh, huh.”
He’s trying to play nice, Gemma thought. She scooped out a forkful of potato and ate it. Before she could swallow it, the piece had slithered down her throat. On its own.
“Ugh,” she said, waving off her parents’ concern as she took a drink of water.
Mom sighed, somewhat offended. “Is my cooking really that bad?”
“No, no.” Gemma took another drink. This time, it had the aftertaste of rust. “Sorry. I’m just—”
“So how much you think you can flip it for?” Dad interrupted. Money. It always came back to money.
“A lot,” Mom said. She had been vague about the demonic idol standing in their living room ever since it had arrived. Gemma was starting to get the feeling she’d bought it on a whim and was doing her best not to admit she had.
“I got to tell you—” Dad eyed the fridge for a beer, then settled for his glass of water, instead, “—it’s not what I expected. You sure you want it in here?”
“Looks cursed,” Gemma said.
Dad nodded.
Mom took a drink of wine, let it run over her teeth some. Voice deeper than usual, she said, “You two just going to keep giving me a hard time about it?”
Gemma, the diligent diplomat, quickly said, “No, it’s cool, Mom.”
“It’s hundreds of years old, you know?” Mom was staring at her hands, touching the veins that bulged from them, as though to make them go away. “It was built…” Her brows knitted. She cocked her head, like someone was talking to her. “It was built in a convent.”
“Is it one of a kind?” Dad asked.
Mom nodded. She picked up her fork, raw meat clinging to it, and pressed it to her veins.
Gemma leaned forward, saying, “Uh, Mom?”
And then Mom put the fork down and smiled. “I think we’ll have to put a lot into it, but the clock will be worth it.”
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
What time is it? Camilla’s eyes fluttered open to the gray dark of her room. She was sprawled out across the bed, taking advantage of the space afforded to her by having Trent sleep on the couch. She licked her lips, turned over. The alarm clock on the nightstand seared the numbers 12:54 AM into her mind.
“Ugh, god,” she said, rolling back over. Nothing pissed her off more than waking up in the middle of the night. Well, besides Trent.
As soon as she was about to fall asleep, she heard someone run down the hall. Jolted awake, she checked the time—12:56 AM—and sat up. One leg over the side of the bed, she leaned forward. The door to her room was cracked—didn’t she shut it?—and she was trying to see what was going on beyond it.
“Gemma?” she called, coming to her feet. Her daughter’s room was at the end of the hall, but the bathroom was in between. Maybe she tripped on her way out.
Camilla went to the door. Had the other half of her brain been awake, she might have flipped on a light. But since she was a few yawns away from full-blown hibernation, she just grabbed the door and flung it back.
There was someone in the hall. They looked like Gemma, but it was hard to tell. Too dark, and Camilla’s eyes were all gummed up from her allergies. Rubbing them, she shuffled forward, trying to make sense of why her daughter—yes, it had to have been—was squatting down in the middle of the hall.
“Gemma? Hey, honey, are you okay?”
There was a squelching sound. Her daughter shifted, let out a moan. A foul smell rose off her and closed around Camilla’s face like a wet, dirty hand.
“Jesus,” Camilla cried, about to vomit.
Her daughter, still not much more than a shadow, then stood and took off down the hallway, blending into the blackness that gathered at the end of it.
“Gemma?”
Camilla, covering her nose, backtracked to her room and switched on the light. There, in the middle of the hallway, where the shadow of her daughter had been sitting, was a puddle of bloody shit.
“Oh god.”
Camilla leaned back into her room, trying to get some fresh air, but it was impossible. The smell was everywhere, and it seeped into everything. Even her hands over her nose smelled awful, like sweaty copper and meaty feces.
Concern propelled her forward. She tried to jump over the steaming puddle, but her heel caught the edge of it, making her stomach sink. Somewhere between angry and terrified, she kept going, past the bathroom, to her daughter’s room.
Camilla pushed the door open and flicked on the lights. Gemma was lying in bed, the blankets kicked off. Her back was to her mother, and she was holding onto Scram the bat for dear life. She was snoring, and her pajama shorts weren’t stained.
“Gemma?” Camilla was about to go to her daughter’s bedside when she realized the smell was gone. Instead, she looked over her shoulder, back into the hallway. The pile of bloody shit had disappeared.
Camilla covered her mouth, mumbled, “Okay. Okay, what the fuck?” as she wandered out of her daughter’s room, back to the place where she had vacated her bowels. But there was nothing there. No feces, no gore.
“Mom?” Gemma called out behind her.
Camilla ignored her and slipped back into her room. Her head, so filled with confusion and doubt, felt as though it were going to explode. She sat down on the bed. The alarm clock read 1:00 AM. She didn’t go back to sleep after that.
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Trent woke up at eighty-thirty in the morning to the hot sunlight that left him clammy and sick. He hadn’t slept well. The family room couch was more like a torture device than a piece of furniture. That, and he had kept hearing noises all night, too. A kind of low whining, something like a scared cat would make, coming from the living room. That’s where the grandfather clock was, and that’s what he figured the noise had been. It’s gears, maybe; its workings, winding up and getting ready to do what it was meant to do. Or something. He wasn’t an expert on that stuff.
Getting up from the couch’s quicksand center, something crunched beneath the cushions.
“The hell?”
He dug in the crevice, found an envelope smashed against the abandoned hide-a-bed. Camilla was hiding bills again? It was something she used to do all the time, then stopped when she started talking about getting a divorce. He could already feel his blood boiling, but maybe this was a sign she was changing her mind on leaving him.
“What did you blow money on this time?” He tore open the unmarked envelope. Instead of a bill, there was a letter. And it read:
Trent,
These last few years have been difficult. I think that we both can agree on that. And I think we can also both agree that we would give just about anything to get back what we used to have so long ago. It hurts me to say that it is gone, but… I don’t know anymore. How much longer can we hold out? All we do is hurt each other. And Gemma… I can already see it now, her doing everything to make us suffer for putting her through this. It turns my stomach, Trent.
We’re better than this. We deserve better than this. I’m not happy anymore, and I know you can’t be, either. We’re too comfortable. Even the fighting is comfortable. It isn’t supposed to be this way. We become something else when we are around each other. Our marriage has become something else, too. I don’t hate you, but I don’t love you. Not like I want to. Not anymore. Help me end it. It’s the only—
There was no more to Camilla’s letter. She had stopped there. He had an idea when she might have written it. There had been a night a few months back when he came into the family room and she was on the couch. She jumped, and then started chewing on the pen in her hand. They fought that night, but it wasn’t like it usually was. She kept trying to end it, and he kept it going, confirming what she’d already known for years on end.
Trent shoved the letter back under the couch cushion. Tears in his eyes, he slipped out the back door and onto the porch to watch the ocean awhile.
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“Did you get sick last night?”
Tongue firmly planted in the side of her ice cream scoop, Gemma shook her head and mumbled a very tongue-numbed, “No.”
It was Saturday afternoon at the Dairy Delight. This was supposed to be their special, stress-free time of the week. Yet Mom looked anything but stress-free. She had the same expression Gemma imagined the queen had in her sand castles right before the waves rolled in.
“I thought I heard you.” Mom sipped loudly on her straw, her diet soda nothing more than icy dregs.
Gemma lowered her cone. The warm summer air rushed over the Dairy Delight’s pavilion, helping to melt everyone’s ice cream there. The garishly colored store wasn’t as busy as it usually was. Might have been the storm that blew away most of the tourists.
“I won’t be mad.”
“Mom, I didn’t get sick. What? What is it?”
Her mom shook her head.
Two of Gemma’s classmates, Britney and Ashley, passed by the pavilion. They were in shorts and tops that may have well been bathing suits or stripper outfits. They had stupid grins on their faces, and while they stared at her and her mom, they whispered underneath their bubblegum breath. It didn’t bother Gemma as much as they probably would’ve liked, but it would catch up with her later when she was in bed with Scram, unburdening her soul to the stuffed bat.
“I can tell, Mom. You look… disturbed,” she finally said, the two bitches bouncing along to the next store. “What’s wrong? Is it Dad?”
“It’s always something with your father.” Mom took a plastic spoon and snitched with it a bit of ice cream from Gemma’s cone. “That clock—” she laughed, savored the minty flavor of her pilfering, “—it’s something else, isn’t it?”
Popping her lips, Gemma said, “Oh yeah.”
Mom ran her fingers through her oily hair. “Feels good to be out of the house. The last few days, I’ve felt kind of bad. Summer cold? I don’t know.” Slurp, slurp, slurp, and then: “You hate the clock, don’t you?”
Gemma didn’t know how to respond, so she didn’t.
“It has a name.”
Gemma leaned in, intrigued. Not so much to hear the name, but to see how her mom came up with it. Because like last night, when she mentioned it being made in a convent, it seemed like she was winging these details, making it up as she went. Whenever she talked about the clock, her eyes went elsewhere, like someone was talking to her. Someone, AKA, her imagination.
“The Dread Clock.” Her eyes went elsewhere, her brows bobbing up and down to some unheard utterance.
Did Gemma just hear something, too? Words on the wind, cold and whispered. She scanned the pavilion. Had to have been the diabetes-riddled family at the next table over, admiring their quadruple chocolate chunk ice cream bowl. She shook her head, felt like a jerk.
“The nuns at the convent called it the Dread Clock.”
“Where was the convent?”
“Somewhere near Russia, in the countryside, I think.”
“We have a thing called the ‘Dread Clock’ in our living room?” Gemma snorted. “Where is my mom, and what did you do with her?”
“Stop. It’s an antique.” Her mom took out her keys and dug them into her hip. “They built it because—” she stopped speaking, focused harder, “—there was so much sin in the world. They thought time and sin were connected.”
“Oh, I get it,” Gemma said. “Like how they say there’s a murder every five seconds sort of thing?”
Mom’s eyes shone with faint, red light. “Yes!” She put her keys away. “Exactly. I think they thought of the Dread Clock as being a kind of dream catcher.”
“Sin catcher.”
Mom nodded enthusiastically. “More or less. It would suck up all the sin in the world. Maybe even stop bad things from happening in the future.”
Gemma polished off her ice cream and started chewing on the cone. “You sure they were nuns? That sounds a little witchy.” With a mouthful of waffle, she blabbered, “It’s got horns, Mom! Freaking horns!”
“Gemma,” her mom cried. Red faced, she shot her arm out and almost grabbed Gemma’s wrist. “Please, don’t make fun of me for it.”
Gemma fell back in her seat. “Okay,” she said. What the heck? she thought. This is the way she acted with Dad, not with her. What the heck was wrong with her?
“Sorry.” Mom retracted her arm. “Your dad questions everything I do. I don’t mean to take it out on you.”
She shrugged.
“Researchers—”
Researchers? Gemma couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Researchers? She bought this thing out of Gethin’s shop. Why was she acting like it was some priceless artifact? Some scientific marvel?
“—think it wasn’t always in the form of a clock.”
Weirded out to the point of sounding like a robot, Gemma said, “Oh?” and went on studying her mom like the imposter she might have been.
“The oldest grandfather clock was made in the 1600s, but people think the Dread Clock is much older.” She took the straw out of her cup, curled it up, and popped it into her mouth to chew on it.
Gemma was becoming acutely aware of how strange her mother was acting, and how many people were watching them on the pavilion. She started cleaning up the table, trying to signal to her mother it was time to go.
Mom swallowed. “So we really lucked out, sweetie.” The straw wasn’t in her mouth anymore. “You’re ready to go? You sure you’re not sick? Let’s go somewhere else, then. It feels good to be out.”
“Mom?”
“Hmm?”
Gemma scooted out her chair. The metal it was made of ground against the concrete. When she stood, something cold skidded down her leg from in between her thighs. It felt like a finger, nail first, scraping down her skin.
“What is it, Gemma?”
She went sideways, hiding her leg. “How do you think Gethin got ahold of something like that?”
Mom shrugged, stood up, too. “Maybe we should get back to the house. I should probably get back to restoring the clock.”
“So we can sell it?”
A dark shadow stole across the pavilion. “Yeah,” Mom said. She took out her keys and jingled them. “Want to drive?”
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Trent didn’t say anything at dinner tonight. Camilla brought up the cost of the clock and the divorce papers, which were coming any day now (they weren’t), but he wouldn’t bite. Instead, he sat in the family room, gloomily shoveling spaghetti into his mouth, while he watched a high school girls’ volleyball team play on public access. She had to send Gemma in to change the channel, and when she did, Gemma came back saying that Dad was asleep, the spaghetti mostly in his lap. Camilla left him there after dinner was over to clean himself up on his own.
It was about 9:00 PM when Camilla settled down in the living room with her pride and joy, the Dread Clock. All this talk of repairing and restoring it, and yet sitting here at the foot of the thing, her and its shadow now one, she couldn’t find anything wrong with it. As far as she could tell, the Dread Clock was perfect. She knew she had seen images of it before—when, exactly, she couldn’t remember—and everything about it looked in order. And she liked that. No mess, no flaws. Everything as it ought to be. Ugly and raw, maybe, but genuine, without pretention or promise.
Camilla went to her knees and pressed her hands to the glass case where the dark, almost organic pendulum swung. What shape had the Dread Clock taken before being confined to this wooden body? An hourglass? A sundial? A jet-black obelisk? And what remained? What had been carried down through the ages? What was the constant that made this thing tick and tock and suck the sin from this world? She touched the glass case and wondered if she could fit Gemma inside it.
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Scram the bat sat like a sentry on Gemma’s pillow as she lay on the floor, cell phone held high above her head, trying to find something, anything, on Mom’s Dread Clock. It was midnight now, and she had already been at it for an hour. So far, the most she had come up with were a bunch of urban legends about creepy clocks and some crappy digital art that looked like it was done by a four-year-old.
“Where are you getting this crap, Mom?” Gemma mumbled, about to click on a website authored by someone named Connor Prendergast.
She went stiff as she heard her dad’s heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. It was a learned response kids like her could have done without.
“Guess he’s ready to fight now.”
Gemma rolled over, dropped the phone. She went to her window, which overlooked the north side of the coast. Like a homesick Neanderthal, she missed her cave. It was out there, in that salty dark, host to all sorts of slimy, skittering things. That’s where she was most creative and most free.
Something was wrong with the moon. Gemma opened the window and leaned forward on the sill. There were weird bands in the sky. Thick strands of ink with odd, oily colors, like a gasoline spill. Pollution? She squinted as hard as she could, and then reeled. The inky strands weren’t in the sky, but attached to the moon itself, pouring out of its craggy face from smeary space to the distant foothills. It looked like a spider. It was moving forward. And there was nothing she could do but stare at it in terrified awe.
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The door to Camilla’s room creaked open, and the smell of Trent came through. She wasn’t asleep, not yet, but with the lights out and the blanket up to her nose, she was well on her way. What time was it, anyway? Barely opening her eye, she saw the clock read 12:15 AM.
Jesus I’m getting old, she thought. Quarter past midnight, and I’m already beat.
At the foot of the bed, the mattress sank to a new weight, Trent’s weight. He pressed his hands to the folds of the blanket, near where her feet protruded, bare to catch the cold air. She only had on a bra and panties.
What the hell is he doing?
Still feigning sleep, she listened to his heavy breathing and wondered what drunken soliloquy he was going to grace her with tonight. His fingers, coarse from factory work, lightly touched her ankle. A warm sensation ran up her leg. She fought every impulse to recoil. It was a sensation she had lost and was surprised to have found again.
Trent’s hand traveled up her calf, spreading the blanket as he went. Camilla’s leg hairs bristled against his nails. Though her eyes were tightly shut, she could imagine the scene with clarity. Every movement he made added another stroke to the heated imagery wavering like a mirage in her mind. He hadn’t attempted to touch her in this way in almost a year. The shock of it was almost paralyzing. Half of her just wanted to see how far he would take it. And the other half, the desperate half, the one which was mostly spit and snarls, wanted him to take it as far as he could, until she herself couldn’t take it anymore. Until she had gotten her selfish fill, and the revulsion of his touch finally kicked in.
Now, his hand was gripping her thigh, right above her knee. Hard calluses, the gems of his labor, scraped her skin while he kneaded her muscles. Her body was betraying her hatred. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and a spot of heat bloomed over her breasts. She clenched her legs to cut off the wetness that had formed between them. A soft moan escaped her saliva-sealed lips, and she went red in the face. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him to know she was enjoying this. That much was obvious. It was that she didn’t want to admit to herself that she was enjoying this. Things were better with Trent when she put herself somewhere else, or pretended to be something she wasn’t. And yet here she was, damn near in the palm of his groping hand.
Camilla cracked open her eyes. Because of the dark, Trent was nothing more than a featureless shape sitting beside her. That made the experience better. Of course, she knew it was him. She was his wife. If she was an expert on anything in life, it was the texture of her husband, inside and out. As his fingers crept towards her inner thigh, she flirted with fantasies of who this featureless shape may be. Crushes or celebrities. The one-night stand, or the two-night pity party. But the fantasies didn’t last long. The shape always returned to Trent, not as he was now, drunken and pathetic, but as he had been years ago. When they were young. When they were happy. When marriage was a mystery, and beautiful moments were all they had. And all they needed.
Trent’s fingers brushed like breaths against the folds of Camilla’s sex. She bit her tongue as he pushed aside her underwear. He teased her lips open. Treating her like it was his first time, she felt like it was her first time, too. Despite how good it felt, Camilla knew it wasn’t going to solve anything. It hadn’t in the past, and sure as hell wasn’t going to now. But she wanted this. And like the Dread Clock downstairs, she was going to have it.
One hand pressed down on her hip, Trent leaned forward and slid his finger inside her. Camilla relented, released her muscles, only to have them tense up again. She sank into the bed, burying half her face into the pillow. Trent went in deeper, and when he went in deeper, he moved over her, the phantom of his weight pressing down on her. Her arm wrapped around him. She gripped his drenched shirt and tried to pull him onto her. But he wouldn’t budge. He hadn’t come here to satisfy any need but her own.
Down to the knuckles, with both fingers inside her, he curled his fingers, rubbing their tips against those dampening walls, as though he were beckoning her forward. She made a fist against his back, bunching up his shirt as she ground against the bed. She pressed her hips down, giving him permission to do it harder. And he did. He stroked her insides with more force. He worked a third finger, stretching her further. It hurt, but not enough to make her care. Pain for pleasure. In her experience, the trade was fair.
She wasn’t far from orgasm went something went wrong. Trent’s hand, a sweaty clamp on her hip, bore down into her bones. She tried to adjust herself, but he wouldn’t get the hint.
It’s fine, she thought. The sharp pain in her side wasn’t enough to distract her from what was coming.
But then Trent worked a fourth finger, his pinky, inside her. Her muscles, unused and unwilling, burned as though they were going to tear. She unclenched his shirt and grabbed his wrist, to try and give him guidance at this moment of climax. He ignored her. Curling his fingers into claws, he gripped her from within and dug his nails into her vagina. Camilla squeezed his wrist, conflicted; the pain and pleasure becoming entwined, one now dependent upon the other to survive.
“Not so hard,” she said breathily, betraying silence. She was still close enough to come, despite the setbacks. “Please, don’t stop, but don’t be so—”
The muscles in Trent’s forearms tightened. Hand clawed inside her, nails nearly cutting into her vaginal walls, he moved his arm back and forth, as fast as he could, as though he were trying to dig his way out of her.
Camilla crushed his wrist. She reared up, screaming, “Stop, stop!” but now he had his whole hand inside her, trying to rip her open.
Camilla pulled back her leg and kicked him in his flaccid crotch. Winded, he tore his hand out of her, and a tongue of mucus, piss, and blood gushed onto the bed. She kicked again, aiming higher. Her foot smashed against his teeth and sent him reeling off the bed.
“Get the fuck out!” She grabbed the blanket, wrapped it around her. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Get out! Get the fuck out!”
By the time she turned on the lamp, Trent, or the featureless shape she thought had been him, was already gone.
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The door to Gemma’s room creaked open, and the smell of Dad came through. She wasn’t asleep, not yet, but only because the spidery moon had her transfixed at the window. When she heard his sigh behind her, the spell was broken, and the inky strands that hung from the steadfast satellite were gone.
“Oh, wow,” she said. Her eyes went fuzzy. She rubbed her face until it was numb. “Oh, wow, what the… Dad, did you see that?”
She pressed her nose to the glass. As far as she could tell the moon was back where it was belonged, high in the clouded sky. “Oh my god, it was so weird. Do I look sick? I feel—” She caught his reflection in the window. He was still as stone, staring wildly at her.
Gemma turned and her eyes went to her dad’s balled fist, which was wet in some places, and crusted over with a white film in others. His clothes, the T-shirt and jeans he’d had on all day, didn’t fit to him. They drooped over him, like they had come straight out of the wash. And he smelled. Gemma sniffed the air and caught the scent of something potent she couldn’t place, and also, urine.
About all she could manage to say was, “What’s wrong?”
And all her dad could manage to do was uncurl his fist and flex his fingers, which were still webbed with her mother’s release.
“Dad? You’re freaking me out.” Gemma let out an awkward laugh, smiled an awkward smile. “What did you do?”
The Dread Clock’s ticking started coming through the floor vent beside Gemma’s foot. Each noise it made was short, simultaneously thudding and piercing. It made her gums hurt, like a dentist had gone at them with one of their tools.
Cringing, Gemma said, “Dad? Dad. Dad!” She went forward, then stopped; looked at Scram for support. “Dad, you’re creeping me out!”
“I love you,” he said, at last.
“Yeah. I love you, too?”
“Do you have a boyfriend?”
Gemma’s voice shook as she said, “No, you know I don’t. Dad? Dad, are you drunk?”
Her dad’s vacant stare gave her goosebumps. His mouth kept moving, like he was silently repeating himself over and over. And now that she was looking at his mouth, she saw how red it was. His lip was busted. If it was bleeding, she couldn’t be sure, because he kept licking and sucking on it, as though he were trying not to make a mess in her room.
“You look bad.” Gemma took a few steps closer to him. She didn’t want to reject him. He seemed to be expecting that. “Go back downstairs. Please? I could call Uncle Jasper.”
Dad reached out his slick, encrusted hand and took Gemma by the chin. He ran his bitter-tasting thumb over her lip and said, “I love you. I don’t show you enough.” Blood leaked down his mouth, but he slurped it back up.
As his other hand hovered beside her waist, Gemma muttered, “You do. I know. I… I love you, too.”
Don’t yell for Mom. Don’t. She pushed every sickening thought out of her head that had to do with what her Dad was possibly planning. He’s just drunk. This isn’t him.
He closed his hand on her waist, his fingers uncomfortably close to her butt. Letting go of her chin, tears and blood running down his face, he said, “Your mother was beautiful. All the men loved her. Will you be smarter than her? Be smart enough not to meet a man like me?” His hand traveled inward, towards the outskirts of her pelvis.
Gemma, shaking, her lips quivering, whispered, “What are you…?”
Her stomach was in knots, her head pounding with an ache. She felt strange in a way she hadn’t felt before, and didn’t like how she was feeling it now with her dad, his hands on her.
“Your mom is downstairs,” her dad said.
He fingered her waistband. His other hand gripped her side and barely touched her breast.
“By the clock. Go.” He let go of her, recoiled backward.
His eyes focused, and light returned to them.
“Go to her.” Looking as though he were going to vomit, he stormed out of her room and locked himself in the bathroom just outside it.
Gemma touched the places where he had touched her and broke down in tears.
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Camilla sat in front of the Dread Clock, her legs parted and still quivering from finishing what Trent had started upstairs. She felt pathetic, like some disgusting wretch enslaved by her emotions. But she did feel better than she had before, which said a lot, given that, currently, her crotch felt as though it had been sanded down and doused in rubber cement.
She wasn’t mad at Trent anymore. The Dread Clock had a comforting quality to it that took the sting out of most things. Watching the pendulum sway back and forth put her in a trance most monks could only ever dream of obtaining. Perhaps her favorite part of the clock was the moon dial, where three celestial bodies were depicted upon the scorched plate above the clock face. They tended to move, but only when they were on the edges of her field of vision. In a way, they reminded her of Trent, Gemma, and herself. Three unrecognizable bodies caught in each other’s hellish orbits, taking a little from the other every time they passed.
Was that muscle behind the gears? Camilla strained her eyes and went down on all fours, crawling to the clock’s glass case. Yes, it was. Behind the pendulum, like fleshy spider webs. How had she missed this before? Beautiful. It hadn’t been alive, but now it was—a new member of their dysfunctional home.
Footsteps on floorboards. Thump, slump, thump. Camilla fell back on her haunches and craned her neck to the staircase. Gemma was standing in the middle, moonlit and in some sort of mourning. Teenagers. Always the same, despite their claims of uniqueness.
“Can’t sleep?” Camilla said. She waved her daughter over. “Come here. I want you to see something.”
Gemma took a good minute to make her way to Camilla, but that was fine. They still had ten minutes or so to indulge in the dark secrets of the Dread Clock’s music.
“Mom?”
“Yes?”
“Why are you sitting in your underwear down here?”
Camilla rubbed her bare legs. “You sound like you’ve been crying.”
Gemma shook her head.
“A man got you down?” She laughed and patted the ground. “Take a load off.”
Gemma sat down, but with a healthy amount of distance between her and Camilla. She had been crying. Her face was puffy, and her voice had a quiver to it only years of spousal arguments could remedy.
“There’s something wrong with Dad,” Gemma said, bringing her knees to her chest. She buried her face in them and added, “I think he hurt himself.”
“Did you know can’t find the materials the clock is made out of on Earth anymore?”
Gemma shook her head. She shot Camilla a damning look.
Camilla ignored it and carried on. “They had to use just the right materials to hold every evil thing that’s been done or could be done.”
“Looks like wood to me,” Gemma mumbled. “And glass. And metal.”
Camilla rolled her eyes. “Some say each nun…”
She stopped, listened. The mouth deep in the clock was talking too quietly to hear.
And then: “Yeah, that’s right. After the Dread Clock was completed, each nun, after their deaths, were put inside it.”
At this, Gemma removed her face from her knees. “There’s dead bodies inside there?!”
“It’s said their spirits keep it going, to keep ridding the world of sin.”
Gemma shook her head. “They’re doing a shitty job of it.”
Camilla almost slapped her, but the mouth deep in the Dread Clock told her to wait on that.
“Mom.”
“Yes, dear?”
“You and Dad. Something isn’t…” Unable to find her words, Gemma started to her feet, but Camilla stopped her. “I feel like something terrible is going to—”
More footsteps on the staircase. This time, it was Trent. Gemma gasped, and then Camilla saw why she had. He was completely naked, and protruding from his urethra was a bloody toothbrush. He wheeled around them, sat down beside Camilla. She threw one arm around him, and the other around Gemma.
“This is nice,” she said, squeezing them closer to her, eyes wide and nothing but pupil. “All it took was for one little clock to make us a family again.”
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The next morning, Trent woke up on the beach, in agonizing pain, cell phone in hand, with absolutely no memory as to how he ended up there.
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The next morning, Gemma woke up in the family room, the TV turned all the way up, with drool down her chin, and her hand in a box of cereal. She couldn’t remember why she was where she was, but she did remember everything else.
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The next morning, Camilla woke up in the bath tub, a Bible in it with her, and the taste of paper and ink in her mouth. She had eaten halfway through the Old Testament. Though she couldn’t remember the night before, she had a sneaking suspicion some Old Testament fire and brimstone was exactly what she needed at this very moment in time.
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No one came looking for him, which was good, because he had only managed to make it to the garage before the pain in his penis became too much to bear. After making a call to Jasper to take him to the doctor, he sat in his car, the leather adhering to his sticky skin, looking at what he had done to himself.
“What the fuck?”
Something had been shoved into his urethra. Just looking at the widened site made him fevered. He had to piss, but even the thought of doing so made him hurt.
“Camilla?”
He looked out the car, wondering if his wife had done this to him. The thing that almost puzzled him more than anything else was the fact that, when he woke, there was dried toothpaste on his balls.
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It was Sunday, and Gemma’s church was the cave. She didn’t leave a note or say goodbye. She just took her cell phone and ran out of the house, going the long way as she went so her parents wouldn’t see her and try to follow after. But, honestly, what did it matter? Whether they saw her or she saw them, they were still with her in her mind. And the memories of last night? They had already started to fester, infecting everything she had once held true.
Gemma navigated the still-cool dunes until they tapered away to the cliff that led to the cave. Two paths to take, she took the one that ran narrowly along the cliff, rather than the back entrance, for no reason other than the more dangerous route seemed to make the most sense. It was a makeshift walkway reinforced with wooden boards, and it was only a few feet in width. To her right, the rocks of the cliff, and her left, openness, and the ocean, after a twenty-foot drop, with a wall of boulders eager to break her.
Who had put this here? She took her time crossing the walkway. Small gusts of wind teased her into flattening against the cliff. Someone else who needed an escape? She gathered her courage and hoofed it. The boards creaked but held fast. Maybe it had been a woman like her, who didn’t have a place and found it fitting to make her own.
She reached the cave. Inside, there was nothing but a dead snake, a cracked egg, and cold, sea-sprayed stone. Could someone live in a place like this forever? Didn’t seem a bad idea. What she needed she could steal or work for. It would be hard, but it would be hers, and though Nature’s will could sometimes be cruel, she would be safe from everything else.
Gemma then looked back, at her house, which was now just a dark haze looming over the beach. Could someone live in a place like that forever? Already, the memories of midnight had begun to crystallize, becoming something permanent, but also different. Seeing her father naked, with that thing down his… thing. And her mother almost naked, holding them, speaking in dark tongues to the Dread Clock. These hardening memories were real, and they would be with her forever, yet they were losing their realness. They had happened, but it was becoming easier to tell herself they hadn’t. She had only been awake an hour and already these past traumas were transforming into tales.
She plopped down on the end of the cave, threw her legs out over the edge. She rolled up her pant legs, so that the sea could baptize them. With her favorite sharp rock, she carved her name, as she had done many times before, into the ground. She tried to distract herself with just about anything she could imagine, but her thoughts kept coming back to those stark, stomach-churning images that felt as though they had been nailed into her mind.
“Fuck,” Gemma screamed, throwing the rock out to the ocean. She balled her fist and punched the cave floor. She drew blood, and with blood, drew the Dread Clock on the stone.
“What the fuck? What the hell?” Rocking back and forth, she started to cry; her face stretched, as though the tears would be too big to come out normally. “What the…? Why? What the fuck?”
Gemma shrieked and bashed her heels against the cliff. She felt her father’s hands on her again, the taste from his thumb in her mouth. Every positive memory she had of him, she brought to light. She knew what he had done, or what he was going to do. They talked about it in school, or on TV. But Dad wasn’t like that. No, he wasn’t like that. He had never been like that. Not once, not ever. He had stopped himself, too. But, oh god, what if he hadn’t?
Gemma blubbered, stringy spit and snot connecting her nose and hands. Would he have gone further? She had an idea of what could have happened next but… Gemma retched, the notion making her physically ill.
“It wasn’t you. You wouldn’t do that,” Gemma said.
A flock of birds tore through the orange sky.
“He wouldn’t do that. No, it wasn’t him. There’s something going on and…”
She nodded, each excuse more convincing than the last. “Dad wouldn’t do that. He was drunk, or maybe he was trying to tell me something. Or maybe I did something wrong…”
And then the excuses sounded less likely, and she started to bawl again.
As Gemma sat there, rocking herself into a calm, she started to think about the divorce, and everything she had done to stop it from happening. Mom threatened to divorce her dad about six months ago. At first, Gemma didn’t take it seriously, but the fights got worse, and she kept catching her mom making calls to lawyers.
After that, the “outbursts”—even now, the word made Gemma roll her eyes—started. At home or in school, it didn’t matter. If someone wronged her, she was quick to let them know it. Piece of shit and bitch were often her choice of words—her mother’s and father’s, respectively—and she had even scuffed up a nose and a few elbows and knees in a couple of fights. It was all typical stuff for kids to do when their parents were going through a divorce. That’s what her mom said, and that’s what the Internet said, too. And the best thing about the Internet? It actually gave her more ideas on how to sabotage their split-up. She ratcheted up the detentions, made her grades plummet. She stayed out later than she was supposed to, and sometimes pretended as though she were dating some guy in secret. She even started cutting herself on her ankle. The Internet never said these things would work, only that kids going through what she was going through were known to do them. However, Gemma was determined to use them to her advantage. Whether or not her mom and dad were meant to be together didn’t matter. The thought of not having them together was impossible to hold. It didn’t make sense. Maybe her life wasn’t normal compared to everyone else’s, but the possibility of her family being torn apart seemed so much worse.
That is, until last night. Now, now she wasn’t so sure they ought to be together. Gemma stood up and went to the back of the cave, where the ceiling sloped upward into a grimy pocket of stone and shadow.
Was what had happened at midnight what happened to all marriages that were meant to end but didn’t? Like this hole in the cave’s ceiling, did everything just get sucked away, stripped down to nothing? Could a marriage like theirs eventually make them into the monsters they were last night? Better yet, did she do this to them? And if she did, maybe she had it coming last night. Maybe that’s what she got for being so fucking selfish.
Gemma’s pocket buzzed. She jumped, her heart at the top of her throat, and then realized it was her cell phone. Fishing it out, she saw she had a text from Mom.
Please, don’t smudge the clock’s glass.
That was it. Please, don’t smudge the Dread Clock’s glass. It was an instrument that, supposedly, absorbed all the sin in the world, and she was worried about it getting dirty? And not only that, she didn’t even ask where Gemma was or if she was okay.
“That stupid freaking clock. I swear to god, ever since that—”
She read the text again, remembered how her mother had seemed to be listening to the Dread Clock last night. She remembered how it made a sound at 1:00 AM, like a feral animal, and how afterward, Mom and Dad carried her to the family room, left her there, and disappeared.
“—that stupid freaking clock. That stupid freaking clock!”
Gemma opened her web browser and searched for the phone number of Gethin Yates’ antique shop. Things hadn’t been great at home, but they had definitely gotten worse ever since that clock had shown up. Uncle Jasper would say she was just being immature, naïve, but if he had seen what she saw, he, too, would be looking for any excuse in the world to explain her parents’ behavior.
She dialed the number, stepped out of the cave, onto the cliff’s walkway for better reception. The phone rang and rang. No answer. And, crap, it was Sunday. Was his stupid store closed?
I bet I could find where he lives if—
Gethin Yates, on the side of the line, shouted, “Hello?”
Gemma, not having prepared herself for what to say, lowered her voice, did her best impression of her mother, and said, “Gethin.”
“Camilla? Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ, I’m glad you called. Are you okay?”
Am I okay? Gemma swallowed her excitement and kept it simple. “The clock.”
“What happened? I told you, woman! I told you. I’m sorry I sold it to you.” Some scratching in the background. “I’m sorry. I was scared, and I wanted it out of here. But the original buyer, Connor Prendergast, called. I told him I sold it to you, and he bawled me out. There’s something wrong with that clock, Camilla, okay? Have you felt it, too?”
“Yes,” Gemma said, almost crying again.
“That Prendergast guy was very vague about the clock. I looked into him. He’s into that supernatural, paranormal… I don’t know, but—” more scratching in the background, “—he’s coming to get it. Bring it back. I’ll refund you in full. He said to keep our distance, so I’ll lock it up back in the warehouse. Camilla. Camilla?”
Gemma sniffled her nose. She was there again, in front of the clock, her mom’s arm around her, the smell of desperate, sick sweat wafting off her.
“What… did you… see, Gethin?”
He shuddered. The phone went dead for a second, as though he had hung up. Then: “My grandmother. She used to make me write down in a book why I was a bad b-boy.” More scratching in the background, like he was covering something in ink. “What did you see, Camilla?”
“I did things.” Gemma got choked up. “Not proud of.”
“Bring it, Camilla. Full refund.”
“No,” Gemma said. There was no way she was going to be able to get her mom to part with it. “Come and get it.” Her voice cracked, but she was sure Gethin couldn’t tell. “It’s mine.”
Gemma hung up the phone. She took a deep breath and then opened the web browser again.
“I knew it. I knew there was something. Connor Prendergast? Where do I—”
She typed in his name, found the site she had almost clicked on last night, and opened it.
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“What did we do to each other?”
Carefully, Trent took a seat beside Camilla in the living room. She was still in her underwear, and she was still staring at the Dread Clock. In one hand, her husband was holding the crotch of his pants, and in the other, a bag from the hospital with antibiotics, an anti-inflammatory, and probably a note from the doctor diagnosing him as a complete dumbass.
It still stung badly between Camilla’s legs. She couldn’t piss without crying. Looking at Trent and his mini pharmacy, she asked, “Can I have some, too?”
“Huh? Oh. Yeah.” He handed her the bag. “You okay?”
No, she thought, opening the bag and unscrewing the lids to the bottles. She took a pill from each and swallowed them. They lodged in her dry throat, but she couldn’t be moved to move, so she let them dissolve there. It burned like hell, but as the days went on, she found hell was getting easier to deal with.
“Did you put something down my dick?”
Camilla shrugged, said, “You did a number on me.”
“I did?”
“Couldn’t have been anyone else.”
Trent bit his lip. He scooted closer to the Dread Clock, closer than Camilla. A pang of jealousy, a flood of venomous hate. She scooted even closer. Childish, yes, but triumphant.
“I woke up outside, naked. Jasper ran me to the hospital.” Trent rubbed his face, stretched his jaw. “Feels like my head is full of cotton.”
Might be, she thought. Might be all that’s up there. “I woke up in the bathtub. I guess I spent all night eating part of the Bible.”
Trent nodded, the statement not fazing him one bit. “Did we take something last night?”
“I don’t have a stash anymore.”
“Yeah, me neither.”
Camilla leaned forward and, for the first time since she had brought the Dread Clock, opened the glass case behind which the fleshy pendulum was concealed. A rancid odor rolled out. Her vision became blotchy, and she had to close her eyes because the living room had started to spin.
“Close it. Christ, close it, Camilla,” Trent said, pinching his nose. “What is that? Smells like something died inside it.”
Nothing is dead in there.
She pushed her hand inside the case, stopping short of the rocking pendulum.
That’s life. The smell of it. The reek of it. Fleshy clockwork
lubed with sin and satisfaction.
She closed the case and leaned back. Looking at Trent, she noticed there was something different about him now. For one, she didn’t want to bite his head off, but that wasn’t it. No, no, that wasn’t it at all. There seemed to be a bond, a connection between them. The kind a narcotic could create, but stronger. It was their wounds, the proof of their shared communion in the Dread Clock’s midnight service.
Trent, still staring at the clock, looked as though he were going to doze off. “I’m sorry, Camilla,” he slurred.
She scooted closer to him. Her legs touched his. A spark of excitement made her flesh flush. “For what?”
“Everything.” An eyebrow went up. He tilted his head towards the Dread Clock.
Was the clock talking to him now? Camilla hoped so. She needed someone to share in this secret, and Gemma was too young to appreciate its spoils.
“I don’t know what happened last night, but this isn’t us. I don’t want Gemma exposed to this sham anymore. I—” he swallowed hard, “—found your letter. You were right about everything you said in it.”
“I don’t know, Trent.” Camilla touched his knee. She took a deep breath, and with that breath, her lungs were filled with the Dread Clock’s musings. “I don’t know what happened last night, either, but I feel like things are different.”
Trent’s smile gave him away as he said, “W-wait. What do you mean?”
“Maybe we hit rock bottom last night.”
His hand found hers. She wove her fingers between his.
“Maybe we can rebuild this thing again.”
She pressed her other hand to his cheek. It was still covered in ink from the Bible, and his perspiring face made the passages run off onto him.
“I don’t want to give up just yet.”
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It was eleven in the morning, and Trent didn’t know where his daughter was. Though he would never admit it aloud, he didn’t actually care. He might have yesterday, but as he stood over the oven, making breakfast for Camilla, who was sitting at the table, watching him cook, he didn’t. He didn’t care at all. He had his wife back. With the help of the Dread Clock, he realized what he suspected all along: he loved Camilla more than Gemma. Or, wait. Maybe that hadn’t been true yesterday, but it was today. He shrugged, flipped the bacon. Today was all that mattered, anyway.
“This is nice,” he said. He poured the entire skillet, bacon and grease, onto a plate and carried it to the table. He lay the still hissing meal in front of Camilla. “I missed this.”
“Yeah.” Right away, she went in for the bacon. Little yelps of pain escaped her lips as she gobbled down the meat. “It’s good,” she said, her voice already raspy from the scorching.
“I cheated on you, too,” Trent said.
Camilla drank the grease. “I figured.”
“Some eighteen-year-old. Can’t even remember her name.” Trent grabbed an apple and put it onto the open flame of the stove. “Did it the other night. When you kicked me out.”
“Past is in the past.”
Trent took the apple off the burner, threw it into the sink. “I like that we’re talking again.”
Camilla licked her fingers. She went to the sink and grabbed the apple out of it. Taking a bite, she mumbled, “It’s the clock.”
Trent grinned. She gets it. Though it had been hard to admit, buying the Dread Clock had been the best thing for them. “There is something about it.”
Together, they went to the table and sat. She threw her feet up on his lap. He rubbed them. “Feels like it’s already been here. Thought it was strange, at first. But it makes perfect sense.”
Camilla giggled as Trent leaned forward and started trimming her toenails with his teeth. “You know, there’s something living inside it?”
He spat out a nail. “Really?”
Camilla took her feet off him and stood up. “Yes. Want to see?” She held out her hands.
Do I want to see? He took her hands, pulled her into an embrace. I want to see everything. I want to thank whatever it is personally. He buried his face in Camilla’s hair. She smelled terrible.
“Show me,” he said, picking a Bible passage out of her hair. “Hey, do you think we should invite Jasper over?”
Camilla shook her head. “No, it’s ours.”
“What about Gemma?”
“The Dread Clock doesn’t want her to see what’s inside yet.”
“How come?”
“All this isn’t normal enough for her yet. But we know, don’t we?”
Trent nodded, kissed her forehead. “I think we just forgot. Hey, what time is it?”
Shrugging, Camilla said, “Not midnight.”
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THE DREAD CLOCK & AND ITS BLACK HOURS: A HISTORY AND WARNING
BY CONNOR PRENDERGAST
We like to think of time as something that we own. Something that, despite existing before and beyond us, we can appropriate and designate and rely upon to always be consistent and true. As with air, we take it for granted and seldom consider how or why it’s there. Perhaps it’s the simplicity of the science, or the inescapability of its use. In the end, for most, time is no more than a constant flow of events with sometimes hazy beginnings and indefinite ends. Like water in a river, we suspect the source is always the same, and the watershed from which it flows bound by unchanging rules, however obvious or obscure.
But what if time could be manipulated? Or dislodged and replaced completely? What if there was another source of time in our universe, and its watershed was not bound by rules but guided by madness?
Time has a tapeworm, and it is the Black Hour. It is not an alternative dimension, but an entirely new one. One that has fed on and gotten fat off the foul gristle and scum of our existence. Every night, at midnight, regardless of location or time zone, this Black Hour imposes itself upon reality. For one hour, it subjects the world, perhaps even the universe, to random and sometimes impossible events. From environmental abnormalities, such as small fires and upside-down lakes, to moments of absolute depravity, such as a rape or a murder by a creature that has never existed, the Black Hour knows no limits, for it has no limits. And because it is limitless, unlike our time and reality, it is even more difficult to measure and understand. The only thing that is known about the temporal aberration is that it lasts for one hour, and that it always begins at midnight. But even those supposed facts are flimsy at best, for though they’ve proven to hold true so far, that doesn’t mean they are.
But what is true and perhaps even more unbelievable than the abilities of the Black Hour itself is the fact that it has a physical presence in our world. The “heart” of the Black Hour is a very real object that has been recorded throughout history as existing—and existing solely to subjugate humanity to its sadistic ways. Likened to a cancerous mass, the Black Hour’s heart is either a symbol of the event, or the origin of the event itself. Either way, the key to understanding and destroying the Black Hour lies in obtaining the heart.
But the heart of the Black Hour has shown itself to be surprisingly resilient. Throughout time, humanity has given the grotesque organ shelter. From images and writings, references have been discovered pertaining to the Black Hour’s heart and its protection within various timekeeping devices. Why the heart feels the need for such symbolic safeguards is not yet known. But it appears to thrive on planting itself directly within populaces, as though to invoke insanity and then absorb the new lunacies they spawn. From the Black Hour’s willingness to constantly place itself in the public’s eye, one can either assume that the heart cannot be destroyed, or that the tools to destroy it are not within our grasp; because the Black Hour’s heart is not of this world and, therefore, undefeatable. To excise it, one would have to uproot it from time itself, the very continuum from which it sups and usurps, and return it to whatever hell no longer wanted anything to do with it.
Currently, for the last several hundred years, the Black Hour’s heart has taken residence in an object known as the Dread Clock. The Dread Clock was created by a group of nuns in an Eastern European convent who had discovered the heart. Using prayer and even the magic of the Membrane, the nuns wove the heart into the Dread Clock as a means of imprisoning it.
They did not succeed. The Black Hour is dogmatic in its midnight desecrations, never diverging from that rigid, ritualistic schedule. But by their efforts and incantations, the powers of the Black Hour began to leak out of the heart, causing the organ to have an almost constant effect on those in its vicinity. It was bleeding chaos, and the only way the nuns believed they could stem the tide was to destroy themselves, from their flesh down to their souls, and lock themselves away inside the Dread Clock to hold the “demonic forces” at bay.
Since the nuns’ failed attempts, the Dread Clock has traveled the world. It has a tendency to show itself at the worst moments in history, as though to be the first in line to feed on humanity’s suffering. From diseased villages to concentration camps, there is mounting evidence that the Dread Clock has been present, simultaneously creating evil, while feasting on it. To blame the Black Hour for man’s inhumanity to man would be foolish. But how much stronger was the Black Hour made by them?
Below, you will find pictures and additional descriptions of the Dread Clock. If you believe you have seen the object, do not go near it, for still it bleeds chaos and despair. Those who stand in its presence stand to be undone. The heart is known to work quickly on those who are weak of will or at their rope’s end. Unlike other cursed or haunted objects, the Dread Clock is eager to mutilate, for time is forever and humanity many, and there are many miseries to gorge upon.
Gemma flipped her shit. She scrolled to the top of Connor Prendergast’s website, the man who was supposed to have bought the Dread Clock initially, and read the history again. What was this? Was it real? She paced back and forth in front of the cave. There was sweat on her neck, behind her knees. Any other time, like any other person, she would have laughed off the story. But this was the very same clock she now had in her living room, in her house. The pictures proved it. And the crap about insanity and the way Gethin talked about it and… Midnight. Midnight had been when she thought she heard Mom come into her room, asking if she was okay. And then last night, when her parents went temporarily (or inevitably) insane, it had been between twelve and one.
“Holy shit. Holy… holy shit.”
She clicked through the website. There an article on ghouls, there an article on what appeared to be a doll held together by super glue.
How do I contact him? She jabbed her phone, agitated. “Come on. Come on. Where’s your freaking email address, man?”
Again, the phone buzzed in her clammy grip. She stumbled backward, sending a few rocks into the foaming sea. A text message popped up on her screen from Jen that read: Hey, girl. Addie is sleeping over tonight. Can you?
Still morning, the sun was scorching hot. High in the sky, burning those that bumbled below, that fiery orb would be the thing most wouldn’t miss when evening rolled in. But Gemma would. As the day wore on and light gave way to dark, every minute that passed brought her and her family closer to that profaned Black Hour. She could try to get them to leave, go somewhere for the night. The festival at the fairgrounds, but crap, no, that didn’t start until Monday. Maybe if she showed them the website. Maybe if she told them what they made her watch…
“Yeah, I should be able to,” Gemma said, texting the same to Jen. Her finger hovered over the send button. She needed out of the house. And it sounded nice to have the chance to bounce some hypotheticals off her friends. But could she leave her parents alone like that?
“If the Black Hour is real,” she said, pacing back and forth, “then what are they going to do tonight?”
She stopped, squeezed the phone until the plastic made a cracking noise.
“But the article said it freaking bleeds chaos. What am I supposed to do? I can’t leave, but I can’t stay.”
She grabbed her hair and pulled it downward, crazed.
“What the hell do I do? Am I being stupid? Could be coincidence. Maybe they’ve just lost it. Goddamn it. Grr.”
Gemma pocketed her cell phone and started across the walkway towards the house. Now that she knew what she was looking for, she knew what to look for. All she had to do was to make sure she didn’t lose her mind in the process. This whole ‘them or her’ business didn’t sit well with her. She had spent so long trying to keep the family together, the last thing she wanted to do was turn her back on them. Whether or not the Dread Clock and the Black Hour were actually real, she still couldn’t honesty say. Mom and Dad were hurting, though, and now it was her job to heal them.
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Camilla and Trent had busted out the beach chairs. They were sitting on the shore under a crooked umbrella, the water breaking on their feet. She dug her toes into the sand and poked the shells hidden underneath. A crab nipped at her nail, and she smiled. It was a beautiful day. Cloudless, with winds that blew so strongly it was as though they had their own nefarious intents. The heat was going to be hellish, but Camilla appreciated that. She liked sweating out her impurities during the day and going home drained but contented at night. She slept better that way, when she had no energy left to doubt herself for hours on end. If she couldn’t be ignorant, at least she could be exhausted.
“This is nice,” Trent purred beside her. He put his hands behind his head. The huge, black shades he wore might have looked cool about twenty years ago, but now he just looked like a bug with a farmer’s tan. “We both needed this.” He popped open the cooler wedged into the sand. A few beers sat on the top, but he went for a bottle of water. “Want anything?”
“One of those massive malts from… God, what was that place’s name?”
Trent let out a laugh. “Oh, hell, what was that called?”
Camilla pointed at him and shouted, “Dan’s Diabetes Dive.”
“What? No. Really?” Eyes wide with realization, he said, “Shit, it was, wasn’t it? How did I forget? God, can you imagine a place being named that today?”
Camilla bit her lip. All it took were a few seconds and she was back there, at that shack of a store with Trent. They were sixteen? Seventeen? He had more quarters than he did dollars, and more zits than both of those combined. He hadn’t always been the most attractive of guys, but he had a good heart. She remembered he’d spent all he had that day, which wasn’t much, to get her one of Dan’s famous jumbo malts.
“I don’t even know if you could call it a malt,” Trent said.
“No, that thing was a freaking feeding trough. A big old tub of sugar.”
“You polished it off, though.”

Camilla’s cheek quivered from smiling. “Nope.”
“Killed it.” Trent opened his water, guzzled it. “I had never seen a girl so skinny eat so much.”
“How did I not go into a diabetic coma?” Camilla leaned on the arm of the chair, closer to him.
“Hell if I know. We put ourselves through so much as kids. Now, if I turn the wrong way when I’m taking a shit, my back’s out of commission for the week.”
Pelicans passed by overhead. A few sand pipers sped across the beach in search of meals too small to be seen.
“You remember Paul Smith’s party in ’84?” Camilla went into the cooler, got a beer for herself. “You remember what we did?”
Trent’s eyebrow arched. Coming out of his seat, he spun the chair around and dragged it nearer to Camilla. “I don’t know how I remember what we did.”
“We both got drunk as hell.”
“You did. I was sober.”
Camilla twisted her mouth. “Yeah, okay, Trent.”
“I was! How was I going to put my moves on you if I was drunker than a skunk?”
“Might have helped your moves, to be honest.”
Trent waved her off. “We wandered around those woods for what seemed like forever. You fell—”
“We fell,” Camilla corrected, “into that damn ditch.”
“Busted my head and my ass pretty bad. I don’t know how I managed that.” Now, Trent grabbed a beer. He popped a few of the ice cubes it had been nestled in into his mouth. “I definitely copped a feel helping you out of that ditch.”
“Did you?” Camilla laughed. She pretended to be repulsed as she pushed on his chair. It wobbled, but held. “Not surprised. You were always trying to cop a feel. Should have treated you like my class and made you sit on your hands during our dates.”
“Probably wouldn’t have helped.”
“Probably not.”
Trent took a drink. Camilla noticed how he paused with the beer in his mouth, as though the taste no longer appealed to him. He looked at the bottle, wedged it into the sand, and went back to his water.
“Remember that guy that beat you up?” Camilla continued to stare at the bottle in the sand.
Leave it be, she thought. Don’t touch it again, and we’ll be okay. It was like she was pulling petals off dandelions, reciting, “He loves me. He loves me not.”
Trent put up his hand, the way a politician might in a debate. Camilla thought back to how he had said he always wanted a job like that. One where he could make a difference. God damn, when had that dream died?
“If I recall correctly,” Trent said, “we beat each other up.”
“He busted your lip and gave you a black eye.”
“What did I to him?”
“I think you bit his arm.”
Trent cringed. He closed his eyes and shook his head. Ashamed, he said, “I did, didn’t I? Didn’t I punch him?”
“Maybe?” He hadn’t. “That guy came out of nowhere, though. From the other party going on in the field. He was pretty big. I mean, you remember how scrawny you were?”
Trent rolled up his sleeve, flexing his non-existent muscle. “About as scrawny as I am now.” He jiggled his gut. “Minus the pooch. God.” Though it was day, Camilla could see the stars in his eyes. “I was not a fine specimen. How the hell did you ever settle on me?”
“I loved you.” Camilla caught her breath. The words came out quicker than she expected. She dug her feet harder into the sand, embarrassed. All restraints and reservations had been lifted with the Dread Clock’s arrival. It made her feel young again.
“You had a good heart. You were yourself, too. I never knew what I was getting into with other people, but you were always you.” She took a drink, lingered on the lip of the bottle before setting it down. Inside, she saw a black creature with tentacles at the bottom, marinating in the alcohol. “You were a little dweeby, but I set you straight.”
Trent was chewing on his thumbnail. He slumped into his chair. Blood dribbled off the umbrella and down onto his chest. “I used to try so hard, though. I did. I mean, I was me. I wanted to do what I did.”
He sighed, rubbed the blood into the hairs on his chest like a salve.
“I used to try so hard, but not anymore. That’s where I went wrong with you and Gemma. I love you two more than anything in the world, but Jesus do I rarely show it. I don’t know how I got this way.” He closed his eyes. Tears struggled against his lids. “I’m so sorry, Camilla.”
You used to be so much more, she thought, staring at him, his eyes still closed. We both did. If only you knew how badly I want to love you again. If you did, would you let me?
Opening his eyes, he asked her nervously, “What went wrong with us?”
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It was a question he had always wanted to ask, but was afraid to hear the answer to. Because, in his mind, he was what had gone wrong. He was the one who hadn’t followed through on the promises they made to one another. He was the one who had cheated first, the one who brought Gemma into their home and asked Camilla to be a mother to her. He took and took from her until there was nothing left. And what he couldn’t give she got elsewhere.
“I’m sorry,” he quickly said. “I don’t want to ruin this—”
“Everything went wrong,” Camilla said. “It wasn’t you or me. It was both of us.”
Trent squinted. Camilla’s chest, bare because of the blouse she wore, was glowing and slightly translucent. In a chamber of its own, between her ribs, a smaller version of the Dread Clock’s pendulum swayed.
Camilla started. “We got married too fast. My career took off, and you were still trying college. My mom left this house to us, everything paid for and taken care of, and we never really learned how to live with each other. Had the apartment for what? Year and a half?”
Trent nodded. “It was a good year and a half, but I see where you’re coming from. We dated a long time, and then rushed into everything else.”
“I love Gemma.” Camilla paused, as though to gauge Trent’s reaction.
He didn’t give her one.
“I love Gemma. I love her so much. She may not be from me, but she’s as good as mine. It’s not her fault, but… Trent, you came home with another woman’s child. Another woman you slept with. She was a terrible human being, and never in a million years would I want Gemma back with her. But I don’t think I’ve ever gotten over that.”
First year in this house, and you kicked me out. You spat in my face and threw a bottle at my head
and told me never to come back.
“I can’t even remember what started that fight,” Trent said, and that was the truth.
Camilla shrugged. “Me neither.” But she looked as though she were lying.
“Sometimes.” Trent stopped. Did he want to put this out there? After all these years? Would she think he was making it up? Would it even matter? The wounds had been made, scabbed over, and torn open time and time again. They were beyond repair.
“What?”
Too late. “Sometimes, I don’t know if Gemma is mine. I cheated, I did. But Gemma’s mother was with a few guys at the time. She gave up the baby as soon as she knew I thought it was mine, but—”
“She looks like you, Trent.”
“She does.” He nodded. “I know it doesn’t change what I did. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I brought it up.”
“Do you speak to her?” Camilla’s voice was harsh.
“No, not since I took Gemma.”
“She was disgusting, Trent.”
“Disgusting isn’t a strong enough word.” He rubbed his forehead.
Gemma’s mother, Candice, had been about three hundred pounds, with a good ten percent of her weight being a combination of alcohol, heroin, and whatever other street corner shit she’d put in her body that week. Trent knew her from high school, and she had a tendency of finding him at the parties of mutual friends. Loud, rude, and selfish, there hadn’t been anything about Candice that Trent liked, except for the fact that she seemed to like him. The thing was, he couldn’t remember the night it happened. He assumed he’d had sex with her willingly, but sometimes, he wasn’t so sure. He had drunk too much and taken too many pills that night to be certain. It seemed like something he would do. After all, he had just cheated on Camilla with the girl at the 24/7 Quick-Stop. But maybe, maybe he—
“Trent?” Camilla touched the top of his hand. “Hey, you alright?”
“Sorry. I thought I heard the Dread Clock.” A lie, but now that he was thinking about the antique, he did start hearing whispers in his skull. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”
Camilla squeezed his fingers. “It is.”
“I don’t know where it’s going to take us.” He rubbed the bones of her wrist with his thumb. The simple things always made him feel so good. “But I’m glad it’s in our life.”
“It took the sin out of us. We were hollow, Trent, and had nothing but sin.”
“Now we can be ourselves again.” He imagined chewing Camilla’s face off and feeding her its sloppy regurgitations. “I don’t know where it’s going to take us, either. But if this is all we’ll get. Us here, talking again, on the beach, in the sun. That’s good enough for me. If I have to try my hardest to keep that, I will.”
Camilla’s eyes glinted. She smiled and let his fingers go. The wind kicked up and blasted their umbrella, wrenching it out of the sand. “Oh shit!”
Camilla jumped to her feet and scurried after it, before the gust took it too far. That was nice, that image. Her smiling, her running. Her running after something that wasn’t her car keys or another man. The nicest thing about it, though, was that he knew she would be back. Every day before this one, he never could tell how much time he had left with her. Their marriage’s problem had always been terminal, with a prognosis that neither their friends or family could agree on. Today felt different, though. He felt as though he could turn his back, and she would still be there.
“That Gemma?” Camilla said, pointing towards the cliff at the shape moseying along it.
“Looks it. Was wondering where she ran off to.”
Camilla plunged the umbrella into the sand. “Let’s get rid of her tonight.” She touched his shoulder. “Just you and me?”
Trent took her hand and kissed it. She didn’t flinch. “Just you and me.”
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They wanted the night to themselves? Hours later after her mom broke the news, Gemma was still doing double-takes and picking her jaw up off the floor. Flabbergasted, she felt like some stupid cartoon character who had just learned the sun was made of out gold. They wanted the night to themselves? Did they really? Or did the Dread Clock want them to itself? Either prospect seemed preposterous, and in neither one could she figure out a way to be present. Either she lacked enough cunning to stay (her mom was basically kicking her out), or enough courage to fight back (what terrible things would the Dread Clock make Dad do that he hadn’t before to her?).
“You haven’t been to Jen’s in a while,” Mom said.
That’s where they were headed to at this muggy hour of 7:00 PM. To Jen’s. For some reason, Mom had called Jen’s mother directly. Was it coincidence? Or did the Dread Clock know Jen had texted her that morning. Connor Prendergast’s website had Gemma so messed up, she almost regretted reading it. The only things she could truly do with that information was either ignore it, try to destroy the clock herself, or run for the hills. Again, she lacked the cunning and courage to carry out any of those three options.
“What’s wrong, Gem?” Mom bobbed up and down in the driver’s seat. The closer they got to Jen’s, the worse the road became. “I thought you’d be happy for us.”
Gemma pressed the side of her head to the window. The vibrations from the engine rattled her skull. Was she happy? She wasn’t even in the truck, anymore. She was outside it, in the fields that ran alongside Jen’s neighborhood of one-story homes and rusty bicycles. There she stood, watching the world and its events unfold around her. The field was sparse, chapped, like a long stretch of a dried lip, and her company poor. Scram was there, and a few grubs, which Scram, generally out of jealousy, ended up scarfing down. Unlike the beach, where she built castles for the tide to tear down, here, in this forgotten field, her materials were dirt, dust, and the sweat of her brow. What could she build with that? What could she possibly do that would make a difference?
Anyway, Mom was out of the house, away from the Dread Clock, and she still wanted to make things work with Dad. Maybe all they needed was a little chaos to have them come to their senses.
She whispered, “Fuck,” and closed her eyes for the rest of the ride.
Gemma spent most of the night sending texts to her mom, asking her how things were going and giving her suggestions on what to do, as though she were some expert on marriage. Mom turned down every idea, told her to enjoy her time with her friends, and then around 10:50 PM stopped texting altogether.
“Hey, Gem,” Jen said, nudging Gemma with her foot. They were in Jen’s basement on the floor, sitting in a circle while anime played in the background. “What’s up? Everything alright?”
Gemma smiled, set her phone down. “I’m fine. Mom’s acting weird.”
Addie, who was sitting behind Jen, doing her hair, leaned out and said, “Sorry, Gem.”
Gemma waved her off. She had known Jen and Addie for almost two years. They were a package deal. If you were friends with one of them, then by default you were friends with the other. Those two had known each other since pre-school, so there was a lot of history between them, inside jokes and things like that, that oftentimes made Gemma feel like an outsider. Like her parents, she pushed them away, and like her parents, they never gave up on her. If she told them a fraction of the freaky stuff that was going on in her home, would they believe her? Something deep down inside her, low and gravelly, almost mechanical, told her she had to try. Some secrets weren’t meant to be kept. She learned that from Mom and Dad. They were their secrets, and nothing else.
Jen uncrossed her legs and sprawled them out. “Summer is going to fly by, I know it.”
Addie went to work on another of Jen’s braids. “Don’t say that. I can’t stand school. God, I hate it. Our class is full of retards. The teachers are douchebags. My mom always says I’ll regret wanting to be older, but I’m pretty sure I won’t. Being a teenager sucks.”
“I don’t know,” Gemma said. Thinking back to her mom and dad in the supposed Black Hour, she added, “What’s so great about being an adult?”
“Uh, you get to do whatever you want?”
Gemma shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen any of our parents ever do what they want.”
Jen piped up. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen any adult do what they want.”
Addie stopped braiding. “That’s because they all have kids. We’re the problem. I’ll fully admit it.” She scooted away from Jen. “You’re telling me you love school, Gem?”
She shrugged. “It’s not that bad.”
Addie’s face went dark. She let down her blonde tendrils and said, “Not for you guys, apparently.”
Jen scooted herself in between the two of them. “Listen, it sucks for everyone.”
“I can’t get through one day without embarrassing myself. Either I fall out of my desk, I fall down the stairs, or I fart in gym class—”
Gemma and Jen started to crack up.
Addie, half-serious, belted, “Shut up.”
Jen nudged Addie back onto her hands. “You’re a hot mess. That’s not the school’s fault.”
“It made me this way.” Addie lay down on her back. “I used to be so cool in grade school.”
“What happened?” Gemma asked, snidely.
“Boys,” Addie said, the word rolling off her tongue as though it were as heavy as she made it sound. “And stuff.”
Jen whispered to Gemma, “It’s the ‘stuff’ that really messed her up.”
Gemma laughed. “Gets us all in the end, this mysterious ‘stuff.’”
Addie reared up. “Oh, I’m sorry I’m not as extravagant as you two.”
“You mean eloquent?”
“Bah!” She lay back down. “Everything’s pissing me off right now.”
“Was my time of the month, too,” Gemma said. She furrowed her brow. “Only lasted like a day.”
“Lucky ducky,” Addie rumbled. “Hate being a girl.”
Jen shook her head at Gemma. To Addie, she said, “You’re a real treat tonight. Let’s not do this. It’s the beginning of the summer. Forget about school and all that crap.”
Addie held the sides of her head and made the sounds a monk might make when trying to clear their mind.
“Gemma, seriously, though—” Jen threw a pillow at Addie but that just made her meditate louder, “—what’s going on with your mom?”
Mom? She reached for her cell phone. 11:15 PM. No text or missed call. Quickly she sent her mom a message asking how everything was going. Maybe go out to a bar with Uncle Jasper, or hang out in town, she thought and then texted.
“Gem?”
She glanced back at Jen. Addie was sitting up now, too, having finally come out of her selfish shell.
Oh nothing. Dad may have tried to abuse me, and Mom is obsessed with a clock that may be madness incarnate. Gemma wanted to say those things, but since she didn’t think they’d really believe her, at least not at this moment, instead she whispered, “They’re fighting again. It’s bad.”
Jen’s eyes softened. “Is that why you keep checking your phone?”
My phone? She turned on the screen. 11:27 PM. No text or missed call.
“You know, you can stay at my house for a few days,” Jen offered. “It’s summer. My parents won’t care. If it’s, you know, really bad at home.”
It is, Gemma thought. But instead, she shook her head. “It just scares me. Seeing them like that. It’s like… it’s like I don’t know who they are, anymore.”
Addie leaned in. “Do they hit each other?”
“Not exactly.” She swallowed hard the confession in her throat. “I don’t know what to do.” She checked her phone. 11:28 PM. “I think they’re getting better.”
“Really?” Jen’s face beamed.
“But everything else is getting worse.” Gemma continued.
Jen’s head dropped. “Oh.”
“How’s that possible?” Addie asked. “Shouldn’t it be the opposite?”
Gemma’s lips were sealed. She had already said too much. It was a mistake coming here. She needed to be at home with Mom and Dad to see if the Dread Clock were the real Dread Clock, and midnight the actual Black Hour. If last night were a fluke, she wouldn’t know until tomorrow. And if it wasn’t, god knows what was about to happen in that house thirty-two minutes from now.
She started texting Uncle Jasper when Addie said, “Hey, Gem.”
“Huh?” She stopped. Her text simply said, I’m not home, but I think things are bad there. Then deleted the text.
“Tell us a scary story.”
Jen cocked her head. “What? No. Not right now. She’s got something—”
Addie put up her hand. The way her eyes shone, the way her face looked more angular—so focused and in tune—Gemma could tell what she was getting at.
“It’s not really my story,” Gemma started, “not yet, at least. I’m still trying to figure it out.”
Addie shrugged. “That’s cool.”
Jen, protective as always, glared at Addie.
There was no hiding behind what was about to happen. Gemma had make it perfectly clear that everything was perfectly wrong at home. Addie was egging her on to tell a scary story, something which Gemma loved doing at sleepovers. Jen and Addie weren’t stupid, either. For the next ten minutes, anything that Gemma said would be immediately interpreted as having to do with whatever was bothering her. She could dress it up however she liked, but like her parents, she was now her secret, and nothing else.
So, like all wounded storytellers, Gemma gave them a fake smile, disappeared inside herself, and let her tale take over.
“For little… Connor, it started with a nightmare that never came to an end. When he was seven years old, he went to bed one night and dreamed that his parents had abandoned him.”
Gemma paused, looked at her phone. 11:35 PM. Focusing on those four numbers, she then continued.
“In the nightmare, his parents hadn’t actually, you know, abandoned him. They were still home. But they had, kind of, divided the place in two. Right down the middle. A red line that ran through every room, even if the room was really small. Connor could go wherever he wanted in the house, but his mom and dad never talked to each other. And if his mom or dad happened to be in the same room, on, you know, opposite sides of the line, they would stop, stare at each other, and start drooling, like they had rabies or something.
“Like I said, though, Connor could go wherever he wanted in the house. He could spend the night in the den with his dad, or upstairs in his mom’s bedroom. But every time he did, they would take something away from him. A toy, or some of his allowance. Maybe one of his pets. Sometimes, they took his friends, or a few hours of sleep. Sometimes, they even took words off his tongue, or memories out of his mind. He couldn’t say certain words anymore without feeling sick to his stomach, or think about certain things without feeling dizzy. So he just gave them up instead.
“Eventually, Connor stopped visiting his mom and dad. He didn’t really have much left to give them, and he was afraid of what would happen if he came to them empty-handed. Near the end of the nightmare, right before Connor woke up, he saw his mom and dad walking down the hall on their respective sides, carrying the last two things he gave them. His dad had one part of Connor’s heart, and his mother the other. At the end of the hall, there was a set of double doors he’d never seen before. His parents opened the doors at the same time, spitting and snarling at each other as they did so, and then they went into the room behind it.”
Jen leaned forward. In a whisper, she said, “What was in the other room?”
“Everything Connor ever gave to them. You see, there was this clock. I mean, cabinet.” She blushed. “The room was painted black and totally empty, except for this cabinet. Inside it, on every shelf, were all the things Connor’s mom and dad took from him. His toys and clothes. His fingernails or his sweat. Memories, too, in jars; and food and snacks. Some of his friends were in the drawers. His favorite pet was tied to the back of the cabinet. It was everything he had or had been, you know, except, it all looked really messed up. Like, all that stuff had been gone for so long, he didn’t recognize it anymore, or it grossed him out to look at it. But that wasn’t the worst of it.”
Addie, chewing on her thumb, said, “It wasn’t?”
Gemma shook her head. “You see, the red line that divided the house stopped at the cabinet. So his mom and dad could use it together. Taking away Connor’s childhood was, pretty much, the only thing they could do together. But the worst of it was what was in the back of the cabinet, behind all the stuff. It was this dark creature. His mom and dad called it the Black… Mass. It was this sticky, black ooze that clung to everything inside the cabinet. But it had bones, so it wasn’t all liquid. The nightmare told Connor the bones were the bones of children. You see, all the moms and dads in the world like his would take and take. They’d take more than they could give. Without even realizing it, really. Until, one day, like Connor at the end of the nightmare, the kids had nothing left. So the parents would skin them and feed the bones to the Black Mass in the cabinet.”
Jen gasped. Addie cringed and shook her head.
“Right as his mom and dad brought out the knives to flay him, Connor woke up from the nightmare. Though he should have been dead, right before his eyes opened up, he remembered something else. He remembered being inside the Black Mass, watching his mom and dad walk through the house, scraping away at the red line that ran down the middle of it. Because, you know, now that Connor was gone, the Black Mass that they had put in the cabinet would leave them alone. Because Connor was gone, they could be happy again.”
Jen, looking absolutely defeated, said, “Gemma, that’s such a—”
Gemma cut her off. “That’s not the end of the story. Like I said, the nightmare was just the beginning. Connor woke up, drenched in sweat, really early in the morning. The sun had just come up, so there was some light in his room, but not much. He always went to sleep with a glass of water on his nightstand. So he was guzzling that and, just as he finished off the water, he saw through the glass a little red smudge on the ground.
“He freaked out. He dropped the glass, and it shattered on the floor. Connor crawled to the foot of his bed and, even though it was still pretty dark in there, he could tell that there was part of a red line, just like the one from his nightmare, on his bedroom floor.
“His mom came in and asked him what happened. He said he had a nightmare, and she gave him a big hug and that helped him get tired again. But on her way out, even after she looked directly at the red line on the ground, which had never been there before, she didn’t say anything. Connor couldn’t figure out if she couldn’t see it or if she didn’t care.
“Connor tried to think of what the red line could have been. Maybe he spilled something. Maybe it was paint. He liked to paint. After his mom left the room, he got down on the ground and tried to scratch it off. But nothing worked. His fingernails, the butter knife under his bed—none of it worked.
“So he snuck downstairs, determined to get a screwdriver or a sharper knife. His dad had tools, too, so he thought he could get some sandpaper. But when he went down the stairs, he noticed something was different. In the… living room. It was too dark in there, so he had to turn on the light to see it all the way. But yeah, against the wall, a new cabinet. Just like the one from his nightmare. It was empty. There wasn’t anything on its shelves yet. But when he saw it, he started to cry.
“His dad must have heard him, because he came running down the stairs. Thinking the cabinet must have scared him, like, you know, shadows from a tree in the night might have, his dad told him everything was okay. He said that the cabinet had always been there. They had just moved it out into the open.
“As the week went on, the line inside Connor’s room started to get longer. No one said anything about it. Once it was out of his room and in the hall, his parents started acting weird. They kept asking him for little things. A coin. Or five minutes of his time. It was happening just like it had happened in his nightmare.
“One night, when the red line was almost down the stairs, he went to the cabinet with a hammer and tried to break it. His parents had started arguing a lot more, and he was pretty sure it was the cabinet’s fault. Every time he hit the cabinet, sticky, black ooze came out. And the more sticky, black ooze there was, the faster the red line grew, and the more his parents fought and took from him.”
Addie whispered, “What did he do?”
“After a few weeks, Connor waited for his parents to go to bed and started packing his things. He had a couple of bags from vacation. He didn’t want to be fed to the Black Mass, and he didn’t want his parents to be unhappy. He packed up all his clothes, a pillow, his blanket from when he was born; he brought his toothbrush, some toothpaste. He wrote a note, explaining to his parents why he had left. But the red line had taken over the whole house at that point, so the only place he could put it was in the cabinet, because that was the only place his mom and dad could share, like in the nightmare.
“Connor was gone before his parents woke up. He knew that, if he heard them in their room, he wouldn’t be able to leave. When he had tried to give the note to the cabinet, the Black Mass almost seemed disappointed. It tried to eat him, but it wasn’t strong enough because they hadn’t fed it enough. But there was one problem: his parents had taken so much from him, he wasn’t strong enough to fight off the Black Mass, either. So with his belongings, he took it with him, into the world.”
Addie looked back and forth, between Jen and Gemma. “What? What happened next?”
“I don’t know,” Gemma said, sounding somber. “I’m still working on that part.”
While Jen and Addie shared their own ideas and interpretations with Gemma, she casually looked at her phone. 11:45 PM. Quarter ‘til chaos.
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Camilla loved what the Dread Clock had done with the living room. Gone were the couches and chairs, the hardwood floor and the gaudy carpet. All the antiques she had been accumulating had been broken down and fused together. The walls, which had been an unimpressive white, had been repainted, too. Now, a sour green coat covered each one, the paint smeared and dripping, as though the Dread Clock were giving off an intense heat, like the burning center of its self-made universe.
The windows and their view of the front yard were still there, but the Dread Clock had made alterations to the glass. When Camilla looked through them, she saw not the front yard, but another plane entirely, where land and sky wept, and the ocean was a belt of bubbling bacteria. There were people in this place beyond her home, but they were too far away, too near the distant buildings, to make contact with. Besides, they wouldn’t have heard her calling, anyway. They wore helmets and backpacks and bumbled about in dark, bulky suits covered in tubing. To Camilla, they looked like deep sea divers or wayward astronauts. Surveyors of unseen worlds and unknown hells who ended up here, marooned, at this Dead City.
She pulled back from the window and crossed the sticky floor. The Dread Clock had opened itself to her; its innards, those fleshy gears and the tendon-like pendulum, were on full display. They throbbed with time.
From behind, Trent said, “I had no idea this was all here.”
Camilla turned around. Her husband was standing in his yellow rain slicker, holding the LED lantern. There was a fat snake hanging out of his pocket. A bald child with a dead, conjoined twin attached to its face hugged Trent’s leg. It was crying because the skin on its face between it and its twin was like a tunnel. And squirming through that tunnel, out of the dead twin’s skull and into the face of its crying brother, were scores of hungry leeches.
“That slicker looks smart on you,” Camilla teased, nudging him.
The snake hissed and then went back to sleep.
“I just saw my father out back,” Trent said. “He was giving flowers to my mother.”
“That’s sweet. Honey, you should invite them in. We don’t really get a chance to see them enough.”
Trent waved off the offer. “Nah, let’s let them have their moment.”
Camilla cocked her head. What is it? The Dread Clock was speaking again. She leaned into it, her cheek to its heaving wood. Sweaty exhalations felt like heavenly exultations from this new god of hers. I hear you, she thought. And she did. The voice, which ground words together like gears.
She went down on her hands and knees. She pressed her head inside the pendulum case. “Babe?” she said to Trent.
He came up behind her. “What’s up?”
She stuck out her tongue. The swaying pendulum grazed against it. Every time that it did, it deposited a tangy seed of insanity into her mouth. Vague, violent visions reached into her mind and broke it open.
“Is it time?”
A playground surrounded by a wrought iron fence. A plastic slide covered in razor blades. Children shredded at the bottom. Parents rejoicing at the top.
“Hey, Camilla?” Trent nudged her. “Hey, what’s it saying?”
Reptiles in the street. Tender mercy in a hospital bed. Gemma waving goodbye, fanged and furious. Red Death marauding in spacious marshes. A field. A stranger. Heartbreak. Ecstasy masquerading as euphoria. Paul Smith’s party, Trent nowhere to be—
Trent grabbed Camilla and pulled her back. Her tongue left the cancerous surface of the pendulum. Instantly, the images drained out of her brain and came out as bloody snot down her nose.
“I had no idea.” Camilla stretched her jaw until it nearly unhinged. “Wow. Wow, Trent. You have to try it.”
Confused, Trent simply shrugged and said, “What? What did it show you?”
Camilla whistled, the brief experience having taken a large toll. She stood up, clamped her hands down on his shoulders, and said, “Everything. Everything. Anything and everything. If we looked in there long enough, we could right every wrong. You have to try it.”
Trent grinned like an idiot. The conjoined twins on his leg finally exploded, sending a bloody shower of baby body parts and spider legs all over the living room.
Peeling off the remains of the Black Hour conjuration, he asked, “What about the tribute?”
Camilla slapped her head. “Duh! I totally forgot.” She pulled her hair back to tie into a ponytail. But she pulled too hard, and a handful of hair, thick and oily, tore away from her scalp. “I’ll go get him. But, love, seriously. Taste the Dread Clock. With what it shows us—” she kissed his lips, ground her teeth against his, “—we’ll be together forever.”
“Hey, Camilla?” Trent called before she disappeared upstairs into Gemma’s room.
She stopped on the staircase. “Hmm?”
“Do you think anyone is going to miss Gethin?”
“No. Don’t be silly. Everyone is going to be so happy for us, they won’t even realize he’s gone.”
Camilla blew him a kiss.
Trent caught it, and it branded his hand.
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He crawled on all fours towards the Dread Clock and went shoulder-deep into the case. He turned around, so that he was on his back, looking up at the pendulum from below it. It reminded him of some of the church services he used to attend as a young boy. On special occasions, the priest would come out with what looked like a metal egg—a censer—and swing it back and forth while reciting prayers. He remembered how smoke would pour out of the egg from the incense inside and how tired and at peace he became from its warm aroma. For the longest time, he imagined that’s what it felt like to be in god’s presence.
And now as he lay headfirst inside the Dread Clock, the pendulum above him, quivering out mist, and the gears behind him, cranking out unrealities, he felt that same feeling again. That same kind of calming grace. And god damn did it feel good.
Trent opened his mouth and eyes as wide as he could to let the pendulum’s mist fill him. But the visions, or whatever Camilla had experienced, weren’t coming.
“What do you need me to do?” He tipped his head back to the tendons that ran sideways across the case. “Tell me. I’m ready. I want this so bad. You’ll have your tribute.”
For the first time since they had brought the Dread Clock into their house, it went quiet. The gears ground to a halt, the pendulum slowed to a stop.
“No.” Trent turned onto his belly, so that he was face-first with the viscous folds at back of the clock. “No, no, no. No, we’re getting Gethin. Please, don’t. Please—”
From the glistening folds, a large, burnt, scorpion-like pincer shot out and clamped down on Trent’s neck. He gasped. His eyes bulged from their encrusted sockets. The pincer forced his face into the floor of the case, making him taste the muscular growths that covered it.
“Gorge. Indulge,” a voice rumbled from inside the folds. It sounded like metal, and a cat wailing in unfathomable pain.
Trent strained his neck to have a better look at what was holding him down. There couldn’t have been but an inch or two between the folds and actual back of the clock. How could anything fit inside there?
“Gorge.” The pincer shoved him down harder, crushing his nose against the case. “Indulge. Get fat and fuck and feed me the girl.”
“Gemma? No, no!” Trent gripped the pincers. “Leave her out of this.”
“All of this—” the pincer squeezed harder, breaking the skin on his neck, “—has always been for her.”
“Trent?” Camilla’s voice. “Hey, love, what’s going on?”
The pincer let go of Trent and snapped back inside the viscous folds. At once, the Dread Clock started up again. He craned his neck to catch a glimpse of the grotesque thing that lived inside the Dread Clock. But by the time his eyes had refocused, the folds had sealed shut and the creature that lived beyond them was gone.
“Did you see?” Camilla persisted, kicking his leg as he slid out of the Dread Clock’s pendulum case. “Did it show you?”
It can’t have Gemma. He pushed himself off the ground to his feet. All of this is for her. For us. Then he noticed the butcher knives, one in each of Camilla’s hands.
Camilla grinned. “Earth to Trent. Hello?”
“Ha, sorry,” he said, rubbing his neck where the pincer had started to bleed him. “Where’s Gethin?”
“Oh. Hmm. Yeah.” She held out one of the butcher’s knives, blade first. “Have to find him.”
“What?”
“There’s a hedge maze upstairs. He must have broken out of Gemma’s room.” She shrugged, flashed the knife. “Sh. Wait. Sh. Do you hear that?”
Trent strained his ears. A thick blanket of white noise had fallen over the house at midnight, but she was right. There was something else behind the drones. Pips of pain. Sharp peaks of whimpers warping into screams. Now that he knew what they were, had they always been there? In this Black Hour, had they become so accustomed to atrocity that they didn’t even recognize it as such anymore?
“That’s him. That’s definitely him. I know a rat when I hear a rat.” She pricked her finger with the knife. Sucking on its weeping tip, she said, “Ready to hunt?”
Trent glanced at the Dread Clock. It had started to rumble with a rhythmic beat, like that of a heart. Did this thing have a heart? Was the creature that lived inside it the source or the guardian of it? He hated this new doubt he felt towards the clock, but it had gotten inside him, and now he had a burning need to get inside it. To return to the womb of psychosis that had dreamed up and shitted out humanity.
“We can’t be too messy,” he said, coming out of his defiant daze. “For Gemma’s sake.”
Camilla nodded. She pricked her breast and flowers came out. “For Gemma’s sake.”
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When it came to weathering the late hours, Jen and Addie had more in common with the elderly than their adolescent peers. By 1:00 AM, they were passed out on the basement couch, mouths wide open and warmly welcoming any wandering spiders. Thirty minutes earlier, they had put on a teen movie from the ‘80s that, more or less, acted as their lullaby. Short of having to pee, Jen and Addie wouldn’t be waking up until nine or ten. And even then, they wouldn’t be of use to anyone until eleven or twelve.
Gemma had ignored her phone all through the Black Hour, but now it had passed, and Jen and Addie were passed out. There was no way she was going to stay here, lay here, and let the Dread Clock have its way with her family. She couldn’t catch it in the act—she’d missed that show—but if she was quick enough—thirty minutes from here to home—she could catch it in the middle of the clean-up.
She had to be cautious. While Jen and Addie weren’t likely to wake, she couldn’t take any chances. She didn’t need them following after her, and she didn’t need them waking Jen’s parents and launching a full-scale manhunt, either.
Gemma, quiet as she could be, roamed the basement for blankets, pillows, and stuffed animals. With enough materials to start her own plushy arc, she dropped them in a corner, built one of the “resting nests” she was known for, and filled it up until it looked like someone was inside.
Then, satisfied, she looked at Jen and Addie, the drool on their lips glinting in the television light, and wondered morbidly if she’d ever see them again.
There was something about being out at night in the wet dark, under the orange streetlights, that made Gemma feel like an adult. It was the smell of the pavement, and the cool wind that kept promising hints of scents she could chase and never find. It was the cars in the distance, filled with nobodies up to no good, and those emptier roadways, shaded and secluded, unseen and uncharted in brighter times. It was the impression of isolation and its promise of dangers. No Mom to rescue her. No Dad to protect her. Just her and the dark and the beasts that thrived in it, and the adult things she’d have to do to keep her childhood intact.
Gemma didn’t even realize she had left Jen’s neighborhood until she was half a mile down the road. From here, she didn’t have but a few miles of speed traps and sharp turns until she reached the intersection that would turn her homeward. If the police were out tonight, then that would be a problem. Janky as their town was, there was no way they were going to let some thirteen-year-old wander around in the dead of night. So she ran off the road for the fields beside it and prayed to god she didn’t end up in some ditch.
Not that any amount of sneaking would make a difference. The moon was on full-blast tonight, and ten minutes down the road, Gemma’s face was glowing. She had her phone out, and she was reading, once again, Connor Prendergast’s article on the Dread Clock.
“That has to be it,” she whispered. The uneven terrain twisted her ankles this way and that. “That has to be the clock. There’s no getting around it. This thing is real. Fuck. Yeah. Yes. This is it.”
Gemma didn’t truly see the Dread Clock for what it was, or for what this Connor Prendergast warned his readers it could represent. An otherworldly object that coveted, consumed, and converted evil into a form of reality? A brood parasite, like a cuckoo bird, that fed off Time and forced it for an hour out of its own nest? No, to Gemma, smart as she was, the Dread Clock and the Black Hour were nothing more than obstacles to be overcome.
Gemma stopped, ducked. A car backfired past her.
“The plan,” she said. “Get in, and then get them out. Concoct whatever bullshit story I have to so they’ll stay out of the house until this Connor guy shows up. Call Gethin. Maybe get him to pick it up, too.”
She rubbed the top of her hand raw. “I’ll say I’m sick. I’ll say we have bed bugs or lice. I could run away. Leave a trail for them to follow. Or maybe I can do something stupid. I’ll say I’ll kill myself, or tell the police what they’ve been doing if they don’t take me…” The self-inflicted cuts on the back of her leg start to itch. “Oh god, I hope I’m not wrong.” She glanced at the website. “No, I’m not. There’s no other…”
She spent the last stretch of the road home wallowing in self-doubt. Supernatural clock? Or just her parents finally falling apart? She didn’t know. She didn’t. If it was the Dread Clock, and she did get them away from it for good, would they go back to fighting every night? Even before the antique arrived, things hadn’t been normal.
“Grow up,” she said, chastising herself. June bugs crashed against her body and got stuck in the fabric of her shirt. “God, what do I do? What is it? Two days, and I’m losing my fucking mind.”
Gemma stopped. She was dripping sweat. Ahead, the intersection sat empty. The stoplights that guarded it went through their motions. It wasn’t too late to turn back. Or maybe it was. Maybe she lost that chance years ago, when Dad gave Mom a black eye, and Gemma didn’t do anything about it.
She punched the side of her head, inadvertently smashing a mosquito that had been drinking there. “I’m just looking for an excuse.”
She nodded, as though responding to herself. “Stupid freaking website just made it easy.”
She sighed, clenched her eyes shut. “What am I doing? Erg. God.” And then: “No, no. There’s something wrong. It wants me to doubt myself. No. No way. I know I’m right. I am, Scram. I am.”
Like most thirteen-year-olds who’ve come face-to-face with an object of pure evil, Gemma, in the end, didn’t know what to do. So, like the two paths that led to her cave, she chose the more dangerous one. She considered there would be pain and anguish, but death itself didn’t get much more than a few seconds of her time. Even in the presence of the Dread Clock, her immortality seemed secure.
She sprinted to the intersection and went west, where the choppy horizon looked as though someone had taken scissors to it. The closer she came to home, the darker the road got. The streetlights were fewer here on this narrow ribbon. And the moon wasn’t any help anymore, either. It had lost its light to the storm clouds, which were so thick it was as though they meant to smother the sky.
As the land gave way to sand and sharp grass, a dark shape emerged in the distance. Framed by the ocean and the roiling firmament, Gemma’s house stood lightless and lifeless. She had never known her mom or dad to turn off all the lights in the house, so she picked up the pace and prayed to god—this time for guidance.
Her legs wobbled and buckled as she gave everything she had to get to the front door. She tried to peek in the windows, but the curtains were closed. Not having a key to get in, she checked the doormat and under the conch shells beside it. But there was nothing. No spare. She tried the door anyway, but when her hand touched the knob, she almost threw up.
Gemma hurried over to the garage door to punch the passcode into the pad next to it, to open it. But there was something wrong with it. It was sticky. She took out her cell phone, shone the camera light on the pad. Red fingerprints were smeared across the buttons.
She recited the code as she pounded it in. “241641.”
But the garage door wouldn’t give.
“241—”
She paused. Footsteps. Inside the house, on the second floor. Like someone was running.
“-641. 241641. 24164… Fuck!”
Gemma abandoned the garage and ran around the house to the back. She checked every window she passed, but she still had no luck seeing inside. If the curtains weren’t closed, then there were boxes or furniture pressed against the glass. What was going on? Were her parents trying to keep something from getting out? Or trying to keep someone from getting in?
She rounded the corner and wound up falling against the house. Gemma drew closer, teeth chattering. The back deck was covered in blankets, sheets, and wet clothes. They were dangling over the railing, hanging low and dripping from the overhead lattice. And they were hers. All of it.
“What is this?”
Her favorite T-shirt from her first concert. The blanket from her bed. Her panties and bras. And Scram, her stuffed bat. He was sitting on the table they sometimes ate at surrounded by more stuff from her room. Jewelry and books. Notes to boys, and notes from them.
Gemma, panicking, ran to the opposite end of the deck and found, propped up against it, her mattress and box spring. They had been stabbed, ripped open, and filled with shoes, posters, and yearbooks.
Everything. It was everything. Her whole room, out here, in the dark, desecrated and destroyed. She started crying. She couldn’t help it. Her jaw was quivering so bad it hurt. Why would they do this? Her face was hot, and her mouth tasted bad. Why would they kick her out like—
Gemma swallowed a glob of snot and remembered back to the windows. Each one of them had been shut tight and covered up or reinforced by furniture. And then this right here? Mom and Dad were trying to keep someone out. Her. Gemma. This wasn’t some mean-spirited act of madness. This was a warning. Probably the only one the Dread Clock would let them send out. Turn away, turn back. Don’t come home, baby. Save yourself, honey. You’re safe by yourself. Not here with us.
Gemma considered their warning, and then ignored it, anyway. She shook the shit out of the back door, but it was locked and braced by the couch, as well as the coffee table stacked on it.
“There has to be a way in,” she mumbled, walking backward, away from the house. She surveyed it as though it were her first time seeing it. “I could call the cops, but what if they see something they shouldn’t?”
The kitchen window over the sink. The idea forced itself into her head and stuck in it like a shard of glass. The kitchen window was too small and too inconveniently placed to put anything in front of it, and it couldn’t be locked.
Gemma went wide around the deck, to the opposite side of the house. She grabbed the box spring in passing and hauled it with both hands through the grass until she was under the kitchen window. Laying it down, she carefully stood on top of it and reached upward. Her hands fumbled on the sill until they found purchase at its corners, where, yes, the window was still slightly cracked open. It would be a tight fit, but like her dad always said, she was just skin and bones, anyway.
She let go and took out her phone. She dialed 911 but didn’t make the call. Instead, she left it on the screen, ready to use at any moment. If the Dread Clock was as Connor Prendergast said it was, she wasn’t sure what a few police officers could do. But it was better than nothing.
Gemma reached upward again and took the corners of the sill in her hands. She gave a bounce off the box spring and pushed against the bottom of the glass, sending it high enough for her to fit under. She then jumped again and grabbed the window frame.
“I have to help them,” she said, dragging herself across the sill. “No matter what.”
Gemma went headfirst into the house and then dropped, her arms and legs like a pretzel, into the sink below the window. Her hip caught on the faucet. A grimy fork pricked her calf. She untangled herself and fell gracelessly from the counter to the floor.
Still too dark to see, she took out her phone and, again, turned on the camera light. Stunned by what she felt and saw, she wondered: Is this my house?
Is this the right one?
There was something wrong, something missing. The table was there, the refrigerator, too. Even Dad’s dirty shoes from when he used to work the construction sites, right by the laundry room door. And Mom’s novel she had been reading, by the microwave. Some stupid vampire novel that it seemed all moms were required to read nowadays. It was all here, and yet it wasn’t. Everything felt so fake, so empty. Lightless and lifeless, like the house had looked on her way in from the road. It was as though something had taken a picture of the kitchen and tried to recreate it to pass it off as something it wasn’t, or had never been.
Gemma took a deep breath and proceeded forward. Mom and Dad couldn’t be far. She had heard footsteps upstairs, so either one or both of them were up there. The only problem was that, if she wanted to get up there, she’d have to go past the living room, which meant going past the Dread Clock.
She double-checked the time. 2:00 AM. Two hours out from the Black Hour, twenty-two hours until it struck again. Bleeding chaos or not, the clock couldn’t do much to her if it wasn’t midnight. That’s what the website said. That’s what it had to be. In the ways of weaknesses, it was the only one she had to use against it.
Shining the camera light on the hardwood floor, she left the kitchen and crept down the hall. The ceiling moaned. A loud thump. A burst of footsteps. And then another pair of feet. Heavier. Giving chase. What the hell was going on?
Gemma continued down the hall and came to a stop. On the floor, there was a smudge. A kind of red line. She cocked her head and pressed her phone towards it. Painted on the center of the floor, there was a red line that started here in the hall and ran further ahead into the darkness.
Heart fluttering, she dug her shoe into the line. No matter how hard she tried to scuff it with her toe or grind it with her heel, the red line wouldn’t be broken. How long had it been here? Had it always been here? She dropped to one knee and clawed it with her nails. How did it know? How did it know? She clawed and clawed until her fingers were bloody and raw. How did it know? Did it always know? How did it? How? Gemma put her face to the red line and started to gnaw on the ground. How long? How long?
TRENT                                     GEMMA                                CAMILLA
Gethin Yates didn’t agree with Camilla’s stomach. While she sat on the toilet, a hot rag over her face, Trent was running around outside the bathroom, trying to escape the Dread Clock’s Keeper. What did he do? She groaned and strained her bowels. Stupid Trent. Probably saw something he wasn’t supposed to see and made a big deal about it. If her husband was good at anything, it was at ruining a good thing.
Camilla sighed and took the wet rag off her face. I feel sick, she thought. The bathroom became a blotchy blur that hurt to look at. This must be what it feels like to be purified. To have all the sin sucked out of you. I don’t know how all those priests and nuns do it.
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Trent pulled on the rope. The attic ladder shot down from the ceiling. The end cracked his jaw. He stumbled and bounded up the ladder. The steps creaked and sagged, but held his weight. He threw himself and the LED lantern he was still holding into the attic.
“Shit, shit, shit.”
The Dread Clock’s Keeper wasn’t far behind. As he grabbed the ladder and pulled it up, two pincers clamped onto the bottom steps and tore it free of the ceiling completely.
The yellow rain slicker tangled itself around Trent, as though to ensnare him. He took the LED lantern and hurled it towards the back of the attic. Long shadows exploded around the boxes there, as though the lantern were a grenade of light. He didn’t know what he was doing anymore. Up here was the last place he wanted to be. But if he kept it distracted long enough, maybe Camilla would come to her senses and run while she still had the chance to.
A long, narrow, segmented tail stretched into the attic opening. At the end of the tail, a two-foot barb covered in bristly hairs secreted a curdling substance.
Trent scooted backward on all fours, like a crab, and turned away. He had only seen the Dread Clock’s Keeper once and that had been enough. The sight of it had been so terrifying, it almost blinded him. It was after they had shared a meal of Gethin that the creature emerged. Camilla had broken down in tears and showered it in prayers. But it was to him, Trent, the Keeper turned its attention. Because for a moment, he had doubted the clock and chose Gemma’s welfare over its wishes.
Vibrations rocked the attic as the Keeper hurled itself through the ceiling and onto the rickety beams. Trent cried out, tensed the muscles in his neck until they tented. The creature’s gaunt, rubbery shadow was cast onto the wall in front of him from the LED lantern he’d lobbed.
“Please,” Trent begged. He curled over, his back still to the Keeper, and gripped the floor. “Please. I’m sorry.”
The Dread Clock’s Keeper slithered forward. He remembered it had feet, but because it hovered slightly, it did not step, but propelled itself forward. The only hint anyone could have of it hunting them was the sound of its toenails scraping across the ground. And that’s what he heard now. Those long toe nails, sharp as knives, digging at the floor as it came to kill him.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
The Keeper’s tail stuffed itself between Trent’s quivering legs. He screamed, but didn’t dare move. The tail slithered across his calves. It dragged the stinger over his crotch, catching on the tip of his prick.
“Stop, stop. Please. I appreciate—”
The Keeper’s tail continued to work its way past his hips and stomach. The bristly hairs that covered its roach-colored segments broke free and brushed against Trent’s face. His skin went numb, and his senses became confused. Suddenly, he could taste what he smelled and feel what he tasted. An overload of information assaulted his system. He buckled onto the tail and held onto it, as the texture of the attic, the curdling poison from the stinger, and the chaotic discharge out of the Keeper overwhelmed him.
“We can do better,” Trent reasoned. Part of him wanted to look at the Keeper. The other part knew that, if he did, his sensory psychosis would tear him apart. “We’ll get more tributes.”
The Keeper laughed and closed its pincers over Trent’s arms. “I’ve seen almost all the suffering your clan has to offer.”
It yanked him upward, spun him around so he had to face it. Trent squeezed his eyes shut tighter.
“Don’t be hurt. The Heart knows what’s best for you and yours. Now, open your eyes.” The Keeper used its second set of hands to pry open Trent’s lids. “Your daughter is here. Downstairs. I want you to know what she’s up against.”
Trent’s eyes shot to the side, refusing to behold the beast. “It’s not midnight. How can you do this?”
The Dread Clock’s Keeper clicked out a chuckle. “It’s always midnight somewhere.” It wrapped its tail around Trent’s face and turned his head, as though he were a doll. “As an alcoholic, I’m sure you can appreciate the sentiment.”
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Gemma’s head shot up from the floor, her teeth sore from biting the red line, as she heard something barreling down the stairs. A jagged, black mass wheeled around the banister, two humans in tow.
She directed her cell phone light down the hall. “Mom? Dad?” Disgusted with what she had been doing, she wiped her mouth and jumped to her feet and called again. “Mom? Dad?”
The black mass stopped in the hall, at the front door, right before the living room. Just out of her light’s reach, she stepped forward, the maddening malaise in the house infecting her with a deadly strain of stupid courage.
“Oh my god,” Gemma whispered as her light lit up the darkened horror.
The Dread Clock’s Keeper was seven feet tall. Its body was an oily, runoff-colored carapace that warped around the creature’s limbs like leather. Its arms were serrated and hard, like the surface of some alien planet, and fitted with massive pincers. A second set of arms, smaller but no less feeble, protruded from its sides—the fingers upon them fused and deformed. Its legs, riddled with scabby gears, dangled limply from its emaciated waist. Long toenails, sharp as talons, dragged on the floor, much like how a prisoner’s might after the hangman released the lever.
But perhaps what frightened Gemma the most were the features she refused to focus on. The tail, emerging like an elongated spine from the creature’s back, and the stinger that crowned it, that pulsating murder organ. And the face, the Keeper’s horrible face. A dusty, pitted chunk of chiseled meat that had more in common with a wasps’ nest than a head. The creature had no eyes, no nose or ears; just one large mouth, hollowed-out, with no tongue, and toothless, as though it took more pleasure in engulfing its prey than in the act of eating itself.
The two humans in the Keeper’s pincers stirred. Gemma, stunned by the creature, quickly snapped out of that hellish awe and recognized they were her mom and dad.
Gemma, bawling uncontrollably, said, “Let them g-go god d-damn it!”
Mom craned her neck. In a low drawl, she said, “Gemma? Oh, Gemma. What are you doing here?”
The Keeper shook her mother to shut her up.
“Didn’t you see outside?”
I did, Gemma thought and wanted to say. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t say anything. Her body wasn’t hers anymore. It belonged to fear.
“It’s not time.” Camilla coughed out the curdled liquid the creature’s stinger was secreting. “Our Black Hours aren’t over yet.”
“M-mom!” Gemma cried.
The Keeper bolted forward, through the hall and into the living room. Gemma hesitated and then scrambled after it. She rounded the corner, entered the living room, and gasped.
The Dread Clock stood unlocked, the truth of the creation laid bare. The horns that jutted from the pediment had curled downward and were drilled into the living room floor. The clock face and moon dial had merged into one metal sheet, where time was depicted not by numbers, but by sinister celestial bodies, instead. The glass case was engorged, both wide and tall enough for a creature like the Keeper to pass through. And at the back of the case, beyond the pendulum, which hung like a flaccid uvula from the roof of the opening, was a swirling mire of light and marbled imagery.
The Keeper laughed, as though it already knew what was going to happen next. With her mom and dad in its grasp, and its tail swinging wildly to hold Gemma at bay, the creature went down on all fours and sprang forward like a panther at the Dread Clock. The engorged case widened to accommodate its girth and sucked the Keeper and its prey down that wet corridor, until they disappeared into the portal plastered at the back.
Gemma took a deep breath, because she had no time to take anything else, and did the same. As the case’s swelling went down, she went to her hands and knees and scurried into the Dread Clock. The corridor of fluid and wet, gasping wood closed in around. She hurled herself forward.
“No, no, no!”
The portal ahead was closing. If she didn’t reach it, then the Dread Clock was going to crush her alive. It was reconfiguring itself. The walls were tightening up, the floor of the case shortening. Space that had been there before disappeared, as though strands of reality were being snipped away right in front of her.
A great, splintery pressure bore down on her back. She could feel gears against her bones, trying desperately to find a groove to work off. Breathing became impossible, as though there was no more oxygen left to breathe. So close to the portal, just out of arm’s reach, and she couldn’t have been further away.
Gemma threw herself forward, tearing a muscle in her arm. She winced, gasped. She reached out to the portal. The Dread Clock’s innards squeezed against her, locking her arm into place, while ramming a piece of wood against her neck.
No, she thought. So close. She wiggled her fingers, which were only an inch away from the portal. The Dread Clock continued to reduce in size. Her legs bent and bunched up. A corset of wood and clockwork braced her belly. She closed her eyes, too constricted to cry and thought: I’m going to die.
And then something cold grasped her hand. Her eyes snapped open. Around the tips of her finger, a dirty puddle with a kaleidoscope of experiences rippling across its surface. The portal had reached out to her. It could have let her die, but it reached out to her. Was this pity? Or was her family’s suffering only a mere pittance? A bitter disappointment only the taste of a thirteen-year-old girl could wash down? Now was too late to reconsider what she—
Gemma stood in a field that could have been any field, under a blue sky that could have been any blue sky. The sun was there, and clouds, too. She could hear birds calling to one another and the hurried rustling of animals moving through the grass. But inside the hot breeze, which wreaked havoc everywhere it went, another sound was contained. One which she knew and yet couldn’t place. It was as though the sound had been trapped there or had become a part of it. It was a kind of shoveling and picking, in between low grunts and shallow breaths.
Gemma turned in place. As she did, the field rose and fell, rose and fell, until it tapered away into something maintained and organized. There were rows of crops as far as Gemma could see, and tending them were people. Africans. Slaves. Old and young, men and women, and sometimes even children. They were scattered across the field and dressed in clothes that didn’t fit them. Several glanced over at Gemma, but their darkened eyes didn’t see her. For their minds were elsewhere, in better places.
More sounds sent Gemma spinning, until she settled on a sight gargantuan and white. A three-storied plantation, not far off, where a porch full of white people watched their workers from behind tall hats and sweating cups. But it was to the second-floor balcony to which Gemma’s eyes were drawn. Because, standing there, under a sign that read “Carpenter,” out in the open, to gaze upon the field and the miseries it had sown, was the Dread Clock.
Gemma darted across the fields. Slaves stepped out of her path, but dare not address her in passing. A man rode in on a horse from her periphery. With a raised whip, he lashed a woman and a child until they fell to the ground.
“Stop it,” Gemma shouted, but the man on the horse paid her no mind. He whipped them until they turned to pink dust, until their color was lost in the soil’s.
She kept running, because she believed that what was happening here wasn’t really real. While no one else appeared as though they could see her, two people, a man and a woman, on the porch of the plantation clearly did. They stood from their rocking chairs and stepped out of the shade. She recognized them immediately.
“Mom! Dad!” Gemma waved her arms. Clouds of dust swirled around her. “Mom! Dad!”
Her parents had a look of caution to them. Didn’t they recognize her?
Panting, the southern heat having scorched her lungs, Gemma dropped to her knees beside an African man digging in the dirt. He glanced at her and then nodded at the hole he’d made. Rubbing her eyes, Gemma leaned over and saw inside it a black tree. The African man smiled and quickly covered the tree, as it needed more time to grow.
A metallic whine rang out across the fields. Gemma’s head shot up. The Dread Clock was ringing in the hour. Below, on the porch, the overweight overlords of the plantation were now walking in circles, dragging dead, black bodies behind them. They milled about like brain dead cattle, not going anywhere in particular, but only because this alone was enough to get them through the day.
Her mom and dad watched the circular procession with intrigue. Then they grabbed the nearest house servants, broke their necks, and started pulling them like sacks across the porch.
“Gemma.”
She looked back to the balcony. There, floating behind the banister, the Keeper, somehow even more wretched in the harsh sunlight.
“Give them back,” she begged. Her face was splotchy and red. Dehydrated with disgust and hatred, she was on the verge of passing out.
“Why?” The Keeper nodded at the fields. “Why would you want them back? After all the bad things adults have put you through?”
“I don’t care! This isn’t real.”
“Ah,” the Keeper said. “To be young. Look at your parents, Gemma. See how they fit in.”
Mom and Dad were laughing with the masters of the house, patting them on the shoulders and leaving bloody hand prints on their shirts.
“You’re an idiot!” Gemma started forward, hands balled into pink fists. “God, please, give them back.”
The Keeper cocked its head. “What makes you think they’ll want you back? This is their vacation. You’re interrupting.”
The Keeper put its hands together, as though it were closing a book. And like the pages of a book, the field, workers, and the plantation and its owners folded inward, into a black margin of space where only Gemma and her pain were sustained.
Then the blackness faded, like a transition into a scene from a movie. The sun hardened over into a moon. The fields warped into fences, the crops into barbed wire. The ground became muddy and insect-ridden. The plantation’s stark white walls gave way to gray facades that stretched like wings around Gemma. The trees, greater in number than before, began to twist upon themselves. They worked their limbs this way and that, until at first, they were crosses, and then by some unseen force, were bent into swastikas.
Collectively, the Africans from the field stared at Gemma. Did they blame her? Or just want answers? She couldn’t say, and neither could they. As though struck by Death itself, the slaves fell to the ground and died. Their brown bodies sank into the brown mud. Like seams ripping across a blanket, the threads of their flesh began to pull apart. All across the concentration camp, from the Africans’ cold, dark husks, pale, emaciated bodies began to emerge.
These prisoners, of all ages and sexes, struggled to their feet. Shaved and bruised and similarly tattooed, they marched across the yard in between the watch towers that ran along the sodden stretch. Faceless men with readied guns trained their sights on the shambling crowd. But no one, neither the prisoners nor their captors, appeared to realize Gemma was there.
Sick to her stomach and still recoiling from the sight at the plantation, Gemma moved through the stripped mass of people. She had to find the Dread Clock and her parents, but the weight of despair was so heavy that she found it hard to do anything at all. There were so many people here, in this new circle of hell. Everywhere she looked, she saw bare flesh and bleakness and such deplorable conditions that it almost seemed a joke that the Nazis here had bothered to build barracks at all. This place was a factory fueled by the only natural resource that would never be depleted: hate.
Soldiers flanked the throng of prisoners from every direction. Overhead, explosions erupted across the sky. The moon took a blow and bled white blood like rain upon the concentration camp. German orders were shouted to the Jewish prisoners, urging them to keep moving forwards. Gemma didn’t know what they were saying, but she didn’t need to. Regardless of tone or mother tongue, disgust always sounded the same.
With the prisoners, Gemma passed a crumbling building from which a bitter, cloying fog poured. The walls of the building were made out of red bricks, though most of them were stained through with human-shaped splotches of blue.
Past the gas chamber, the group of prisoners began to part. Gemma, too short and too squished to see what was happening ahead, planted her feet to wait it out. A soldier in a freshly-pressed uniform stopped in front of her, smiled, and kissed the top of her forehead. He looked like he was proud of her, like she had something to do with all of this.
Gemma had to resist every urge to vomit. The tail-end of the procession—mostly the elderly, the amputated, and severely emaciated—struggled past her. She tried to keep her thoughts focused on finding the Dread Clock and her parents.
It’s not real, it wasn’t really like this, she thought, a panic attack pressing against her heart. People are bad, but not this bad. People are bad, but not this bad. She threw up all over herself. The lie she had told was so bad it was sickening.
Wiping the vomit off her mouth, she felt the urge to puke again. The prisoners had scattered enough to reveal what had divided them ahead. It was the Dread Clock, and it stood in front of a massive grave. At its side, a Nazi commander sat, smoking and reading a newspaper. Next to him, on a table made out of skulls, a phonograph played soft, soothing classical music. The volume was turned down low, as though the commander was worried about being rude.
If the clock was here, so, too, were her parents. She still had no idea how to get them out of whatever this was. But she had come here through the Dread Clock. Perhaps she could leave the same way.
The white rain from the moon slowed to a drizzle, while the war that raged around the camp worsened. Gunfire. Artillery blasts. There was so much dirt and debris being heaved into the air, it was as though something were trying to sift the continent into the sea.
“Gemma, come here,” the Keeper spoke.
Gemma, looking at her feet, proceeded to the massive grave. She held her breath and plugged her ears. I can’t do this. The smell of death burned inside her skull. Images flashed through her mind of the dead slaves and now of these soon to be dead prisoners. There’s more of them, she thought. More slaves than masters. More prisoners than captors. Why don’t they fight back? She looked up. A couple of kids that had been sewn together ran past. It’s the Dread Clock. This isn’t real.
She went past the Nazi commander to the edge of the massive grave. It had to have been fifty-feet deep and, for the moment, empty. At the bottom, hovering over the pool of water that had formed there, was the Keeper.
“Where are they?” Gemma snarled.
“So many terrible things around you, and all you’re worried about is your mom and dad?” The Keeper shook its wasp nest-like head. “Insensitive.”
“This isn’t real!”
The prisoners that stood at the rim of the massive grave looked at her. They started to point at her and mumble to themselves. They wanted to tear her apart.
“It’s very real. Some embellishments, but very real.” The Keeper floated out of the grave, until it was hovering above it and Gemma. “You think we caused all of this?” It shrugged. “We create only what has inspired us. In this war, we were just along for the ride. The Black Hour is a museum. It’s not our fault your adults keep giving us atrocities to display.”
A wave of hopelessness washed over her. She cried, “I don’t believe you.”
And the Keeper simply said, “We don’t care.”
Rows of soldiers hurried past Gemma, half to the group of prisoners on one side of the grave, half to the other on the opposite side. Among them, armed and in uniform, were her mom and dad.
Gemma reached out for their sleeves, but they hurried past, shaking off her attempt.
“This is what adults do,” the Keeper said. “The sooner you realize this, the happier you’ll be.”
Mom and Dad, with the other soldiers, formed a perimeter around the grave. Simultaneously, they all raised their guns and pointed them directly at the prisoners.
“No, don’t,” Gemma said to her mom and dad, who were too far away to hear her.
She ran to the Nazi commander, who was still reading and smoking, and kicked over his chair.
“Make them stop,” she screamed.
But when the commander fell out of his chair, he lost his clothes and his authority. He curled up like an infant and bawled into his knees.
One gunshot. Then another. Then tens of them. Gemma turned back to the grave. The Nazi soldiers and her parents fired into the crowd of prisoners, sending them reeling into the pit. Those that didn’t die from the bullets broke apart at the bottom of the grave.
“Holy fuck, god, please, stop!”
Gemma ran towards the soldiers to try and reach her parents. Hands shot out of the muddy ground and grabbed at her ankles.
“Fuck you. Fuck you! I’m not… I won’t.” She tried to kick off the hands, but their grips were too strong. “Please, please! I need them!”
The Keeper put its hands together. “But they don’t need you.” Its tail whipped back and forth, spraying the pit with poison. “Didn’t you see how much better they worked together when you weren’t around? Don’t you remember how happy they sounded before you were born?”
“You’re making them do this,” Gemma whined pathetically. There was a tear in every fold of her face. “You’re making them,” she said, on the verge of a temper tantrum.
The Keeper unclasped its hands. “Am I?”
It pointed to the soldiers, who were now standing over the edge of the grave, firing into the dead bodies, riddling them with bullets.
“Then what’s their excuse?”
Gemma dug the heels of her palms into her sweaty forehead. “The Black Hour. I don’t know! I just want to go home. Give them back. I can’t take this anymore. I’ll do anything.”
“I know you will,” the Keeper said. “Our futures have the same Skeleton.” It lowered itself from the air and honed in on Gemma. “We can keep this up forever. Can you?”
She nodded and then shook her head. Then said, “You’re doing this on purpose.”
A missile cruised overhead and exploded into the wasteland beyond. The shadow of a tank rumbled past the barbed wire fence, fire spewing from the top of it.
The Keeper nodded. “Of course I am. Every human is a unique palette of pain and suffering. No one tastes or feels the same. Our catalogue of experiences exceeds what your mind is capable of comprehending.”
The Dread Clock rumbled. A low tone bellowed out of it.
“I want to bleed you and yours dry, Gemma. To the very last drop. For some, that takes only a minute. Others, a lifetime.” Again, the Keeper put its pincers together and said, “I know what you’re thinking. You should have never come here.”
Gemma swallowed what felt like a gallon of mucus down her throat. She wiped her face, but all she did was spread ashes across it.
“It’s not that you should have never come here.”
The concentration camp began to dim, as though all the lights were turned off in the world.
“Your mom said it best: you should have never been born. Just think how much better things would have been for everyone, yourself included, if you hadn’t?” The Keeper shook its head. “You selfish little beast.”
“That’s not…” Gemma couldn’t finish the sentence. She folded her arms around her face and rocked in place. Don’t listen to it. Don’t listen to it.
But she was. She had listened to every word and somehow found truth in each of them. All of this came back to her. She never told the police that Dad had hit Mom. She never told Mom that Dad had touched her. She never told her parents about the website, about what the Dread Clock really was. She had every opportunity to get help, and she didn’t. All the shit she pulled at school. Everything she did to keep them together. And for what? For this? Mom would have never bought the fucking clock if she hadn’t been with Dad. She wouldn’t have even stayed in town. And Dad might have been gone, too. Far away. With Gemma or another woman, but not here, not killing slaves, not slaughtering Jews. They would have been happy. They would have been safe. Their Black Hours would have ended. Their Black Hours would have ended. Their Black Hours would have—
CAMILLA
The last place Camilla expected to wake up was in a garden outside a convent. It seemed like the start to a really bad joke Trent might tell when he’d had one too many bottles of liquid courage in him. And maybe she had suffered the same fate, because as she got to her feet, she saw she was dressed like a nun. The whole kit and caboodle, in fact. The black tunic, the white coif and veil—she had it all.
“Either Halloween came early,” she said. She noticed a cement bench in front of some flowers and took a seat. “Or, Christ, I’m still dreaming.”
And what a dream it had been. The Antebellum South. A concentration camp from World War II. And other things, as well. Weird shit that had happened at home. Some of it good—Trent and her sure put their bed to the test—but most of it bad—god, had she really eaten Gethin?
In front of her and the convent was a small pond around which the garden had been built. There was a fountain in the middle of it, but it was the strangest fountain she had ever seen, because it was shaped just like a clock.
Pointing at it, she said, “Do I know you?” She laughed, squeezed the bridge of her nose. “Yup, still dreaming. Or dead.” She chuckled, clicked her heels together. “Don’t know why I would dream about a convent. Don’t know why I’d dream about eating Gethin, either, so I guess I should just give up trying.” She laughed, amused with herself.
Camilla fell back on her hands. She arched her spine, closed her eyes, and breathed in the garden. This is nice, she thought. I’ll have to come back here. I’m sure Gemma knows all about lucid dreaming. Such a weird—
“Camilla.”
Her eyes slowly opened. The Dread Clock’s Keeper stood behind her, its pincers inches away from her face.
Camilla screamed, tried to sit up, but the Keeper’s second set of hands quickly grabbed her head and held her there. She made her body dead weight to slip off the bench. But the Keeper’s pincers quickly clamped down onto both sides of her torso, arms included, and held her there in that awkward pose.
“What… are…” Camilla was already hyperventilating. “No, wait, I recognize…”
The Keeper’s deformed hands molested the flesh of her face. It pulled her skin back tight, widening her eyes.
“My girl? My Gemma? I remember.” A pathetic clicking noise came out of Camilla’s throat. “You. Did you hurt her? Please, she’s a good girl. I remember. I never meant…”
“Shh,” the Keeper said. It twisted its tail around, bringing the drooling stinger that crowned it to Camilla’s forehead. “You’ve given me almost everything. But to have everything, I must give you something in return.”
Camilla shook her body. “No, I don’t want it.”
“You don’t even know what it is.” The Keeper stabbed the stinger into Camilla’s skull and started to pump the curdling liquid into it. “You never will.”
The convent, the garden, and the Keeper disappeared. Left with only her memories, there was one that stood out amongst the rest. It pulled her in when she wanted nothing more than to put it away. The memory was like a diamond, dense and indestructible. Thirteen years of pain and unspoken rage had sharpened its edges, like whetstones. She couldn’t hold it for more than a moment without getting hurt. And yet here it was, in the palm of her mind, demanding embrace, and promising only evisceration.
There were nights, and then there were Nights. She’d had many of the former, fewer of the latter. There had been the first Night with her first date, and the first Night she had sex. The first Night she met Trent, and the last Night she spoke to her mother. But the Night that stood out the most was the one that had changed her life forever.
Thirteen years ago, Trent revealed that not only had he cheated on her, but that the woman he fucked was pregnant with his child. The confession was cataclysmic. It tore through Camilla like a knife and bled away the last drops of love she still had for him. Divorce was the obvious option and, in the weeks that followed, imminent. That is, until he told her the child was already born, and that the woman didn’t want the little girl. And that he was going to take the baby and bring it home and raise as it as their own.
The first moment Camilla laid eyes on little Gemma, so pink and small, she knew she would love her. The same couldn’t be said for her husband, but for their new daughter, it was an unspoken, unshakeable fact. Gemma wasn’t hers by birth, but it didn’t seem to matter. She was a beautiful child. One that had been spared a terrible life of trailer park drama and dead-end ambitions. Camilla had been given this opportunity for a reason; and although she would never forgive Trent for what he had done, never in a million years would she take that same anger out on Gemma. Truth be told, she took in the child partly as a test for herself, believing that, if she could raise Gemma, then all the efforts and energies she had put into her and Trent hadn’t been a waste. But more importantly, that Camilla wasn’t a waste herself. That she was capable of nurturing a relationship, of seeing it through to its very end. That she could have an effect on someone, and that both they and she could be better for it.
This was the memory that lay before her, crystallized and clear. But as she recalled it, she saw that its structure had changed. It became more angular and raw. It became a liability, something which couldn’t be kept close to those memories connected to it. Fissures ran along the gem, from the outer layers of excuses and weak justifications, to the deep core of regret. Then, as though it had been there all along, in the soil of the experience, a black mass rose, coating every moment, feeling, and belief that it touched and changing it for the worse.
Suddenly, Gemma was no longer the pink and small baby that inspired smiles and sighs. She became a tiny a burden, an unwanted annoyance. Every dollar that was spent on her was a dollar that could have been spent on something better. Every late night spent up with her, feeding her, burping her, rocking her to sleep, was a night wasted. Everything that Gemma did right, Camilla found something wrong to complain about. And everything that Gemma did wrong—and there were many things—Camilla found an excuse to curse her name and count down the days until she was no longer her responsibility.
By the time the distorted memory had reached Gemma’s years in grade school, Trent and Camilla had reforged their love and formed an unlikely alliance. To them, Gemma had become a rallying point. They reveled in their disgust for their daughter. Though they continued to fight, there was one issue they could always agree on: it had been a mistake to bring Gemma home.
At the memories of adolescence, the black mass and the diamond went wild. Camilla had no opportunity to even realize that the events were permanently changing in her mind. She remembered the arguments between her and Trent, but whereas they had once concerned finances, his attitude, her wants, and their failing marriage, they became concerned with one constant aggravator.
Every time they fought, every time Camilla kicked Trent out, it was because of Gemma. In grade school, she had been a weird child with no friends, who was selfish and no better than her fat whore of a mother. In middle school, she was attention-starved and completely destructive. She failed tests on purpose and got into fights for no reason. She was disrespectful at home, and had to be taken to the hospital on multiple occasions due to self-harm.
Once exposed to the black mass, all the responsibility Camilla had once shouldered for Gemma’s behavior vanished. Everything she and Trent had done to provoke their daughter’s actions was no more. Gemma went from being a victim of a dysfunctional home to a vindictive brat born of bad genes, but a few incidences away from a prolonged stay at a boarding school.
As the black mass spread to the events of the last week, Camilla struggled to make sense of them. In the present, she loved her daughter, cherished her. But in the past, she hated her, despised her. Something was happening to Camilla, she knew it. The Keeper still had her in its clutches, and it was killing her. Killing her by killing her love for her daughter. It was turning Camilla into something she never wanted to be, causing her to think she had been the mother she never wanted Gemma to have. If only she could stop this. There had to be a way to break free.
But there wasn’t. As soon as Camilla realized what was happening to her, it had already happened. Every happy memory she had with or about Gemma was gone. Like a leaf shredded by insects, her mind and its memories had been torn apart. All she had left was what she had thought she had always been.
So when she opened her eyes and found herself still in front of the convent, she came to her feet and started towards it. For she had a confession to make. She hated her daughter. Hated her more than anything else in the world. And, by the grace of god, she was going to get rid of her.
TRENT
No matter where Trent went in the convent, he heard whispers. They were hymnal, horrible. A kind of caustic chant that carried itself on a soundwave of hellish peaks and doomed valleys. The alien words came from everywhere and everything. No matter how much distance he put between himself and a place, the sound was always the same. It was like the convent had a secret so dark, not even the walls could keep it.
Obsession overtook him. Like a demon on his back, it rode him through the convent, dangling a carrot of desperation over his head. From the chapter house to the refectory, the kitchen to the scriptorium, Trent cleared each room on the first floor and the halls that connected them. On the second floor, the chanting was unchanged, yet he scoured the level all the same. Going between the blood-soaked infirmary, the filthy lavatory, and the ash-covered calefactory did nothing but test the limits of his stomach, as well as his patience.
Returning to the first floor, Trent wandered, momentarily defeated, into the church itself. Despite being literally built in the middle of the convent, the church seemed to be anything but the center of anyone’s attention. It was a narrow, sparse space with no more than a few pews and a dusty tabernacle. The floor was a sharp stretch of upturned stone eager to put most knees to the test. In the way of adornments, there were none. There was no religious iconography or holy texts. No host to eat, nor wine to drink. The only niceties to the church’s name were the two stained glass windows, but the images depicted there were so grotesque, they were impossible to appreciate, let alone decipher.
“This must be where the masochists go to pray,” Trent quipped.
He slid into a pew and tried to get comfortable.
“A hardcore church for those who pray harder than the rest.” He laughed. “Christ Almighty, this is one funky ass dream.”
Dream. Nightmare. Over the course of however long he had been sleeping, the lines between the two often blurred. There were good moments—his time with Camilla at home, alone, and with Gemma, in her bedroom—and then not so good moments. There had been some clock? And he remembered Jasper screaming about something in the basement?
“Do feel good though, oddly enough.” He stretched out his legs. “No worries in the world.” Then he scanned the room again. “Must be where the really messed up go to get right with god. I’m sorry, god! But I do feel better being in your house. Purer, you know? After all that craziness, I’m happy to be here.”
Trent ran his tongue over his teeth. Staring at the ceiling, as though he were staring into heaven, he said, “Go easy on Camilla and Gemma. I put them through hell. The clock. Yeah, the Dread Clock. Was that all you? Can’t say I understood what it did, but it did make things better.” He sighed. “Thanks, god. We needed it.”
At this point, the chanting had become nothing more than background noise to him. But as he sat there, again scratching his face, an idea struck him. Putting his hand to his ear, he listened to his palm. The sound wasn’t just around him, it was coming from him, too.
“Holy shit.”
Aware of the dark words emerging from his flesh, he listened to his whole hand and arm, the top of his shoulders and the middle of his knees. He tried to stretch himself into other positions, but his aging bones kept threatening to break so he quickly stopped.
“What does this…?”
He stood up and stepped out of the pew. Giving the church a twice-over, he realized that the hymn wasn’t some auditory oddity or a bunch of gossipy ghosts who were talking loud enough for the living to hear. No, the nuns who lived here were still here. These words that he was hearing had to be coming from them. And the words were more than a hymn or a chant. They were a net. A snare of strange syllables that had been cast across the convent, not necessarily to ensnare, but to exsanguinate. To drain the lifeblood, whatever it may be, from any object, animate or inanimate.
“That’s why it’s in me,” Trent said, pacing the short length of the church. “I have to stop it. That’s why I’m here. The Dread Clock. Can’t quite remember. It was going to fix everything. Bet this is the last test. To cleanse me.”
On his way out of the church, Trent noticed something he hadn’t before. Wooden stairs, wedged inside the wall. At an almost vertical slope, they ran straight into the ceiling and stopped at the trapdoor there.
Trent shook his head and scampered up the steps, though perhaps ladder would have been a better way to describe them. At the top, he pushed back the trapdoor. On the other side was a cobwebbed dormitory with ten beds. Each one had been made with the utmost care. The only thing holding the beds back from perfection were the pillows. All ten of them were covered in vomit and black hairs.
He climbed into the dormitory. At once, he noticed a makeshift ladder hanging from a huge hole in the ceiling. Made out of clothes and undergarments, the ladder ran from the dormitory into what appeared to be the convent’s attic. Staring up into the hole—the wood boards were blown out, as though something had punched through the ceiling—he noticed candlelight, and shadows.
They’re up there, he thought, the dream skirting dangerously close to becoming a nightmare again. He mounted the ladder. Images flashed through his mind of his own attic in his own home, of a monster with a tail and pincers. At first, he had remembered the Dread Clock fondly, but now, not so much. He wanted purity, but all he seemed to get from the antique was putrefaction of his body and his soul.
Trent shook off the doubt. It hadn’t done him any good at any other moment in his life, and after all, this was a dream. What else could he do until he woke but press forward? He climbed the ladder and, at the top, lifted himself into the smoky attic.
The Black Mass was happening at the back of the attic. Ten naked nuns, covered in boils and black fur, stood around an altar of candle wax. Upon the altar, a priest lay, his hands encased in stone, his feet bare and broken. Over his head, a paper mache death mask had been placed. There were a multitude of jars and bottles surrounding the priest. Filled with liquids of various color and thickness, Trent couldn’t tell if they had been harvested from the priest, or gifted to him from the nuns.
Now that he had discovered the source of the hymn, he could make out what the nuns were saying. Beating their chests, as though the words were a cancer to be dislodged from their breasts, they chanted in unison, “Y’llorov. Y’llorov. Maya y’llorovaya. Gorovash. Gorovash. St’ka gorovashaya. Halakos en carane. Nexgroda en nakt.”
To Trent’s uncultured ears, the words sounded slightly Russian, but even then, he couldn’t be sure.
The priest reared up and let out a scream. He struggled to lift his hands, but their stone fetters were too heavy. Turning his head, he caught Trent creeping behind the nuns and let out a garbled cry for help.
At that, the nuns, still chanting in robotic unison, slowly turned their heads. Trent stumbled back towards the ladder, but the nun with the stomach that sagged down to her knees held up her hand for him to stop.
Squinting her bloodshot eyes, she said, in a heavy accent, “English?”
Trent nodded. A woman screamed outside the convent, from where the garden would have been. He twisted his neck to see who it was, but there were no windows up here. It seemed strange to think about it, but the scream sounded familiar. It stirred something within him. He’d heard it before, and also, not long ago.
“What you want?” the fat nun asked. Her breasts were two fleshy stalactites that refused to stay still. “He brought you to see?”
“He?”
Trent cringed. More images were clawing their way through to this dreamy consciousness. The living room. Gemma. The feeling of weightlessness. And the weight of uselessness.
The fat nun pointed to the priest writhing on the candle wax altar.
“I don’t know who that is.” Trent’s mouth hung open as he remembered a story his wife had told him. “You. Do you know the Dread Clock? Is it doing this? My memory isn’t good.”
“He is dog.” The fat nun exchanged looks with her still-chanting sisters. “Y’llorov. Y’llorov. Maya y’llorovaya,” she started. And then: “What is this ‘Dread’ you speak?”
Trent, ignoring the screaming outside, went forward, saying, “Its name.”
Amused, the fat nun quickly corrected him. “Dread? No. The saint will not dread it.”
Will not? Trent looked past the nun, to the priest. “It takes the sin out of the world.”
At this, a second nun joined the conversation. She was younger. Her vagina had been sewn shut, and probably her anus, too. She looked bloated and sick, as though she had been soiling the inside of herself for days.
“Takes sin out?” the sewn nun asked. She laughed. “Sin is in the blood. Have to get rid of the blood.”
The fat nun added, “Have to get rid of bloodline. Dread Clock isn’t sponge. Dread Clock is scalpel. Going to make worlds better.”
“Worlds?” Trent said.
“Where you think you are?” The fat nun wrinkled her brow. “What you think you are?”
“Good man?” the sewn nun said with a laugh. “Not if you here.”
“—Gorovash. St’ka gorovashaya. Halakos en carane. Nexgroda en nakt.” The eight nuns continued on.
“The Black Hour,” Trent said, the words having just come to him.
A sinking feeling in his stomach told him this wasn’t a dream, that wherever he was, he wasn’t supposed to be here.
So he asked, “Do you know what it is? Where it comes from?”
The fat nun and the sewn nun exchanged looks with one another. Together, they both shrugged and said, “A better place. Come closer.” They nodded at the priest. “See, before he sees you.”
A spasm of pain shot through the priest. He arched his back until it started to crack.
“Y’llorov. Y’llorov. Maya y’llorovaya.”
Splotches of blood spat onto the death mask. The priest’s robes rippled with movement from the unseen beasts moving beneath them. His broken feet curved inward, bending beyond their limits.
“Gorovash. Gorovash. St’ka gorovashaya.”
The priest bucked. His arms shot forward. The stone encased around his hands expanded and then eroded, until disproportionately large and shaped like pincers.
“Halakos en carane.”
The robes tightened across the priest’s body, until they were wrapped so tightly around him, they were him. The fabric hardened into a carapace, and became as black as the wild shadows whipping across the walls.
“Nexgroda en nakt.”
With a jerk, the priest was torn off the altar and left to levitate there in the middle of the air. The death mask, soaked with blood and wax, melted and bubbled over his face. Out of his chest, a second pair of smaller arms, like a child’s, tore through his new, dark skin. They clawed at the invisible strings that seemed to hold him, as though begging for release.
“Nexgoroda en nakt,” the nuns repeated. Then: “Ueun ex nakt.”
The priest’s spine jutted out of his back. From his tailbone, the bone bore through his flesh and unwound around him. Until, twice his size, the tail stopped growing and, at its tip, the bones there ballooned into the black swell of a stinger.
“How intimately we know one another now,” a voice whispered into Trent’s ear.
He tore himself away from the scene. Behind him, the Dread Clock’s Keeper floated. Trent looked back to the altar, but the priest was gone.
“Strange how they all end up here.”
The Keeper’s pincers grabbed Trent’s sides and lifted him off the ground. “You’ve given me almost everything. But to have everything.” The Keeper brought its stinger to Trent’s sweaty forehead. “I must give you something in return.”
The Keeper’s stinger stabbed through Trent’s skull, and then the convent went dark. Somewhere between a coma and consciousness, his mind struggled to find something to hold on to. Blind and numb, he turned to his memories to try and make sense of what was happening to him.
They were all there, every event and incident, like a string of pearls, stretching from his birth to what might have just been his death. He returned to the memory of the convent, and the Keeper plunging its black stinger into his gray matter. He knew this creature, and by the memories that came before it, he obviously knew it well. How did he forget? Did it make him? Or did he make himself?
Trent traveled backward along the string of experiences. Some didn’t make sense—being a slave master in the South, a soldier in World War II—while others were so disgusting and disturbing, the pearl was almost unreadable. But four things were consistent amongst them all: the Black Hour, the Dread Clock, its Keeper, and his eventual repulsion to them all. Coming here, to this convent—it hadn’t been a dream, and it hadn’t been to get better. The Keeper had brought him here, and Camilla. And if he was remembering this right, Gemma—oh Christ, oh god, Gemma—she was here, too.
If he wasn’t dead, then maybe he was dying. And if he was dying, then like the dying, he had an overwhelming need to undo all the terrible choices he had made not only in the last few days, but the last thirteen years. Whether or not he actually could didn’t really matter. As long as he could understand why he’d made them and what had led him and his wife to this depraved limbo, then perhaps, if he got free, he could make the right choice for once and save Gemma, wherever she may be.
He hurried through the string of memories. Birthday party after birthday party. Late night dinners, and the occasional funnel cake and festival. A vacation here, domestic violence there. It pained him to realize it, but the further back in time he went, the worse things were between him and Camilla. Nowadays, divorce was always a looming threat, but back then, five, ten years ago, they didn’t even mention it. Because of Gemma, divorce wasn’t an option. So instead, night after night, when their daughter went to bed, they pummeled each other into teary submission. Mostly with words, but they had both exchanged their fair share of blows. The only bright spot in these old memories was Gemma, but even then, because of them, she didn’t burn as brightly as she could have. If anything, that was their ultimate sin.
Trent picked up the pace. He knew where he was going, but curiosity kept distracting him. There, he thought. Thirteen years back. That putrid pearl of a night where he confessed everything to Camilla and gave her nothing but grief afterward. Candice was there, that bloated, post-pregnancy whale, and so was Gemma, so tiny and pure. And he even remembered the speech he had prepared for his wife. Camilla, I have to tell you something, it started. I deserve every ounce of hate you have for me, it ended.
But on this part of the strand, something was wrong. Not that he was an expert on memories. He wasn’t an expert on anything, except being an expert at nothing. But yes, there was something wrong. The trivial corridors of time that connected each pearl of importance were frayed. And this thirteen-year-old catalyst? It was corroded. There was something in that moment, a kind of black mass that was slowly filling the pearl, turning whatever second, minute, or hour it touched into a lie.
Trent’s first mistake was coming to this memory, thinking he could learn anything from it. Trent’s second mistake was trying to fix it. His mind reached out for the recollection. As it did, the string that held the memories snapped, spilling the infected moment and millions of others across his mindscape.
The effect was immediate. His past became a fractured series of meaningless scenes and vaguely recognizable people and places. The damage wasn’t just in the distant past, either. As memory after memory slid off the string, even events from a year ago became too difficult to make sense of. The confusion they inspired was agonizing, like a lightning storm raging across his brain.
He had to fix this. He couldn’t save Camilla or Gemma if he didn’t know them. He gathered up hundreds of memories, put them in what he thought was the right order. But as he waded through his own lifetime, it got harder and harder to read the pearls. The black mass from the memory of thirteen years ago had oozed out. It was everywhere, and it was in everything, infecting every memory that it came into contact with.
Trent moved as quickly as he could, but the corruption was quicker. Soon, he began to abandon memories so that he could salvage those which were most important to him. Wading through the black muck in his mind, he plucked out pearls for safekeeping. He started with those moments before the marriage, when he and Camilla were happy and arguments were five minute scuffles that a crappy joke or a bottle of wine could fix. But there were so many good times that he had to leave some behind.
The more he dwelled on what had been, the less he had any sway over what could be. So he hurried through the black mire filling up his skull, seeking out his wedding day and honeymoon night. There had been this one time, on a mountain with Camilla, that he absolutely loved. The sun had been setting, and the forest glowed orange and red. She had been smiling so hard, it had to have hurt. And then she told him she loved him. But the way she said it was different than before. Like it was some universal truth only they had figured out. God, where was that? He had to find—
The pearls of memory were quickly disappearing into the black mass. Trent jumped ahead years to after he had brought Gemma home. He went to the memory of her first word—Bat; hence, her stuffed animal, Scram—and the first time she walked for a good two seconds across the living room, where the Dread Clock now stood. After that, he found her first day at school, and the afternoon that happened later, when they bought her a bunch of toys, to bribe her so she’d go back the next day.
Trent was frantic. Every memory he passed up that had to do with Gemma broke his heart. Like a covetous dragon and its clutch of gold, he wanted them all. This thing that had invaded his mind, it didn’t deserve these memories. To make him pick and choose… it was like picking a favorite child and sending the rest out to die in the rain. He couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t do it. This was his mind. These were his memories. Gemma was his daughter, and Camilla his wife. Amazing or agonizing, it didn’t matter. They were his, and they were him. Without even one of them, he wouldn’t be Trent, and he couldn’t do that—
Corrupted pearls of memory bobbed to the top of the black mass. They rolled along the oily surface and fixed themselves to their proper places on the string. Trent hurried towards the most recent moments and polished the filth from them the best that he could. Gemma. The Dread Clock. Camilla. The Dread Clock. Oh god, had he really tried to touch his daughter like that? He dropped the orb into the mass, but the mass made no effort to fill it. It was tainted enough already.
Trent’s mind seized, like a strip of land about to break to an earthquake. In an instant, his past was remade. The string was complete, and the pearls that had fallen off it back in their proper place. But the content was wrong, the recollections warped. They were funhouse mirrors forged in malice, polished with spit.
Everything a year out from today was wrong. Especially anything that had to do with Gemma. The love he had for her was gone. The only emotion he had for her was hate. A long-standing hate, like a stagnant puddle no amount of happiness could dry up. What was this? It didn’t make sense. He knew he loved her, because in these recent memories of his, he did. He loved her unconditionally. He loved her more than Camilla, more than himself. Yet, ten years back, there he was, scolding her, making fun of her, sending her to school with no food and dirty clothes and laughing when she told him all the kids had laughed at her. And he felt justified for doing it. Like she had it coming. Like she was some pet that had pissed on the carpet and needed to be taught a lesson.
Disgusted, Trent retreated into recent memories, but they had been altered, too. The dark filth that filled the pearls had spread to them, as well. It was traveling through his memories, consuming them; replacing them with its foul regurgitations and passing the mush off as truth.
Trent bore his mind down on the string of life events and tried to break it, to stop the black mass from infecting everything. But the string would not give. Hate had hardened it. Entitlement reinforced it. In the blink of his mind’s eye, his little Gemma, so smart, so creative, so beautiful and talented, became something he feared and regretted.
He screamed, even though he couldn’t scream, as memories twisted upon themselves, doing everything they could to make his daughter the culprit of all life’s crimes. Anything that broke in the house, it was Gemma’s fault. Any argument he had with Camilla, it was because of Gemma’s behavior. His beautiful girl became disfigured, repulsive; a sum of all the shitty features her birth mother, Candice, possessed or put into herself. He found himself getting angry thinking about Gemma. About the fact she still lived at home with them. About the fact that she had told her mother to buy the Dread Clock, just to get back at him. About the fact that she had gone to her friend’s house last night, to talk badly about her parents, and to spend the money she probably stole from his wallet.
Where once he had wanted to hug her, he wanted to hurt her. He started to think about the excuses he could come up with that would keep Children’s Services at bay should someone notice a bruise or a welt. He remembered the moment with Camilla, where they both agreed to take care of Gemma, no matter what. And then he remembered it differently. He remembered the medical bills, the late hour screaming. He remembered how, even at a young age, Gemma seemed so damned determined to ruin their lives.
He hadn’t taken her from Candice to protect her and raise. No, Candice had dropped her off, threatened to accuse him of rape if he didn’t raise Gemma for her. And Gemma never appreciated what they did for her. No, never. She always wanted to go back to Candice. Sometimes, she’d cut herself, or even… Jesus, yesterday, they caught her with a boy up in that cave. Pregnant at thirteen. Bullshit. Not going to happen. He would do everything in his power to make sure that baby didn’t survive. He wouldn’t be embarrassed by Gemma anymore. He wasn’t going to give up his life or Camilla’s for this ungrateful wretch anymore.
Black had been the hours since her birth. If this midnight were ever going to end, then she had to leave.
GEMMA
The last time Gemma woke up face down on the living room floor, it was because she had mistaken a bottle of vodka for a bottle of water. A big swig in the small hours had sent her careening through the house like a runaway bumper car. When she came to then, she was alone.
This time she hadn’t been so lucky. As she peeled her face away from the carpet, there were two people standing over her. And they weren’t her mom or dad.
“Don’t say anything,” the smaller one, a young guy, whispered. He knelt down beside her and said, “Actually, never mind. Can you tell me—”
The older man slapped his bald head and said, “Which one is it, college kid?”
“Shut up, man. Hey, uh, Gemma, right?”
She nodded. Eyes catching up with the rest of her mind, she could tell this guy was in his mid-twenties. He had black gloves on and black clothes. He smelled weird, too. Like a hospital, and the bottom of a garbage can.
Gemma managed to mutter, “Get… away from me,” before she lost consciousness for a second.
“Do you remember the clock?” the older man asked.
Gemma’s eyes shot open. She rolled over. The Dread Clock. It wasn’t here. Where it should have been, it wasn’t. And where it had been, there were scorch marks… and a stack of one hundred dollar bills.
“You’re a brave girl,” the old man said. He tapped the young guy and told him it was time to go.
“What did you do with it?” Gemma grabbed the young guy’s pant leg. “Who are you? How did you? Where is it?”
“Uh, can I tell her our names?” he asked the older man.
The older man groaned.
“God, what? We just bagged the Dread Clock. I’m sorry if I’m a little out of it.”
“Connor?” Gemma croaked. “I read your website. G-Gethin, the antique shop owner said you were coming to get it.”
The old man let out a laugh. Gemma craned her neck to have a better look at him. Yeah, definitely old. What did Uncle Jasper use to say? Had more wrinkles than a nut sack. And there was a faded scar on his neck, like someone had cut open his throat.
“I don’t know how much you remember,” the old man said.
“Everything,” Gemma told him. And that was true. The nights before this morning, and everything she had seen in the Dread Clock—she remembered it all.
“I’m sorry for that, Gemma. That’s one thing we can’t take away from you.” He sighed. “My name’s Herbert North. This guy next to me, so wet behind the ears you can see it in the sunlight, his name is Connor Prendergast. That’s his website, but I wrote the Dread Clock article.”
Connor made a noise to interrupt, then stopped himself.
“We usually stay, to counsel. But we have to get the Dread Clock out of here right away. It’s maybe the most dangerous object in the world. I know you know this, because when we pulled you and your mommy and daddy out, you were telling us what you saw inside it.”
“W-where are they?” Gemma, still struggling to stay awake, scanned the room for her parents. “How did you get us…?”
“They’re in their beds,” Connor said. “Sleepwalked right into them. I don’t think they remember anything.”
Gemma sat up and scooted backward until she was against the foot of Mom’s fifteen-hundred-dollar chair.
“Used spells to get you out,” Connor said. “The Dread Clock still works outside of midnight, but it’s a lot weaker.”
“Learned a trick for finding people from a giant mosquito,” Herbert said, grinning, “but that’s, uh, neither here nor there. Listen, Gemma, Connor put his phone number in your cell. He does that with all the ladies he meets. Most of them never call him back, because, I mean, look at him.”
Connor smiled and widened his eyes, like a starlet.
Herbert said, “We can’t stay. And I don’t think your parents remember. But I know you do. And that’s a lot to shoulder. So call us, when you need us. There’s not much we can tell you, other than to hang in there. You’re going to feel like you’re crazy, but just know you’re not crazy alone. We’ve seen it, too.”
Tears welled in Gemma’s eyes. “If they don’t remember, will they be okay, then?”
“Most people go back to the way they were,” Connor said.
Back to the way they were? Gemma snarled at the thought. They’d go back to fighting every day? Granted, that was better than what they were turning into, but if they knew what the Dread Clock did to them, to her, maybe they would have tried to be different.
“Will they know I went into the clock to save them?” Gemma asked, voice shaking.
Herbert and Connor exchanged glances. Together, they said, “You did?”
Gemma nodded. She pointed to where the Dread Clock had been and said, “I went through the case. There was a portal. I tried to save them.”
“Oh wow, that makes sense,” Herbert said.
“Yeah, yes, yeah,” Connor agreed.
Wiping her eyes, Gemma said, “What? What does?”
“Pulling someone out of the Dread Clock isn’t easy. They lose themselves almost immediately. They want to stay.” Herbert tapped his chin. “Your love for them must have kept them from losing everything.”
“I don’t know,” Gemma said. “I saw them—”
“No, he’s right.” Connor nodded. “They were very lucky to have such a brave girl save them.”
Gemma laughed. Tears leapt from her eyes. “Are you two real? This isn’t how I thought this would end.”
“Things like this seldom end any way but insanely,” Herbert said. “You have a strong family, Gemma. Most don’t last this long. The Dread Clock chews through people. Often, all it takes is just one night.”
“Strong?” Maybe they were. After all, after everything, they were still together.
Connor checked the time on his phone and then said, “Here’s the plan, Gemma. We had to break in to Gethin’s antique shop to get your address. He wasn’t there, or home. And when we came here, the place was… a mess.”
“My room. All my stuff is outside.” Gemma tried to get to her feet. “We have to get rid of anything that might make them remember.”
“Don’t worry,” Connor said. “We cleaned it all up the best we could. We don’t really know what a girl’s room should look like, so you might need to do some rearranging, but it’s all up there.”
Gemma smiled. “Thank you.”
“Oh, except for this guy.” Connor reached behind him and pulled her stuffed bat, Scram, from his back pocket.
She took it from him, and then pressed Scram to her face to soak up her tears. At this point in her life, he had a whole ocean’s worth of tears inside him.
“Everything should look pretty close to the way it was before the Dread Clock showed up, okay?” Connor pointed to the scorched floor and the money on top of it. “We made it look like a robbery, because if we flat out told your parents we were taking it, then they might remember. And we don’t want to see them try to take the clock back. The money is how much your mom paid for it. It’ll be weird for her to find it, I know, but money is money. I don’t think they’ll ask too many questions.”
“No,” Gemma said, shaking her head. “No, I think my dad will be over the moon.”
“Good,” Herbert said. “I hate to leave you all like this, but we have to get this thing very far away from here, from anyone. Call us, Gemma, if you need to.”
Connor headed for the front door. Opening it, he said, “I don’t want to jinx it, but I think everything’s going to be okay for you.”
Gemma’s mom and dad woke up a few hours later. They stumbled down the stairs, one after the other, talking about what time it was, if the coffee was ready, and if it wasn’t, who was going to make it. Gemma, who hadn’t left the living room, jumped to her feet when she heard them and went to the staircase, a big, stupid smile on her face.
Before Mom had even made it to the landing, she knew that something was wrong. She pushed past Gemma, ran into the living room, and started screaming at the top of her lungs about the burn marks in the carpet. Dad, glaring at Gemma, hurried down the stairs to see the damage done. Gemma told them that it looked like someone had broken into the house. They didn’t mention the Dread Clock, but they didn’t seem to believe Gemma about the robbery, either.
In the weeks that followed, Mom and Dad were different. They didn’t fight like they used to; in fact, they barely fought at all. They woke early in the morning and went to bed early at night. Every Saturday, her parents went out to dinner, just the two of them. They didn’t really talk to Gemma very much, and when they did, they had a look on their faces like they had just smelled something awful.
Her parents’ behavior hurt a lot more than Gemma let on. But she couldn’t hold it against them, because she hadn’t recovered from the Dread Clock, either. Every night, she had nightmares, and every morning, she woke mourning the loss of something she couldn’t place. She made a lot of phone calls to Herbert and Connor during that time. They didn’t answer much, being busy supernatural hunters and all, but when they did, they told her this was normal. They even offered to come back to the town in the fall. Gemma, instead of shouting yes, because she wanted to sound strong, told them she’d think about it.
Everything went awful in August. Mom took her cell phone, wiped her contacts, and told her she couldn’t have it back because she couldn’t be trusted with it. Dad cancelled their Internet subscription and started locking her in her room at night because he was tired of her “talking to boys.” The cave suddenly became off-limits. And any time Gemma brought up Uncle Jasper and his disappearance, her dad made a fist, as though he were going to hit her.
Gemma didn’t understand what was happening to her parents. They had isolated her from friends, as well as anything that would help her make sense of what was going on with them. She couldn’t be around them without one or the other bringing up something Gemma had done during the school year. If it wasn’t her grades, then it was the fights. And if it wasn’t the fights, then it was something Gemma didn’t even remember doing. They kept talking about the boys at school, or how they smelled pot on her. They kept bringing up some woman named Candice, and how Gemma was “just like her.”
Two weeks until school started, and Gemma couldn’t take it anymore. Every day, every time they saw her, they pointed out some flaw of hers. They blamed her for things she knew hadn’t happened because the details didn’t make sense. They said she had keyed a neighbor’s car, which wasn’t true, because they had no neighbors. Then they said they got a call from Jen’s mother, complaining about Gemma and how she had been flirting with her husband a few days ago. Which didn’t even make any fucking sense, because Gemma hadn’t been over there since she came home to save them from the Dread Clock.
The lies mounted so quickly that Gemma couldn’t keep track of them. Suffocated by all the bullshit, she stormed into the kitchen one night and told them everything. She told them about the Dread Clock, the Black Hour. About how it had changed them, how it was still changing them. She showed them Herbert’s and Connor’s website. She even ratted the two men out and said they had been the ones to take the clock away from the home. The men had warned her not to remind her parents about the antique, but what else could she do? If they saw the way they were treating her, they would have done the same thing.
Before Gemma had finished her story, Dad was already calling 911 to have an ambulance come to the house and transport her to the hospital. Gemma didn’t fight the EMTs when they arrived because she knew that would make matters worse.
Still convinced that this was the work of the Dread Clock, she buried her rage and sadness. When she got to the hospital, she was quiet and compliant. They checked her over, found the self-inflicted cuts on her leg. They asked her if she wanted to hurt herself anymore, or if she wanted to hurt anyone else. They asked about hallucinations and drug use. They even asked if anyone was hurting her in the house and, for a moment, Gemma, the Thirteen-Year-Old Destroyer, was tempted to say yes. Tempted to tell the hospital anything it took to get her parents the help they needed.
Gemma didn’t say anything, though. She kept her mouth shut, her hope intact, and suffered a two week stay in the psychiatric ward. She had nightmares about adults and what they were capable of. It made her sick to think that, in five years, she’d be one of them herself. She didn’t think she would be capable of the things she had seen others do in the Black Hour, but at some point, when they were younger, more naïve, they had probably felt the same way.
When she got out, she got out with meds, a diagnosis of Bipolar Disorder, and a referral to a community therapist she actually couldn’t wait to see.
Her parents picked her up from the hospital, but they weren’t taking her home. The back seat was filled with her bags. When she opened them, she found all her clothes inside. Scram was there, too. She couldn’t figure out if that was the last act of kindness they were capable of, or if they were using him to rub something in her face.
Mom told Gemma she was out of control. Dad told Gemma they couldn’t handle her anymore. They made up lies about her behavior in the hospital. After thinking long and hard, they said they’d both decided that living at home wasn’t the best place for someone like her. Mom told Gemma she could come back to them one day. Dad told Gemma not to count on it, though.
There was a pamphlet on the back seat underneath her bags. Still in disbelief, Gemma ignored her parents and read it. It was for a boarding school. Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy. A place where maladaptive children were sent to be corrected and made appropriate members of society.
Gemma laughed, crumpled the pamphlet into a ball, and threw it at the back of her dad’s head.
“Fuck you,” she said. “Fuck both of you.”
It was a twenty-six-hour drive. They drove it straight-through. They kept the car doors and the windows locked. When they stopped for gas, either her mom or dad stayed behind to watch her and make sure she didn’t run away. Sometimes, Gemma would see how far she could push their limits by screaming for help or kicking their seats for hours on end. But in the end, it didn’t seem to matter. As they so succinctly put it every chance they could, she had to go.
Two states later, and Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy stopped being words on a pamphlet and became an etched threat on the roadside mile markers. Thirty miles to go. Twenty-five miles to go. If Gemma was going to escape, now would have been the time to do it. And she could have, too. She could have hurt her father really badly, or busted out one of the windows until they had to pull over to stop her.
Ten miles to go. Five miles to go. Time was running out to run, and yet here she stayed, in a car full of her stuff and the parents who hated her, thinking to herself that maybe, just maybe, somehow, somewhere along the line, she had done something to deserve this.
The car pulled off the road onto a long, gravelly drive and followed it for five minutes into the forest. It was dinner time, and the sun was eager to be out of the darkening sky. Gemma’s shirt was so hot and sticky from crying, she changed into another just so she could wipe her tears onto something dry.
“This is for the best,” Dad said, breaking six hours of silence between them. He looked in the rear-view mirror. His eyes were bloodshot. Had he been crying, too?
Mom undid her seatbelt and started going through her purse for forms. “There’s no way to keep in contact with us, except through mail. A letter every two months. No more. I want you to focus on being better.”
Gemma pressed herself to the window as the forest thinned and the gravelly drive opened up to a wide lot. Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy didn’t look like a boarding school, but a prison. It was a three-story mansion, all red brick and black mortar. The windows were barred, and the doors chained. And, if that wasn’t enough, the property was surrounded by a ten-foot, wrought iron fence that someone like Vlad the Impaler would have had a field day with.
“You’re getting rid of me. For good,” she said, fogging the glass.
“You did it to yourself,” Mom answered.
“What did I really do?” Gemma lurched forward as Dad brought the car to a stop in front of the gates. She pleaded, “Why? This isn’t you guys. This isn’t you.”
Dad turned off the car. “Gemma, it’s you. It’s always been you. We’ve been beating each other up, not wanting to face the facts. You’re the worst thing that has ever happened to us.”
The words hit Gemma like a freight train. Too shaken to speak, she could only mouth, “What?”
“When you’re older, and maybe have children of your own, you’ll understand.”
“Fuck you,” Gemma said. “Fuck you. No. I don’t want to be older. I don’t want to be like you. After everything I did for you and—”
“All you did,” Mom said, “was waste our time and money. Just like you’re doing now. So why don’t you get out—”
Gemma’s door unlocked.
“—and waste someone else’s time and money, instead?”
Gemma spat in her mom’s face. She grabbed her bags and said, “This isn’t you. It’s the Dread Clock.”
“Gemma,” Dad said, turning in his seat. “If that were true, then why are you mad at us? Save us now, why don’t you? You said you did before.”
“Goodbye, Gemma,” Mom said, faking a smile. Handing her the forms for the school, she added, “You’ll thank us later. You’ll see.”
Gemma took the forms, kicked open the door. She threw her bags onto the ground and hurried out of the car. Mom and Dad settled into their seats, started up the engine, and then drove off, back the way they’d come. They didn’t roll down the window to say goodbye, or give her a look to tell her this wasn’t their fault, that they weren’t in control of themselves. They just left her there, at the school’s black gates, like a sick pet they didn’t want to take care of anymore.
Gemma picked up her bags. She took out Scram and stowed him in her back pocket. The forest looked pretty big, but all she had to do was follow the drive back to the main road. They had passed a town about forty-five minutes ago. She could get there, get on a computer. Track down Herbert and Connor and tell them what happened. Maybe they had a spell or something that could fix—
The wrought iron gates screeched to life. Gemma spun around, the shock of it zapping her thoughts. The front gate hadn’t opened all the way. Just enough for her to squeeze through, to get onto the main property. If she ran, would they send the police after her? If she stayed, would she ever get out again?
Further ahead, another noise sounded. Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy’s front door shook and then slowly crept open. The chain that had been fixed to it fell across the porch and slithered like a serpent into the nearby bushes.
“Hello?” Gemma called, one hand gripping the fence.
A Native American teenage girl emerged from the mansion. She was tall, lithe; had the look of a ballerina that only danced in the dark. She wore a long, green dress with a red collar. Looking more closely, Gemma saw that the girl had bandages wrapped around her hands, as though she had hurt herself on something.
“You must be Gemma,” the girl said. She waved her over to the school. “Come in. It’s been a long ride here, hasn’t it?”
She nodded. Long ride? That was putting it lightly.
“I know that you are scared. I was scared, too, when I came here. But this is a good place. A much better place than where you came from.”
Defensively, Gemma shouted, “How do you know that?”
The girl shrugged one shoulder. “Why else would you be here?”
Gemma threw back her head and laughed. “Because I’m ‘maladaptive.’”
“Oh, no. No, no.”
The girl started down the porch. She crossed the yard, but in a curious manner. She kept to the shadows, to where the light didn’t touch. It reminded Gemma of a game she used to play where she pretended the floor was lava, and she had to hop from furniture to furniture to survive. Except, looking at this girl, she kind of got the impression that, if she did go in the light, something bad would happen.
At the gate, in a healthy pool of darkness, the girl extended her hand to Gemma and said, “My name is Eyota.”
Gemma stared at Eyota’s hand. Though it was tightly bound in bandages, she could tell there was something underneath the wraps; something wriggling, trying to get free.
“Observant,” Eyota said, retracting her hand. “But maladaptive? No.”
Gemma looked over her shoulder. She could still run. Could probably beat the crap out of this girl if she had to.
“We just put that in the flyer to attract the right people.”
Gemma reached behind her and touched Scram. “You mean the fuck-ups?”
“We are our parents. Are they not the ones who fuck us up?”
What is this? Gemma nodded because she didn’t know what else to do, and said, “Who runs this place?”
“Ah, we do, Gemma.” Eyota nodded at the school, at the figures who were now gathered in the dusty windows. “There are no adults here, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“That sounds fucking great,” Gemma said. She kicked her bags. Then: “But I don’t believe you.”
“Go look for yourself.” Eyota stepped aside. “Leave anytime you like.”
“After what my parents…” Gemma choked up. She took a deep breath and buried the pain. “They wouldn’t send me to a place run by kids.”
“I don’t know, Gemma.” Eyota started back towards the mansion, hopping from shadow to shadow. “After I saw how fast they drove out of here, I think they would have sent you anywhere, as long as they could have gotten away with it.”
True, Gemma thought. They would have killed me if they could have. Is that what they were planning to do, if we hadn’t saved them?
The Dread Clock brings out the worst, but the worst has to already be there to begin with. I’m so stupid. I should have let them go—
Gemma turned off her thoughts and slid through the gates. There was no sense in pretending as though she were going to run away. The closer she came to the mansion, the less put-off she felt by it. Intimidating, yes, but out here, in the forest, almost an hour away from any form of civilization, it seemed like a world all its own. And in a way, that’s what she needed right now.
“Gemma, come here,” Eyota said.
She had stopped midway to mansion, beneath a weeping willow so large and weeping, it had to have had some form of clinical depression.
Gemma went to her, joined her in the shadows there. A breeze circulated around the willow and cooled her nerves. She leaned in and smelled the tree. Filling her nose with that ancient odor, she took one of its leaves and pressed it to her face. Her skin prickled, and her heart skipped a beat. She slipped out of her sweaty shoes and sank her feet into the grass. Anchored there, she let Nature overcome her, to remind her there was more to life than the despair that had brought her here.
“Sorry,” she said, snapping out of the trance. “There was this cave back home I used to go to when I got stressed out. I guess I needed this.”
“I understand,” Eyota said. She started unraveling the bandage on her left hand. “So what brought you here?”
Gemma laughed. She bit her lip, bided her time. Can’t hurt, she thought, so she said it: “Ever heard of the Dread Clock?”
“Yeah, of course,” Eyota said, one layer of the bandage removed.
“Shut the hell up.”
“Seriously.” Another layer of the bandage fell away.
Gemma took out Scram and held him to her chest. “I don’t believe you.”
The third layer of the bandage unraveled as Eyota said, “Big grandfather clock. Makes the Black Hour happen at midnight. Terrible things come after that. We know it, Gemma. I don’t think it’s a coincidence you’re here. Many of us at Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy have been made Orphans by it.”
The fourth layer of the bandage fell away from Eyota’s hand. Gemma gasped as she noticed a long slit running down the girl’s palm. It looked fresh. The folds of the wound still glistened with rank wetness.
“Oh my god, are you okay?” Gemma covered her mouth. “What happened?”
“Oh, I’m fine.” Eyota held her wrist and started to rub the bones there. “Gemma, this is a place for people who don’t want to grow up, and who are tired of grown-ups and the way they use us.”
The skin on her palm started to bubble.
“This is a place where kids like us can make a difference, for as long as we want to.”
And then a mouth inside Eyota’s hand pushed against the dripping folds. Greedily, it gulped at the air, like a leech desperate for blood.
“Oh, what the fuck?” Gemma stumbled backward towards the gate. “Oh what the fuck? I’m still in the Dread Clock. This is still the Dread Clock.”
Eyota shook her head. “You know that’s not true.”
“Then what the hell are you?!”
“A vampyre,” she said. She unraveled the bandages on her other hand, revealing a mouth in its palm as well. “Biting necks is awkward. But we touch each other all the time. Pretty cool, right?”
“No,” Gemma said. She found the nearest patch of sunlight and stood there. “No, no get away from me.”
“Gemma,” Eyota said, stepping out of the shadows. Her body twitched, but the light didn’t seem to stop her. “Do you want to be like them?”
Gemma shook her head.
“Do you want to give up the childhood they’ve almost ruined?”
Again, she shook her head.
“Do you want to find the Dread Clock with us and stop it?”
Gemma didn’t move.
“It’s still out there. We vampyres cannot die. You can be young forever. You can have forever to do what you want; to get what you deserve. To make that perfect life for yourself, and to be strong enough to stop anyone who wants to take it away from you.”
“You’re going to turn me into a fucking vampyre?” Gemma laughed and rolled her eyes. “Oh my god, what the hell is happening to me?”
“You’re getting a second chance, Gemma,” Eyota said, once again extending her hand. “All you have to do is take it. Tell me, when’s the last time you got to make a choice for yourself that really mattered?”
I don’t know, Gemma thought, watching the mouth in Eyota’s hand open and close. Never?
“Sunlight hurts,” Eyota said, “and we have to drink blood. But we’re teenagers, so that’s not that big of a deal right?” She laughed, winked.
“What if I say no?” Gemma eyed the gate, yet she found herself drawn to the girl, to the academy. “Are you going to kill me?”
“No,” Eyota said. “But what are you going to do? Wander around, hating your parents, going out of your way to get back at them?”
Gemma dug her heel into the ground. She broke into random fits of laughter. This was so fucking absurd. But was it? After everything she’d been through, was this that much worse? A vampyre made more sense than something like the Black Hour or the Dread Clock. She hated to admit it, but Eyota was right. She couldn’t do a damn thing as Gemma, except get picked up by the cops and get sent to the hospital or juvie.
And her mom and dad? She saw how they turned out, before the Dread Clock and after it, too. She herself was both of them, but which parts? The good parts? The bad parts? Did it matter? She had seen what adults could do. What depths they were willing to sink to for the stupidest of reasons. Slavery. War. Children didn’t cause these things. Children were the ones who suffered for their elders’ mistakes. Children were the ones who would then repeat them later on, when they were stronger, and meaner.
Maybe the Dread Clock had put something in her, too, and it was just waiting for the right time to take her over. It had, hadn’t it? Right before she passed out in the concentration camp. When that creature told her how worthless she was. And she believed it. Oh, hell. Was she a ticking time bomb? A slow-burning fuse leading up to a night of razor blades and hot bath water?
Gemma grabbed herself, started to panic. She couldn’t trust this skin. She couldn’t trust the dark within. Tears in her eyes, she ran forward and took Eyota’s hand. The mouth in the girl’s palm went to work immediately. It clamped down on Gemma’s flesh and sank its small, greedy teeth in deep. Thin, buzzing tendrils, like those of a jellyfish, shot into Gemma’s hand from the mouth and slithered down the inside of her arm. They attached themselves to her veins and arteries and pumped something warm and numbing into her bloodstream.
“Everything will be better in a moment,” Eyota said, closing her arm around her, bringing her into a hug. “This is the only time anyone can say that and not be lying.”
Gemma closed her eyes and let the change overtake her. At this point, it didn’t matter if she made the right decision or not. She was tired of fighting, and of having to fight. She had gone through hell. She should have known that hell was the only thing she could have brought back with her. Gemma, the Thirteen-Year-Old Destroyer, had endured a long campaign of misery, and for what? More misery? She had tried being herself, now it was time to be something else.
Gemma opened her eyes, her vision sharper than before. Darkness had descended upon Our Ladies of Sorrow Academy, and all across its slanted rooftops were children, just like her.
The Black Hour’s orphans raised their hungry hands to Gemma, to welcome her into the only family to which she ever truly belonged.
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CHAPTER I

R’lyeh wasn’t the church-going type, but even she knew priests weren’t supposed to have tentacles flailing out from the back of their heads. Whereas others would have been disturbed by the vermillion growths, R’lyeh was just jealous. Freaky as they were, they did kind of put her octopus mask to shame.
Shrouded in shadows, Vrana’s ax in hand, she moved across the church’s rafters to follow the priest as he went about the room, lighting candles. He prayed while he did so in a language she couldn’t make sense of. The words were thick, the syllables muddy; and yet the sentences themselves had a sharpness to them that pierced R’lyeh’s ears. Every time the priest spoke, she imagined a shovel plunging into the ground, unearthing unholy utterances. Considering the man belonged to King Edgar’s new religion, the Disciples of the Deep, she wasn’t too surprised. In the end, unearthing God was their ultimate goal.
Noises outside the front of the church. First, scuffling feet, and then a knocking on the door. With a sick, sucking sound, the vermillion tentacles slithered into the priest’s skull. The only trace of the appendages having been there were the sweaty patches on the holy man’s scalp. But this was Bedlam. Sweat and secrets went hand-in-hand. All things considered here, he was invisible, which was exactly how he and his faith had been so successful so far.
R’lyeh repositioned herself on the rafters to better see the entryway. For being a place meant to hold the light of God, the church was host to a whole lot of darkness. It was a small and stuffy building with no windows, let alone cracks. It had been built with driftwood and rocks from the river it now sat beside. According to James, up until about two months ago, it used to be a worshiping site for the Holy Order of Penance. When and how the Disciples of the Deep had taken over ownership of the church, no one could say for sure. It was as though they had been here the whole time, waiting for the right moment to make themselves known. Not just here, though, in Bedlam. Everywhere.
Again, another knock on the door.
“The way is open,” the priest said.
R’lyeh smirked. She wanted a job like that, where she got to sound fancy and no one batted an eye about it. Most of the time, when she killed someone, she just cussed out their corpse until the adrenaline died down. But that wasn’t very cool. She needed some one-liners. Something snappy.
The front door creaked open, and an older woman shuffled in. She was short and stubby with stiff shoulders and big knuckles. She wore a tattered veil from behind which she sniffled and wept. Like some other humans R’lyeh had seen lately, this woman’s Corruption looked different. The Corruption was still crimson, still on the right arm, but now in the right light, at the right time, the stretch of flesh almost seemed to… move.
“Ms. Louisa,” the priest said, his voice smooth, emotionless. “Are you ready?”
Ms. Louisa shut the door behind her. Going to the priest at the pace of a slug, she said, “That’s just it, Father. I’m not sure that I am.”
“Have you been spreading the Word to our fellow Bedlamites?”
“Yes, yes. I have, yes.” She took out a few crude rolls of parchment from her pocket. “I think we will have a few additions to our congregation tomorrow. But Father—”
“Excellent.” Close enough to take Ms. Louisa’s hand, he did. His wild eyes inches away from her own, he said, “You have shown yourself a most dutiful servant of our Lord during these trying times.”
“Yes, Father, I am trying.” Ms. Louisa scrunched up her face behind the veil. “The Holy Order were deceivers. You have shown me the true God. I am grateful, Father, but my… my son.”
“Your son was a good man, was he not?”
Ms. Louisa nodded so hard R’lyeh thought for a moment her spine was going to snap.
“The good suffer enough in life as it is. They should not suffer in death. Ms. Louisa—” he pulled her into an embrace that looked about as comfortable as hugging a rock, “—let me send your son to heaven.”
Now we’re talking. R’lyeh shifted the octopus mask to get some fresh air flowing through it. The Skeleton had insisted she wear it whenever she went on a mission. As a thirteen-year-old girl, she was an easy target that no one would take seriously. As a thirteen-year-old Night Terror, she would appear twice her age and even more frightening. Or something like that. The Skeleton always played up her background. It made her blush.
Ms. Louisa bowed her head. “Father, it just doesn’t seem… natural.”
“After everything the Lord has shared, still you doubt?” The priest clicked his tongue against his teeth. “Do not forget. This is all very new. Surely those who had never heard of the Holy Order before thought they were mad, too.”
Ms. Louisa nodded, the veil swishing across her face.
“It is human to doubt. I can tell you and the others worry that you’ve made a mistake. For years, you’ve been comfortable with the Holy Order of Penance and their teachings. How could you know that they were leading you astray? You couldn’t have, Ms. Louisa. You couldn’t have. Not until now. Have I not shown you miracles?”
“You have.” She cleared her throat and laughed. “Oh, yes, Father, you have.”
The priest slipped a hand into his robe. “Would you like to see another miracle?”
Did she? It didn’t seem like it. Ms. Louisa had gone silent, and she started to shake.
“Is Jeremiah out there on the porch?”
She nodded weakly. A few candles went out.
“Bring him in.” The priest took his hand out of the robe. He was holding something, but it was too dark to tell what exactly. “We’ll see him off to heaven together.”
Ms. Louisa scrunched up her face and started to cry. She turned on her heels and headed toward the front door.
“It is a kindness we offer him,” the priest said.
She wrapped her hand around the doorknob. Over her shoulder, she said, “I won’t be punished for this?”
The priest shook his head. “You will be exalted.”
Ms. Louisa drew three sharp breaths and then opened the door. Stark sunlight and the general commotion of Bedlam poured over the threshold. In this stuffy closet of a church, R’lyeh had been so focused on the mission at hand she had forgotten she was smack-dab in the middle of a Corrupted town. For a split second, the sounds brought her back. Back to Alluvia, to Geharra, to the pit, and her—
Ms. Louisa pushed her wheelchair-bound son into the church. She had to hold the back of his shirt to keep him from falling forward, because he was dead. R’lyeh’s nose twitched as the smell of rot drifted into the rafters. There was dirt all over the wooden wheelchair, as if his mother had started to bury him, and then changed her mind midway through.
“Close the door behind you,” the priest said.
Ms. Louisa did as she was told.
“Lock it.”
And she did that, too.
“Bring him to me.”
Ms. Louisa shuddered. She took the wheelchair, pushed it forward. In his Sunday’s best, Jeremiah slumped over the armrest. His dead weight seemed to be giving his mother a hard time, as if he were dragging his heels from beyond the grave.
The priest went to Jeremiah and took his head in his hand. “The Holy Order buried our people with blessings and prayers. Empty words and empty gestures. Promises they never had to keep.”
Ms. Louisa let go of the wheelchair. She put her hands together and started praying to the ground.
“God has given his most trusted Disciples a piece of Itself.” The priest opened his hand, finally revealing what he had taken out of his robes. “A seed of heaven.”
R’lyeh took off her mask and leaned forward. Son of a bitch. In the priest’s greasy palm, a red, bristly, walnut-sized mass sat. Small tendrils, not unlike the tentacles stowed away in the priest’s skull, whipped around it. Seed seemed a stretch of the word, and heaven even more so. The thing looked like something a cat with cancer might cough up.
The priest opened Jeremiah’s jaw as if it were a jewelry box. Holding the seed over the corpse’s lips, he said, “Where is God, Ms. Louisa?”
She stopped praying and sputtered out, “In heaven.”
“And where is heaven?”
“In the…” Old Holy Order habits had her looking up, but instead she cast her eyes downward and said, “In the Deep.”
The priest nodded, pleased. “To bring out God, we must bring out heaven. When we die, we should not die with heaven on our breath but in our breasts. In each one of us, Ms. Louisa—” he smiled, “—we hold the seed to heaven. And when our bodies bloom, God will come to save us all.”
Ms. Louisa shivered. “Praise be to the Deep.”
“Praise be to its boney shores,” the priest responded.
“Praise be to the Red Heaven.”
“And our slumbering Lord.”
The priest slipped the seed past Jeremiah’s teeth. It sat on the dead boy’s tongue. With a will of its own, it used the tendrils to force itself down his acrid throat.
Ms. Louisa went around the wheelchair. She touched his face, felt his bones. She smelled him. It was as if she was an animal, and she wasn’t so sure that the child that sat before her was her child anymore.
“What h-happens next, Father?”
“Take him home and bury him beside his sister.” The priest touched the small of her back. “Does it not comfort you to know you will have a piece of heaven in your backyard?”
Ms. Louisa turned around. Tears whipped out of her eyes, across the priest’s robes. “It’s just… I’ve heard terrible things about those who… who—”
Jeremiah shot out of the wheelchair. Eyes wide, mouth agape, he sank his clawed fingers into Ms. Louisa’s shirt and dragged her to the ground.
“Father, Father!”
Jeremiah, now no more than a mere puppet to the thing inside him, dug his nails into her skin until she bled. His mouth stretched open; the sides of it split into a permanent smile. His throat ballooned. Small, black spikes tore through his neck, as if something were working its way up his choked esophagus.
Ms. Louisa tried to push her son off her the same way one would an overzealous lover; that is, carefully, considerately, with weak shoves and even weaker kicks. Holding back his face, she begged to the priest for help.
“Do you really want it?” The priest sounded aggravated. R’lyeh could tell this hadn’t gone the way he planned it would. “Or do you want to see heaven with your son?”
Ms. Louisa’s eyes shone with salvation. She nodded and let go of her son. Jeremiah’s spasmodic corpse ground its way up her body and pressed its gaping mouth to her own. He swallowed her apologies and prayers and proceeded to fill her with heaven.
Thin, vibrant, vermillion veins burst out of Jeremiah’s mouth, like a thick trunk of earthworms. Forming a writhing bridge between him and her, they pumped themselves into her mouth and down her throat, into her belly and jerking appendages.
When she died, if she’d died, Jeremiah collapsed upon his mother’s corpse and went back to being dead himself. Tiny holes opened up along the boy’s body. From them, more vermillion veins poured. Slowly, they wrapped around mother and son until, after a few minutes, they were completely cocooned. They looked like oversized seeds themselves. R’lyeh was fairly certain where this new batch was going to be planted.
“Goddamn it,” the priest said, at last. Looking down at the red cocoon, he jammed his thumbs into his temples. “This is more art than science. I’m sick of it.”
He marched to the back of the church, grabbed a long metal rod with a hook at its end, and then went to the ball of veins. He dug it into the cocoon and started dragging it down the middle aisle to the backdoor, which led out to a gated path and, eventually, the cemetery.
“Grave’s not big enough for the both of them. Too goddamn hot to dig anymore today.” He stopped, mopped his brow with his sleeve. Right under R’lyeh, he mumbled, “Father Francis is going to laugh at me. Can’t wait to hear—”
The rafter creaked beneath R’lyeh’s weight. Her body went stiff as the priest looked up, confused. He squinted, grabbed a candle, and held it outward. She squeezed the handle of Vrana’s ax.
“What’s that?” The priest unhooked the rod from the cocoon and pointed it to the ceiling. “What’s there?”
R’lyeh’s vision dimmed. A torrent of nervousness flushed into her brain. Like a creature trapped in a cage, common sense disintegrated to the need for survival.
She dropped from the rafters, swinging the ax downward with her plummet. It caught on the metal rod and knocked it aside. The ax blade tore through the priest’s hand, down his leg, and split his foot, forking it, like a snake’s tongue. A geyser of blood exploded from the gory ravine that ran down his body and the sputtering stump he held.
“Time to meet your Maker,” R’lyeh said, grinning behind her mask. Snappy, she thought, but kind of stupid. Then she swung the ax into his neck.
She hadn’t been strong enough to cut through his flesh, but the force of the impact sent him spinning into the pews. He broke his fall on the floorboards. When he did so, the ax, still buried in his neck, ripped free and, with a thump, fell over onto the blood-soaked ground.
R’lyeh took a deep breath and grabbed the ax. What just happened? She knew what happened. She had so much hate in her heart for Penance that she didn’t mind sharing some with Disciples of the Deep, too. If she hadn’t struck first, then he might have killed her, or stuck one of those seeds inside her. Besides, she’d gotten all the information the Marrow Cabal needed. This would’ve been the Skeleton’s next orders, anyway.
“Yeah,” R’lyeh said, convinced. She exhaled and pushed aside thoughts of Geharra’s pit. “It’s fine.”
R’lyeh went to the side of the church and started throwing the candles there onto the cocoon and the priest’s corpse. The vermillion veins and his scratchy robes caught fire immediately. She moved through the church, gathering up anything she could use for kindling. There were quite a few of the Disciple’s scriptures—The Disciples of the Deep by Amon Ashcroft—and she hurled them into the blaze.
When the smoke became too much too breathe in, R’lyeh ran to the front of the church. She undid the lock and flung back the doors. Thick clouds of smoke exploded past her and washed over the crowd of Bedlamites who had gathered outside.
Did she still have her mask on? She did. Raising her ax to the group of concerned citizens, R’lyeh rumbled, “Let it burn, or you will,” and hurried down the steps as fast as she could to the riverside, where Will waited on horseback, looking as confused as she expected him to be.
“What the hell, Real’yuh?” he shouted, making room in the saddle for her.
R’lyeh,
you idiot. Damn kid never got her name right. The crowd shouted behind her. She looked back. A few were coming after her. Night Terrors weren’t all that terrible in the full light of day.
R’lyeh pounded down the shore. A foot from the horse, she jumped onto it and screamed, “Go!” into Will’s ear.
The Skeleton’s son snapped the reins. The horse took off. Chunks of mud from the ground flew up around them as its heavy hooves pounded the earth. R’lyeh straightened herself out in the saddle and held onto Will’s waist so that she wouldn’t fall.
“What happened?” he asked, Bedlam blurring around them as they hoofed it toward the bridge on the outskirts of town.
“I killed the priest. He saw me.”
R’lyeh twisted around, ax out, ready to chop down anyone alongside them. But there was no one. Her pursuers had returned to the church to douse the flames that now engulfed it.
Will faced her and said, “Real’yuh, Dad’s going to be pissed.”
But R’lyeh wasn’t listening to him. As she turned to look at him, her heart seized in her chest. Ahead, on the bridge that spanned the river they rode along, she spotted a blonde woman standing there, watching them. She wore a large leather hat, and a long leather coat covered in belts and buckles and makeshift pockets. In the woman’s left hand, she held bandages, and in her right, a shepherd’s crook.
She pointed to the shepherd and cried, “Will.”
He spun around, sputtered out a string of nonsense. He cracked the reins and kicked the sides of the horse into a full gallop. They passed under the bridge, under the watchful eye of the shepherd. And when they came out on the other side, they both turned around and found that the shepherd was gone.
“D-don’t tell him,” Will pleaded. “It wasn’t what you think.”
R’lyeh looked over her shoulder, Bedlam proper shrinking with every passing second. Great plumes of smoke wound into the sky, the scent of heaven burning in the autumn air. She searched what she could of the streets for signs of the shepherd, but it had vanished. Vanished, just like the Skeleton had warned it would.
“Hey.” Will grabbed her arm, bringing her attention back to him. “Don’t tell him. He won’t let me work for the Marrow Cabal anymore if he finds out.”
R’lyeh took off her mask and secured it in her lap. “Are you kidding me?”
Trees and bushes whipped past them as the horse plunged into the forest surrounding Bedlam.
“That’s the dumbest fucking idea.” R’lyeh shook her head. “He told me.” She clenched her teeth. “Do you want to go back to the Membrane?”
Will opened his mouth to argue, but instead, he turned around and took control of the horse.
Don’t tell the Skeleton? It made her sick with anger that he would ask. I’m not losing anyone else.
I don’t care if you hate me for it.
She closed her eyes and held on tighter to Will. Tight enough to keep him from the shepherd should it show up again. If she lost Will, then she’d lose the Skeleton. And if she lost him, she’d lose Vrana for good.




CHAPTER II

Aeson had just started kindergarten when he found his parents hanging from a tree outside Caldera. From six years old to today’s sunrise, he had hated them for leaving him in the most selfish way anyone ever could. But now, as he stood below that tree, looking up at the branch Bjørn had cut his parents down from, he found himself empathizing with their suicide.
Because Vrana, his best friend, his only love and lover, was gone. He didn’t know if she was dead or alive, but according to R’lyeh’s letter, the Witch had taken Vrana to the Void, which meant she was probably both.
Killing himself made sense. In every piece of rope and sharpened blade, he saw sinister invitations to a place his feelings couldn’t follow. The loss of his parents had been one thing, but losing Vrana? It was as if all the bones had been broken in his body, and all the blood in his veins had been replaced with sand. His heart hurt, too. He had thought the sentiment was just poetry, but there was truth to it. It was as if his heart had been turned into a pincushion, and every day a new needle was jammed into one of its failing chambers.
Aeson went beneath the bough that had helped snap his parents’ necks. The splintery culprit, unpunished all these years later, was now bent, and the bark chalky and soft. If he placed any weight upon that beckoning arm or the other branches around it, they would surely break. The tree had been good for two deaths, and two deaths alone. If he were going to die, it wouldn’t be here.
He took off his skull mask and dropped to his knees. Falling back on his heels, he groaned and said, “I’m an idiot.”
“Aye, but you’re our idiot, so that makes you special.”
He looked over his shoulder. Bjørn stood behind him, his eyes winking in the dark maw of his bear mask. He was drenched in sweat. A few new fly friends buzzed around him, entranced by the big man’s stench.
Aeson slid the Corrupted skull back on and jumped to his feet. “Uh, hey.”
“Howdy partner.” Bjørn put his hands on his hips. “This is where your parents died.”
A hot nail of rage bore itself into Aeson’s brain. Cheek quivering, he mumbled, “Oh? Oh, shit. It is, isn’t it?” He laughed, clapped his hands together. “I didn’t even realize!”
“Yeah, that’s why I pointed out the fact.”
Kistvaen shook behind them, shedding sheets of rock the same way a snake would skin. Whether or not the mountain’s recent rumblings had to do with the spellweavers who made it vanish or its history as a volcano, Aeson couldn’t say. But if lava were to burst from Kistvaen’s peak and smote this mother fucker off the face of the Earth, he would’ve been just fine with that.
“Appreciate the sympathy,” Aeson said finally, his face several shades darker.
“What?” Bjørn shook his head. “What do you want? To tell me how you’ve been sulking around Caldera for the last few months? Go on, tell me about how much you miss Vrana. Tell me about all the things you could’ve done differently. Or how about you tell me how you plan to kill yourself?”
Air caught in Aeson’s throat. “What is—”
“Here? Was this to be the place?” Bjørn covered the bear mask’s mouth, shocked. “Did I interrupt you? I know being an Archivist runs in the family, but I didn’t realize cowardice did, too.”
Aeson’s knuckles were clenched so tightly that his nails dug into the heels of his palms. Where was this coming from? They were hardly friends. In the months following Vrana’s departure and disappearance, Aeson had actually grown closer to Adelyn, her mother, than Bjørn. This right here was just some insensitive, overgrown man-child mouthing off to someone who he thought wouldn’t say anything back.
Stepping up to Bjørn to prove him wrong, Aeson said, “I don’t know what you think this is between us, but you don’t speak to—”
“I’ll speak to you however I like. And you know why?”
“Enlighten me.”
“Because our Vrana is missing.” Bjørn paused. He shook, the same way Kistvaen shook, as if he were unburdening himself of the heavy things not even his huge frame could sustain. “She’s gone, but not for good. Can we agree on that?”
“I… I don’t know.” He clamped his eyes shut until the tears retreated. “Yeah. Agreed.”
Bjørn shoved his finger into Aeson’s chest. “You. Need. To. Get. Her. Back. No one wants to hear your tale of woe. No one is interested in that shit. We all know what’s coming, so let’s get to it.
“You’re our Archivist and Vrana’s boyfriend. You owe it to damn near everyone to save her from that Witch bitch. That’s why I get to talk to you the way that I am. Same way I get to chew out a warrior for not fighting. And that’s why you’re going to listen, too. Because you know I’m right.
“I don’t really believe you intend to kill yourself. Loner like yourself, down there, underground, in the Inner Sanctum, I would have thought you would have done it already. But you haven’t. Like I said, no one cares about that shit. So what’s the problem?”
Aeson cried, “What the hell do you expect me to do?”
“The same thing she would have done had this happened to you!”
Bjørn paced back and forth in front of the tree. Occasionally, he glanced toward Caldera where the harvesters’ sickles flashed metallic smiles in the sunlight. He was frantic, Aeson could see that now. This big outburst wasn’t some sporadic projection of his own unresolved bullshit. No, the Bear was desperate, just like him. But why? Had something happened back in the village?
Aeson drew a deep breath. “You don’t think I don’t want to help her?”
“Unless you’ve been formulating some master plan these last few months, then I don’t know, Aeson. I don’t know.”
“I’m an Archivist.” He directed his attention to the house of the elders. “The only one we have in Caldera. I’m not one of your warriors. And they—” he pointed to Faolan and Nuctea, who had just emerged from the garden behind the house, “—won’t let me leave.”
“How old are you?” Bjørn asked flatly.
Nineteen, Aeson thought but didn’t say.
“You don’t need to be a warrior.” Bjørn crossed his arms and headed back toward Caldera. “I’ll do all the killing. You just need to get us to where we need to go.”
“What?” Aeson started after him.
Bjørn stopped, looked over his shoulder. Sweat drooled from the bear mask’s discolored teeth. “I know you’ve been biding your time. I know you haven’t ever left the village, except through all those books you have down in the Sanctum. But I also know you love her. I understand the confusion. It’s easier to say you can’t, that they won’t let you. But you know what’s even easier?”
Aeson didn’t know.
“Me saying you will. You will get her back. They won’t let you leave? Well, I won’t let you stay. So figure it out, what needs to be done, because when we leave here, we’re leaving together.”
Bjørn nodded, as if an agreement had already been made between two of them, and headed back into Caldera.
His parents had committed suicide. That was a well-known fact amongst those who lived in Caldera. No one questioned it, especially not Aeson. Like his responsibility to continue the work they had started as Archivists, he accepted the cause of death and seldom entertained other possibilities. For a man whose entire purpose was to dissect the past, such willful myopia didn’t make any damn sense. And now it was happening again with Vrana, just like Bjørn had said.
Aeson went to the tree and rested his head against the trunk. Digging his toes into the soil, he recalled R’lyeh’s letter. It had arrived one month after she and Vrana would have reached Lacuna. Aeson and the elders couldn’t figure out how she had managed to get it to Caldera, because the raven that delivered it wasn’t from any Night Terror villages. The parchment was strange, too. It was coarse, and the paper had a purplish hue to it. If Aeson stared at the words written there for more than a minute, his eyes would go out of focus and his head would start to hurt. Anguis suggested Mara may have spellweaved the letter, but both Faolan and Nuctea agreed she was nowhere near powerful enough to do so.
“It sleeps again,” Aeson mumbled, reciting the letter. “And the Children have left. But Vrana is in the Void. The Witch used her, used us all. Belief powers her. Now I’m going to get Vrana back.”
That was it. That was all the letter had said. They had succeeded in putting the Blue Worm to rest, which scouts near the Widening Gyre could confirm. When Aeson pressed the elders on what R’lyeh meant by “the Children,” they explained to him Lacuna’s fertility project, where Night Terrors and Corrupted, with the help of the Blue Worm, were bred together to repopulate the Night Terrors’ dwindling numbers.
“How many flesh fiends did you end up with?” Aeson had asked Anguis that day. He was already well aware of what happened when Night Terrors and Corrupted mated.
“Enough to feed the Blue Worm for years,” Anguis had said. “Those Night Terrors and Corrupted that did not turn into flesh fiends were shipped off to the mainland, it seems. We will have our people in Traesk, as well as the Heartland, reconnect with them.”
If not for the circumstances, he would have been floored by the notion of having hundreds of Night Terrors with the potential to practice telepathy. At that moment, Aeson didn’t care about these mutant offspring the elders had consented to creating. All he had wanted to know was this: “How do I get into the Void? You told Vrana there may be a way in through Nachtla. And the Witch used her? What did R’lyeh mean?”
And all Anguis could tell him was: “I don’t know, Aeson. Keep searching for us. Vrana is strong. If she’s alive, she—”
Aeson smashed his second skull, his stolen skull, against the tree, bludgeoning the memory until it went away. It was bad enough that Anguis was clearly lying to him. But the fact Aeson had taken his word as gospel was ridiculous. After that, just like with his parents’ death, he accepted the hand he was dealt, and instead of doing anything about it, he went through the same pathetic motions he had gotten good at for the last thirteen years.
There were stacks of books in his room about Old World folklore. If it had even the most tenuous connection to witches, he had plucked it from the Archive’s shelves and brought it down to the Sanctum. The most relevant works tended to come from Connor Prendergast and Herbert North, two old-school supernatural investigators who had recorded their cases in a series of books called Black Occult Macabre. In the two and a half volumes Aeson possessed, there were numerous references to a woman who had to be the Witch, or the Maiden of Pain, as well as another woman, a sister, called Joy, the Maiden of Joy. They often mentioned that the women had a kind of otherworldly hideout, a Void, but they had never been successful in locating it. At the end of the day, it seemed the Witch would only appear when she wanted to. When she did, she did so at the height of her power. And until then, she used others to carry out her bidding, which Aeson figured was exactly what she had done to Vrana, up until the moment she had snatched her from this world.
In their writings, Connor and Herbert had made mention of ancient, occult weapons known as Red Death weapons. They were said to be created by Death Itself, and engraved with runes that could annihilate any creature, living or dead. Aeson had heard of such an object being held up in Eldrus, in Ghostgrave, that fitted the description, but with everything going on with the Disciples of the Deep, going there seemed out of the question. For a moment, he had considered asking Death to forge one anew, but that would mean taking the ferry to—
Aeson punched the tree. He reared back, eyes following along the bough that had caused his parents to spill their bowels. What the hell was the point of knowing everything if he couldn’t do anything with it? If he had found a way into the Void from one of the books, what would he have done? Sent someone else to get his best friend back? Probably. And if he had one of those Red Death weapons? Assign someone else to carry out the mission? Definitely.
And that’s where the myopia came in. When something had to be done that extended beyond his duties as Archivist, he suddenly became stupid. A doe-eyed dumbass who couldn’t do more than two things at once, because it was easier being what he was supposed to be, than being something else.
He turned and headed towards Caldera, to the training yard, where children sparred with one another under Bjørn’s cruel tutelage. At the moment, the yard was empty because the children were at school, sparring with their teachers instead.
Keeping out sight, to keep out of conversations with others, Aeson wheeled around the enclosure until he found where the gate sagged and hopped it. A muddy puddle broke his fall. He shook off the slough and skirted the gate to the shed where many Bjørn-forged training weapons waited.
He already knew what he wanted and where it was. The ax sat at the back of the shed, somewhat forgotten, like the kid who gets picked last for games.
“Figures you would use an ax,” Aeson said, as if Vrana were there beside him. He took it in his hands and got a measure of its weight. “You blunt, brutal, beautiful love of mine.” He laughed, thought of her, and then left the yard.
Aeson returned to the tree where his parents had died and swung the ax into its side. The blade was dull, but his will couldn’t have been any sharper. Two deaths, this tree had been good for two deaths. If he let it stay here any longer, its roots would spread and claim a third. And it wouldn’t be his ghost that hung from its boughs, but Vrana’s—the noose around her neck his terrified reluctance.
He buried the ax deeper into the trunk. White shavings seeped out of the widening crack. He brought it back and swung in again. Crack. The tree braced itself against the impact. Old as it was, it wasn’t going down without a fight. For thirteen years, he had been cultivating the very thing he should have been killing.
“Well, isn’t this symbolic?” Aeson said in Bjørn’s mocking drawl.
After ten minutes or so, a crowd began to gather behind him. It wasn’t every day that they saw their Archivist engaging in manual labor, let alone severing the sore that had sickened his soul for more than half his life. He didn’t speak to them, and they were wise enough not to interrupt. Their presence only made him hack harder, until his arms were heavy and numb, and the sounds of the ax were finally louder than the blood in his ears.
Two hours later, the tree’s trunk had been whittled down to a small, bare spine of wood. Aeson stopped, almost as drenched in sweat as Bjørn had been, and gave long-delayed inevitability a chance to catch up and close out this outstanding account. At first, the tree stood unyielding, but with a little help from the wind off Kistvaen, it started to shake. Then, its spine started to break. And with a ghastly howl, his parents’ makeshift gallows gave and snapped in half.
Aeson took a deep breath. He wiped his brow, but didn’t drop the ax. For now, it was a part of him, just as much as Vrana’s ax had been a part of her. He turned, half-cocked, to see how much of an audience still remained. Much to his surprise, there was only one.
“It was time,” Anguis said, arms folded across his chest. His snake skull mask had smaller snakes slithering in and out of its openings.
“Yeah,” Aeson said, panting.
“Will you walk with me?”
Aeson and Anguis went together in silence from the felled tree to the house of the elders. They climbed the steps, crossed the porch, and slipped into the dim domicile of Caldera’s three most respected individuals.
Aeson already knew where Anguis was taking him, so he took the lead. On the threshold, he immediately turned left and walked down the dark hallway where glowing yellow eyes lined the walls. At its end, he turned left again and pulled back the sliding door there.
He stepped into the room. Anguis quietly followed after. To call it a room would be a lie, but there was no other way to describe it. It was completely overrun with mushrooms and the opalescent sprites that tended to them. There were no walls, and the ceiling was a black stretch of seamless night. Yet if someone tried to walk beyond the actual bounds of the house, the room would swallow them up and spit them out somewhere near the Den of the Unkindness.
“Want me to do it?” Anguis asked, shutting the door behind them.
Aeson ignored him. He crossed the room, through the transparent grass, and went to the large obsidian boulder at the edge of the edgeless room. Kneeling beside the boulder, he splayed his fingers and pressed them into the five invisible grooves on top of it. He waited five seconds, let go. With the tips of his fingers now stained black, he plunged his hand into the pond and let the color run off until the water turned black, like the boulder.
“Eil’en’kul,” Aeson whispered as the pond’s surface hardened over, like lava cooling into a black crust. He returned to the boulder, pressed all ten fingers to the ten hidden points along its craggy surface, and uttered, “Nyxannul.”
This time, when he took his hands off the obsidian boulder, they weren’t stained. If they had been, he wouldn’t have been able to attempt the ritual again for another month.
“I did not mean to insult you when I asked if you wanted me to do it,” Anguis said. “The heart of the mountain is difficult to read.”
“Ready?” Aeson stepped onto the pond. A crack shot across the charcoal-colored surface, but it held.
Anguis nodded and stepped onto the surface of the pond with him. The orange and red snakes coiling around his body faded into his flesh until they were merely tattoos.
“Nyxannul,” Aeson repeated. He balled his fists and spit on the pond. “Nyxannul.”
Finally, the surface broke, and Aeson and Anguis fell through, straight down, until seconds later, they were standing upright again, upon the top of the same black pond; except the transparent grass was gone and so, too, were the mushrooms, sprites, and the ceiling of sky. Now, they were no longer in the house of the elders, but a mile outside the village, deep inside the mountain, Kistvaen.
Aeson gathered himself and stepped off the black pond into the cavern it had taken them to. Great, jagged walls of prismatic stone came together across the cavern, forming eerily perfect archways and steep, unreachable walkways. The ground itself was a hilly span of square-cut rocks that jutted out of the ground, as if they had melted into it a millennium ago.
But it was the place beyond here for which they had come. The place beyond the streaked arches, at the bottom of the hilly span, where the spellweavers lived. Where they spoke to the mountain and listened to its rocks and weaved the spell that made it invisible to those who lived outside Caldera.
“Before we go in,” Anguis said.
Aeson stopped and stared at the Snake. He took off his skull mask because the heat inside the mountain was too much to keep it on. “What’s wrong?
“The three spellweavers have been in contact with the other villages.”
Anguis paused. He never paused. He never hesitated, not even when he had something awful to say.
“Something has happened to the Children of Lacuna.”
Aeson furrowed his eyebrows and said, “The ones that left when the Blue Worm was sealed away?”
“No. The others. The ones we created and sent out into the world. There’s… hundreds of them, Corrupted and Night Terror alike.”
“What’s happened?” Aeson felt himself growing impatient. “Did sealing the Blue Worm cause—”
“We keep losing contact with the Children. They are defecting. Those that we have been able to track down and speak with, they keep telling us the same thing.”
Aeson’s stomach sank. “What?”
“It does not matter how far apart the town or village is. Be it in Nora, Bedlam, Cathedra, or even Eldrus, the story is always the same. The Children say that a woman with the body of a raven forces her way into their minds. They say her eyes sparkle like blue gems, and that her mouth is full of bruise-colored worms. They say that when she speaks, their skulls burn hot and they lose control of themselves. They say her name is Vrana, and that she is calling them.”
“C-calling them for what?”
Anguis sighed and looked the other way. “The Cult… the Cult of the Worm.”




CHAPTER III

R’lyeh liked Hex, but she didn’t need to be her best friend to know there was something wrong with her. A few minutes out of Bedlam and Hex came bounding through the forest on horseback. Unbeknownst to Will and R’lyeh, the Marrow Cabal’s second-in-command had been watching them the whole way.
Yet that wasn’t the weird part. The weird part was Hex’s eyes, and the way they glowed as she rode them down through the trees. The light coming from them was a bright, crystalline blue; it guttered like torch flames around her sockets. As soon as she was beside them, the light vanished. But R’lyeh had seen it. She was sure of it.
“What’s got you spooked?” Hex asked Will, her voice bobbing up and down with the rhythm of the horse.
Will pulled back on the reins of his horse and stopped it not far from where Adelaide’s Deceit started. He leaned over, exasperated. If he were trying to hide the fact that he was freaking out, he wasn’t doing a very good job of it.
But if R’lyeh were being honest with herself, she kind of liked the sight. The boy had been dead not minutes before they were formally introduced, back when the Skeleton slaughtered the Red Worm and pulled Clementine and Will from the Membrane. It was nice to know he still had some life within him, because lately, R’lyeh hadn’t been so sure. Both he and his mother had an emptiness to them, a kind of lost look that reminded her of Geharra and the pit and—
“Alright.” Hex wheeled the horse around and hopped off it. Her sword bounced against her leg in its scabbard. “Whose bright idea was it to burn down the church?”
“Mine,” R’lyeh confessed immediately. After all the lies she had told to Vrana about her dead parents, R’lyeh had given up the stuff completely. “I did it.”
Hex’s blue braids bobbed beside her face, like tiny, frozen tornados. “Yeah?” Her hand shot out and grabbed R’lyeh’s pant leg. “How come?”
Her eyes, she thought, staring into Hex’s face. There were pricks of light flaring in her pupils, like gateways. “Well, I—”
Hex threw up her hand, cutting her off. “Save it for Bone Daddy.” The nickname made her smile. She tapped R’lyeh’s ax and said, “Keeping it safe for me?”
Grinning, R’lyeh chirped, “Keeping it sharp for you. Go find your own.”
Hex’s eyes fluttered, as if she were struggling to stay awake. She let go of R’lyeh and said to Will, “You look peaked.”
“I’m f-fine.” Will smiled, forced out a laugh. “R’lyeh back there—” he pointed at her, as if she were invisible, “—scared the hell out of me.”
“Yeah, she’s a spitfire,” Hex said. Her eyes, now finally dimming, darted back and forth between the two adolescents. “It’s a good thing I came to chaperone this here date you two went on.”
Date? R’lyeh didn’t care if she sounded mean. She took off her mask and started laughing. Yes, she and Will were the same age, but the attraction wasn’t there. That part of them, whatever mechanism in their minds that might be, was broken. Maybe even beyond repair.
“I got no problem saying it,” Will said, rearing up, looking cheerier. “I love this horse.” He rubbed its back, hugged its neck. “R’lyeh’s just my wingman, so Mom and Dad don’t suspect.”
Hex rolled her eyes, said, “You’re not right in the head,” and mounted her horse.
R’lyeh smiled at Will, put her mask back on. I shouldn’t assume he’s like me, she thought, as Hex took off.
“Ready?” Will asked.
Before she could answer, he kicked the horse into a gallop and followed after Hex.
Sitting there, the blood of the priest baking onto her skin, R’lyeh sank into herself. It happened like that sometimes. All of a sudden. Out of nowhere. Like stepping into quicksand.
I shouldn’t assume he’s like
me, she thought again, and that was true. Because Will wasn’t like her. Nobody was. She thought they were. After all, that was half the reason she had joined the Marrow Cabal. When she saw that motley crew of murderers—the Skeleton, Hex, Clementine, Will, James, Warren, Elizabeth, Miranda, Herbert North, and Mr. Haemo—she saw people—Mr. Haemo withstanding—covered in stitches. People who had wounds too big to heal, so they tried to seal themselves up the best they could with whatever they had on hand. She liked that. It was good company to be in, until she got her best friend back.
Nowadays, her dad would have said she just had a bad batch of woe-is-mearrhea, but it wasn’t that. As far as she was concerned, the actual difference between her and the rest of the Marrow Cabal was that they seemed to be getting better, stitching be damned, while she seemed to be only getting worse. She couldn’t afford to be an outcast amongst outcasts. She couldn’t afford to be alone. Forty minutes by herself in a church and she had killed the priest and burned the place down. It would be easy enough to excuse herself by pointing to the traditions of her people—and she would, if she needed to—but the fact of the matter was this: There wasn’t just something wrong with Hex; there was something wrong with R’lyeh, too.
They rode hard into the evening hours, until the wind turned red and the taste of blood soured their mouths. It was by these foul comforts Hex, Will, and R’lyeh knew they had made it safely home.
Farther on, the town of Gallows sat, its mile-wide lake of blood murmuring under the waning moon. Over the lake, a constant stream of countless mosquitoes flowed, to deposit blood from across the continent into their master’s massive well. Around the perimeter of the Red Worm’s resting place, elevated platforms had been constructed, to hold the barracks and buildings that housed and supplied the members of the Skeleton’s Marrow Cabal.
Hex stopped her horse in front of R’lyeh and Will’s and said, “Hang on.”
They were on the outskirts, about a half a mile out from the town, where the marshy land thrived on the human mulch the Red Worm had left here. There were still bones lodged in the ground, and bodies, too. R’lyeh didn’t mind being inside Gallows, but being out here, in this bloody backwash, she started to get anxious. It was too much like Geharra’s pit, and the fact there was even a fraction of a chance she might stumble upon her parents’ corpses—
“Get your stories straight,” Hex warned. Her eyes flared. She grabbed her head and shrieked. “Ah, hell. Ah, shit.”
“Hey.” Will hopped off his horse. “Hey, what’s wrong? Hex, what’s the matter?”
Hex tore the sword out of its scabbard. “Stop!”
Will went stiff. His knees locked in place. The moon was bright tonight, but Hex’s eyes were brighter. She crept forward, the tip of her sword moving closer and closer to Will’s neck. Gems of blue light poured out of her eyes. Although her mouth was moving, she didn’t seem to be saying anything.
“Hex, don’t.” R’lyeh dropped off the horse. She took the ax in both hands and ran in between Will and Hex. “A-are you sick?”
Hex stopped. She lowered her sword. A shadow passed through her eyes. Not across them, but through them, as if there were a cruel conductor inside her skull, controlling her every movement. She mumbled something that sounded like “pilgrimage” and started to cough.
“I-I’m sorry, you two,” Hex said, rubbing her eyes until the light left them. “If I get like that again, leave me be. It’s for the best.”
Will’s joints loosened. He took a step after Hex, who was already back on her horse, and said, “Dad said that’s when you send your thoughts out.”
R’lyeh kept quiet. She’d heard Hex had been capable of such a thing, but never had she seen it happen before. When the Skeleton had introduced her to the members of the Marrow Cabal, he told R’lyeh that Hex was from Lacuna herself, and that she was a telepath. When R’lyeh asked her if she could try to reach Vrana, Hex told her she could only communicate with other children of Lacuna, but she’d keep an ear out, just in case.
Hopping back onto the horse, R’lyeh asked, “Who’s going on a pilgrimage?”
Hex shook her head. “You and your friend really messed things up putting that Blue Worm to sleep.” She groaned. “The thoughts are re-goddamn-diculous, now. Barely enough room in my head for my own.”
“Why’d you draw your sword for?” Will got back on his horse.
“Reflex, I expect. Don’t mean nothing. Bone Man’s going to want to know: Did you see a shepherd while you two arsonists were out?”
Will shook his head.
R’lyeh pretended not to hear.
“Alright, then.” She rubbed her temple and said, “Let’s get to it, lovebirds.”
Guard towers sat against the night sky. Their black, wiry silhouettes reminded R’lyeh of the dead bugs that littered the barracks. Hex took the vanguard, held up two fingers, and shouted to the sentries, “It’s Hex, Will, and R’lyeh, and we’ve brought the same old, same old.” The same old, same old was the passphrase for entry today. If anyone forgot it, they got about thirty arrows in their neck to remind them.
The horses cantered past the guard towers and onto the dock that circled the blood lake. There, torches burned across the wooden platform, as well as on the second level above. Together, they created a dirty cloud of smoke that drifted across the lake, leaving most of what was happening at its center obscured. But something definitely was happening. There were ripples in the lake, as if something were churning in it, and sounds, too, in the air; incomprehensible whispers in Mr. Haemo’s grating whine.
“The Bag of Bones must have him up to something tonight,” Hex said. She turned her horse towards the ramp that led to the second level of the platform. “Stay indoors tonight, if you can help it.”
Will and R’lyeh nodded. They followed Hex up the ramp, past a few passing cabalists, who quickly saluted Hex as she trotted by. Looking around Gallows, R’lyeh realized there weren’t many people out. Most of the windows had candles in them, but the Marrow Cabal’s soldiers were mostly absent. She couldn’t figure out if the Skeleton’s claims about their growing ranks were wrong—he boasted fifty here, two hundred or more elsewhere—or if they also had been given Hex’s advice about staying indoors. It was strange, but when it came to Mr. Haemo, they treated him like a necessary evil. A lunatic lodger they all hated but couldn’t be rid of. Like they owed him something.
“So.” Hex stopped her horse in front of the large building designated as Operations. “Who wants to talk to the Skeleton first?”
Before Will could answer, R’lyeh was already on the ground, one arm leaning against her ax, the other high in the air. “I’m your girl.”
“Alright.” Hex wheeled her horse alongside Will’s and told him, “Let’s put these beasts to bed.” And then, to R’lyeh: “After you’re done with Bag of Bones, get to bed yourself.”
She nodded. Her attention wandered over to Operations, and she wondered aloud, “Shouldn’t there be guards?”
Hex snorted. “Why? So someone doesn’t try to kill him?”
Will laughed uncomfortably. “Yeah,” he said. He focused his eyes on R’lyeh and bore his thoughts through her orange octopus mask. Don’t tell him, he seemed to say. Don’t you dare tell him about the shepherd.
R’lyeh waved Will and Hex off and then entered Operations. She opened the door slowly; her breath caught in her throat. Over the last few months, she had spoken to the Skeleton on numerous occasions, but the journey to Bedlam had been the first mission he had sent her on. The last thing she wanted was to disappoint him.
Operations was one large, open, and well-kept room. Across it, several long tables ran, upon which stacks of maps, documents, field reports, and artifacts were kept. The walls were dedicated to the two religions currently battling for control of the continent. On the left wall, The Disciples of the Deep, and the right, The Holy Order of Penance. Both walls contained a timeline of events relevant to each religion’s creation, as well as data about the number of followers each possessed in every major village, town, and city. There were piles of books, too, beside the walls. Mandatory reading for all members of the Marrow Cabal. For the Disciples of the Deep, they had to study The Disciples of the Deep by Amon Ashcroft. For The Holy Order of Penance, they had to read not only Helminth’s Way by the Prophet Helminth and Mother Abbess Lillian, but the newly released and revised holy text entitled The Sinner and the Shadows by The Holy Child Felix and Mother Abbess Justine.
But, as interesting as all that was, it was nothing compared to the boney beast that inhabited this building on an almost constant basis. The Bag of Bones, as Hex so lovingly put it, was sitting in the back at his desk, shrouded in a cloak and surrounded by candles, poring over the papers in front of him.
“R’lyeh,” the Skeleton said, his voice dry and high, his pronunciation slow. “Good to see you.”
She stopped, saluted him. “Sir.”
The Skeleton waved her off. “What’d I tell you about all that ‘sir’ business?”
R’lyeh lowered hand and dropped her head.
“Sit with me.” He gestured to the seat in front of his desk. “Tell me ‘bout Bedlam.”
R’lyeh crossed the room. The Skeleton in his tattered cloak and rusty breastplate watched her the whole way. She could feel his hard, swollen, bloodshot eyes sizing her up, searching for the story she was about to tell. He lifted his hands, knitted his fingers together, and rested his chin against them. Other than the tone of his voice, there was no telling what the Skeleton was thinking or feeling, because he was nothing but bone.
R’lyeh smiled and took a seat in front of the Skeleton. She peered over the desk and saw that he had been reading a map of Bedlam. There were red marks all over it, in the town and outside it as well.
The Skeleton’s fat, black tongue flopped around inside his jaw. His bones creaked and cracked as he straightened up. His robe started to drift, revealing a portion of his ribs where the breastplate didn’t protect. The bones were covered in a black moss.
Quickly pulling back his robe, he said, “What’d we learn?”
R’lyeh filed the sight away. It was a necessity. She had a whole drawer inside her head marked ‘madness.’
“The church was a church for the Disciples of the Deep. The priest had vermillion veins inside his head, but it seemed like he could control them. A woman came in. She brought her dead son with her. The priest said he had a ‘seed of heaven’ and fed it to her son. He was going to have her bury her son with it in him, but then the dead son started… transforming. And vermillion veins came out and killed her. The priest made it sound like that wasn’t supposed to happen.”
The Skeleton nodded. He took out a pen and made another circle on the map near the riverbanks, where the church would have been.
R’lyeh tried to stop herself, but the confession was already coming out. “I… lost control.”
He set the pen down and cocked his skull. “What happened?”
“The priest heard me. I… killed him.”
“Fair enough.”
“And then I burned the church down.”
“Oh.” The Skeleton’s insane eyes ground against their sockets. “Damn.”
“I got scared.” R’lyeh took off her mask and rested it in her lap. Fiddling with its tentacles, she added, “And the woman and her son had turned into this big, veiny… thing. Seemed like a bad idea to leave that there.”
“How’d you escape?”
“Horseback. Will was waiting outside.”
The Skeleton clicked his fingers against his cheekbone. “How’d he do?”
“He got us out of there quick.” R’lyeh rubbed the scar that ran along her scalp. She did that sometimes, when she was nervous. “He was good.”
The Skeleton leaned in closer. “Anything else?”
“On… on our w-way out.” R’lyeh shook her head. “On our w-way out, we saw a… a shepherd.”
At that, the Skeleton sank into his chair. The hood on the cloak slid down his face. He sat there a moment, his only gloved hand over where his heart had once been.
R’lyeh shrank under his wicked gaze. Without lids or lips, the Skeleton’s stare and horrible grin made her feel like she was facing Death Itself. However, as they sat there in silence, she realized he wasn’t looking at her, but listening to something. The way he turned his head, the way he leaned down and to the left, it was if there were someone else in the room, whispering dark paranoias into the Skeleton’s shadow-drenched skull.
“It’s good you told me first,” he said, at last. “I’m sure he asked you not to say anything. Makes me wonder if he’s seen them before.”
R’lyeh shrugged. “I-I don’t know.”
“Thank you, R’lyeh. Been through a lot to get my family back. Don’t plan on losing them again.”
Lucky you, she thought but didn’t say.
“So.” The Skeleton came forward, clutching his cloak to hide the black moss growing over his ribs. “So, how are you, my resident Night Terror?”
“Oh, uh. I’m… good.” She nodded, smiled, and then quickly changed the subject. “What’s going on with Eldrus and Penance?”
The Skeleton saw right through her misdirection. He laughed at it. Even pointed his sharp finger at her to let her know he’d caught her.
But instead of acknowledging this, he pointed to the walls and said, “A lot. Penance is losing some favor with its followers. There are rumors they’re throwing together an army. Eldrus, on the other hand, not so bad. Disciples keep springing up churches here and there. They’re trying to summon something with all them vermillion veins they keep planting in the ground. They were at it before, a few years back, and now they’re at it again. Or maybe they never stopped. Lost years when I went into the Nameless Forest. Hard to say.”
The Red Worm writhed in her mind’s eye. She said, “Are they trying to summon another Worm? Is that their God?”
And he answered, “Might be. The vermillion veins and Eldrus’ new religion go hand-in-hand. A little girl, Gemma—a worldly thing like yourself—told me they’re summoning what caused the Trauma years back.”
“And we’re going to stop them?”
The Skeleton stared at her a moment, like he had forgotten the purpose of the Marrow Cabal. Then, he said, “A lot of forces seem to be converging nowadays.”
She raised an eyebrow. What did that mean?
The door to Operations swung back. R’lyeh jumped in her chair. In the doorway, the Skeleton’s wife, Clementine, stood. Her red hair, redder than the blood lake behind her, whipped across her pale, tired face.
“Hi there, R’lyeh,” she said, looking a little lost.
R’lyeh held up her hand, said, “Hi.”
Clementine smiled and to the Skeleton said, “Husband.”
“Wife,” he chirped back. He didn’t have lips or muscles, but R’lyeh was pretty sure he was smiling.
“Work day is over.” Clementine leaned to one side, her soft, yellow dress shifting with her motion. “Bed time.”
The Skeleton nodded. “Be there in a minute my sweet, lily-white princess.”
Clementine scoffed, gave him the finger. As she closed the door to Operations, she said to R’lyeh, “Goodnight, dear. Stay indoors, whatever you hear.”
With that warning, Clementine was gone. R’lyeh turned to the Skeleton, her next question written all over her face.
“Mr. Haemo is doing some blood work for me,” the Skeleton said. “Helping me track a lead. Your next mission, if it pans out. Blood work gets greedy. Lashes out like a leech. Don’t want to be near the lake is all.”
R’lyeh nodded and then asked her follow-up: “You sleep?”
“Ha.” The Skeleton sighed and stood. The ratty cloak fell around him like a hungry wraith. Flexing his gloved hand, he said, “Not no more I don’t. It’s a waste of my unlimited time. No, it just calms Clementine if I lay in bed with her ‘til she’s out. It’s the little things that make us human. Or, in your case—” he laughed, “—whatever your kind is.”
R’lyeh hopped to her feet as the Skeleton came around the desk. “You’re going to send me on another mission? After I fucked the last one up?”
“You learned enough from what you accomplished and what you fucked up. You’ve held your own, and I still plan on holding up my end of our bargain. About finding your friend.”
“Vrana.”
“Yeah.” The Skeleton touched her shoulder and—
Skyscrapers. Green gas and busted tubes. A grandfather clock. Letters impaled upon tree branches. Mushroom clouds stretching over a garden of bones. Naked nuns in a convent questing for—
–and then he pulled away. R’lyeh gasped and stumbled backward, against the chair she had sat in. Hot, boiling bubbles of pain bobbed along her brain in a sweeping, pendulum-like flow. She held her neck until the foreign images ran like mucus down the back of her throat.
“I just saw—”
The Skeleton cut her off. “Your next mission will take you to Rime.”
“That’s one of our villages.” Damn it. What did he just do to me?
“Yes, it is.” The Skeleton opened the door. Over his shoulder, he said, “I need you to convince your people to release one of their prisoners to our cause.”
“What?” R’lyeh threw up her hands. “Wait, I’m not anyone special. They’re not going to—”
“They’re holding Audra of Eldrus. King Edgar’s sister. Turns out she’s not dead at all. Get her to me, and I’ll scour the Membrane myself to find your friend.”
R’lyeh stared at him, dumbfounded. Are you fucking kidding me? she thought.
“Oh.” He stopped, the door almost shut. “Would you mind blowing out those candles for me? Don’t have no breath left to breathe.”




CHAPTER IV

“The Cult of the Worm?” Aeson repeated, as Kistvaen trembled around them.
Anguis nodded. He slipped past Aeson and headed down the hilly span of square-cut rocks that protruded like teeth from the mountain’s innards. Where the elder’s feet landed, bursts of color exploded across the floor, as if the pressure from his weight were causing chemical reactions within the stone.
Aeson followed after him. The prismatic archways narrowed as they closed in towards the bottom of the hill.
“Stop,” Aeson said, reaching out for the elder’s arm.
Before his hand could touch him, the Snake sped up. “We need to speak with the spellweavers.”
Is he going to let me use them to find her? Aeson wondered. He licked his lips. The sour taste of hope prickled his mouth.
“Okay,” he said, quickly reverting back to the diligent lapdog everyone accused him of being. “Yeah, sure. Okay.”
At the bottom of the hill, where the ceiling of the cavern and the archways were low enough to touch, they were stopped by the eighty-foot wall there. Several capillary-like tunnels had been bored through it. Faint lights winked inside the winding shafts from the wisps within. On the wind, Aeson could hear words being constantly spoken in scratchy, spit-slicked syllables. Supposedly, they could take any tunnel to reach the spellweavers, but he knew better than to test that theory, because when it came to the elders, nothing was ever that simple.
“Leftmost,” Anguis said, going to the farthest passage on the left.
“What do the spellweavers have to do with Vrana?” Aeson asked. He leaned into the tunnel; the smoky darkness inside was almost gelatinous.
“She seems to be somehow channeling the Blue Worm’s powers,” Anguis said.
Aeson’s mouth dropped open. “What? But didn’t she seal it away?”
“She did.” Anguis cleared his throat. “Come now. No more delays.”
Aeson followed him into the tunnel. The smoke moved towards them, its clouds tightening into languid limbs. It reached forward, took Aeson’s chin, and shoved its roiling digits into his mouth and nose. He closed his eyes, held his breath; waited until gray murk swept across the back of his lids. Then, when he could smell nothing but ash and taste nothing but earth, he opened his eyes and took a step forward into another location entirely.
Gone were the prismatic stones and the smoke-choked tunnels; they had been repurposed and replaced by what the spellweavers so lovingly called their lair. The chamber was a rough, disk-shaped room with angular walls and narrow trenches meant to resemble the image of a pentacle. Twenty meters across and thirty meters high, the lair, despite its size and few occupants, was stuffed to the stones with gaudy decorations and unnecessary adornments. Large, heavy curtains were drawn across segments of the lair. Plush couches and embroidered chairs sat scattered here and there, covered in dust from disuse. Carpets and rugs, from Old World mansions and museums, blanketed the floor, each of their cultural styles clashing against one another’s. Between the rocky balconies above the main floor, a chandelier had been installed; on it, fifty candles burned constantly, never losing shape or intensity. And in spherical alcoves on the outskirts, black flames wavered, their searing tongues like liquefied obsidian.
For a place inside a volcano, it was one hell of a fire hazard.
But most of it was pure window-dressing; nothing more than a soulless recreation by something that itself lacked a soul. The fanciful and once-expensive décor wasn’t meant to comfort its owners, but soothe the guilt of their masters. The spellweavers who benefited from all of this never used it. No, they stayed where they almost always stayed, which was where they stood now: in the center of the lair, at the heart of the pentacle, naked and convulsing, giving every ounce of their existence to maintain the illusion that made Kistvaen disappear.
There were three spellweavers altogether. The youngest was Enaar, the twenty-four-year-old who had been brought in from Traesk after the Witch murdered his predecessor during her attack on Caldera. Enaar’s responsibility was to support the other spellweavers, be it through channeling his powers into them or cooking them breakfast, lunch, and dinner. He rarely spoke, and every time Aeson saw him, he always looked as if he had been crying.
The second spellweaver, and most powerful amongst the three, was Gisela. At eighty-four years old, she was the oldest known living spellweaver. Gisela was blind, and had once chewed through half her hand to boost a spell through the energy of pain. She had a good sense of humor, but she had to be kept shackled and separated from the rest, because after she bit through her hand, she developed an unquenchable taste for flesh.
The final spellweaver was the one Aeson and Anguis communicated with the most. His name was Verat, and at forty-two, he had yet to succumb to the insanity most spellweavers, like Gisela, were known to contract halfway into their lifespans. When he wasn’t making Kistvaen invisible to those outside Caldera, he spent most of his time walking around the lair for exercise.
“Verat,” Anguis called, as he headed toward the center of the room.
Aeson stepped over the trenches that divided the room into a respectable attempt at a pentagram. They were filled with piss and shit, and the subterranean insects that inhaled the stench and consumed the waste here. Despite the elders’ best efforts to dress the place up, there was always a depraved reminder to dispel the lie.
The spellweavers were a sick secret of their people. Every Night Terror village had a small group of spellweavers, and like Aeson, they were forced through the notion of purpose to dedicate their every waking moment to their craft. Until today, he used to hate coming here for those reasons, but now that he knew they might be able to help him find Vrana, there wasn’t anywhere else he wanted to be.
Anguis stopped outside the center of the pentacle. Enaar nodded at him, but Gisela continued to chant, indifferent to the new flesh in the room.
Kistvaen shook; a curtain unhooked from the wall and crumpled into one of the shit creeks.
Verat’s quivering body went stiff. Eyes darting back and forth in their sockets, he said, “Anguis.” He nodded at the obsidian flames in the surrounding alcoves. “All is well.”
“What’s wrong with the mountain?” Aeson asked. The elders measured its health through the obsidian flames here, as well as the obsidian boulders they kept in the house and the garden of the elders. “It’s an active volcano again, isn’t it?”
Verat bit his lip. His bloodshot eyes shot over to Anguis, as if he were asking for help out of this conversation. The spellweaver started to scratch his forearm. Verat was forty-two, but his skin was so scarred from self-harm he looked twice his age.
“It is,” Anguis said.
Aeson threw up his hand. “Well, what the—”
“It has always been active,” Anguis added.
Aeson tightened his gaze on the elder. “What?”
Anguis nodded at Verat to go back to his work. Then, to Aeson, he said, “Tell me about Marcus Proust.”
Oh, go to hell. Aeson’s face somehow got hotter than it already was. He let his attention wander about the lair to hide the anger mounting inside him. Anguis always did this, always asked him questions the same way a teacher would a student. At first, Aeson didn’t mind, but as the years went on, each question and confrontation made him feel more and more uncomfortable. Lately, it didn’t seem like Anguis was looking for gaps in Aeson's knowledge; instead, the Snake seemed to be looking for moments to remind Aeson that, despite his best efforts, he would never be as smart as him.
Aeson slipped on his skull mask. It gave him the confidence he needed to stand up to this intellectual bully. “Marcus Proust was a zealot from Whiteshire, a town in the snowy wasteland outside Penance. About eighty years ago, he gained enough followers and support to ride across the Divide and attack Caldera. He wanted to eradicate the Night Terrors, because he thought our people were responsible for all the sin in the world.”
He cleared his throat, fumbled for his words. “They made camp in what’s now the Den of the Unkindness. While they attacked Caldera over the span of a month, they overworked that part of the forest and almost killed it. Eventually, we defeated Marcus’ people. There were a lot more of us back then. Years later, his son vowed to get revenge but that never—”
“That’s mostly correct,” Anguis interrupted.
Rage knotted across Aeson’s forehead. “That’s exactly what you told me. What does this have to do with Kistvaen?”
“We did not beat back Marcus Proust because of our numbers. Not entirely,” Anguis said. “Eighty years ago, our people were much more vicious, much less interested in sustaining a culture. When Caldera was settled at the foot of Kistvaen, it was done so knowing the mountain was an active volcano. The Night Terrors of the time were so radical in their idea of ‘keeping the balance’ that they deliberately placed themselves here, in harm’s way. They believed that once the Night Terrors had killed enough Corrupted, Kistvaen would erupt and burn away the Night Terrors for good because they were no longer needed by the Earth.
“That suicidal fervor lasted a long time. Some Night Terrors even believed they were immortal. They lived so close to Death, they believed they had somehow bought favor with It. But then Marcus Proust arrived with hundreds of soldiers, and every time a battle was fought in these forests, more Night Terrors fell than did Corrupted.”
Verat stepped forward, digging his nails into his dense pubic hair. “And then Kistvaen started rumbling.” He stopped, sat in an oversized chair covered in paisley print. “Our people were losing the fight and, uh, the mountain was looking like it was going to erupt. That didn’t make any sense to the Night Terrors. Marcus Proust saw the signs, too, so he backed off. Didn’t want his own men getting melted.”
The spellweaver puffed out his cheeks, bulged out his eyes. Talking to others in the common tongue wasn’t something he was used to. “And at the, uh, same time, we were a few years into our work with the Blue Worm on Lacuna. No fertility project, yet. Just, uh, you know, our people trying to make sense of the creature.”
“The Blue Worm had the power to understand and bestow ancient knowledge,” Anguis said. “It knew what was happening in Caldera, and it knew what would happen if Caldera fell. The Worm still wanted to use us, and wanted us to use it. We were not stupid. We knew this. But we were also desperate.”
Verat chanted something; the black liquid flames exploded in their alcoves. As if this was nothing to be alarmed about, he continued. “The Blue Worm’s first gift had been telepathy. It opened up some of our spellweavers’ minds.”
Anguis took over. “Then the Blue Worm told us it could teach us how to calm Kistvaen. So, with its help, in the dead of night, the spellweavers used that ancient knowledge to calm the volcano. But with the mountain silenced, the Calderans were worried Marcus would use the lull to strike a final blow.”
“The Blue Worm told the Night Terrors not to worry,” Verat said. He jumped to his feet, wandered back over to his chanting brethren. “The Blue Worm told the elders at the time to wait until morning to see what their weaving had sewn.”
“Kistvaen was still dormant in the morning,” Anguis said, lowering his voice. “And Marcus Proust and his followers were defeated.”
Aeson blinked the deluge of sweat out of his eyes. “How? What… happened?”
“The spell had not only calmed Kistvaen, but created an illusion around it, making it invisible to those outside Caldera.” Anguis sighed. “But in order to do so, it had drained the life out of most of Marcus’ men and the surrounding land.”
Verat said, “It’s… it’s one thing settling a volcano. But making it d-disappear?” He laughed and rubbed his hands together.
“When news spread that the Calderans had killed Marcus’ men in a single night, that was the end of it,” Anguis said. “Because of the blight the spell left on the forest, the Corrupted thought the Night Terrors were in possession of some powerful pestilence. Afterwards, Corrupted seldom traveled into the south unless it was absolutely necessary.”
Aeson shook his head. “The Den of the Unkindness. Marcus didn’t kill that part of the forest. We did. And it won’t get any better, because you keep having them—” he pointed to Enaar, Gisela, and Verat, “—cast that same spell over and over, every single day, to keep the mountain hidden, to keep it from going off. So what is it now? The Blue Worm is gone, right? Is the spell not working anymore?”
“Spell is fine,” Gisela said, speaking in-between guttural groans. “Better than ever, baby.”
Verat nodded. “A lot of life in the land, nowadays.” He wiggled his hips and then jumped to his feet out of the chair. A black stain had spread outward from where he had been sitting.
“It’s your girlfriend.” Gisela stopped, tugged on her naked, wrinkled flesh, as if testing its elasticity. “She’s doing things only the Worm was supposed to be able to do.”
Aeson’s eyes darted back and forth between Anguis and the spellweavers. He stumbled over his feet. Words of protest lodged in his tightening throat. What was this? What were they saying? He dug his knuckle into the side of his mask. Only in times of stress did he remember how unnaturally large it was. Of course, it had to be to fit on his head, but the Corrupted the skull was taken from had to have some genetic defect or—
He gritted his teeth. Focus, he told himself. Focus. Aeson waved off the elder and the spellweavers. He hopped over a trench of piss-soaked shit and headed toward one of the spherical alcoves where the black flames flared.
They want something from me. He peered into the hot obsidian tongues. The smoke that came off them traveled up the alcove; it smelled of spices, like something a healer might burn to cure the sick. Don’t be an idiot. Don’t let them trick you into saying something you shouldn’t. They’re trying to make Vrana out to be the—
Kistvaen rumbled. A crack split across the lair’s jagged ceiling. Something hissed inside the fissure. Aeson backed away from the black flames. He turned around and found Enaar, Gisela, Verat, and Anguis staring at him.
“Telepathy,” Aeson blurted out, before he had a chance to fully process the revelation. “The Children of Lacuna. They’re telepaths. Vrana is somehow tapping into that.”
“Yes.” Anguis waved his hand; the spellweavers scattered across the lair to their individual haunts. “The Witch has Vrana reaching out to the Children of Lacuna, using the power of the Blue Worm to manipulate them to whatever nefarious goal the Maiden of Pain has in mind. The Children of Lacuna all possess the gift of telepathy; it was a boon given to them by the Blue Worm, and given to us to control them. It need only be unlocked to be made use of.”
Anguis stepped towards him. “I have no doubt in my mind that Vrana has no control over her situation. But if she has access to even a fraction of the Worm’s powers, then we must act. If the creature had the knowledge to make mountains disappear, or for Night Terrors to procreate with Corrupted, can we not agree it surely had access to even more horrible spells?
“We both met the Witch, Aeson. We both know she will use those spells, once she discovers how to do so.”
Aeson mumbled, “I… I… what do you want me to do?”
The Snake strolled forward with a slithery gait. The serpentine tattoos on his taut flesh flickered with life. “I want you to find her, reach out to her. It sounds as if the Witch has done terrible things to Vrana, but if she sees you, you may be able to save her. You have to remind her of who she is, who she was. She may be able to turn the Blue Worm’s power on the Witch and free herself from the Void.”
“How?” That was the only question that mattered; the one it seemed Anguis was about to answer. “How am I going to do this?”
“We keep a registry of all the Children of Lacuna. Until recently, they were our eyes and ears into the affairs of the Corrupted. For those whose telepathic abilities had been unlocked, they would check in with us monthly to update us through an heir. We have lost contact with them, but I doubt they have gone far. I want you to use the registry and track down these Children. I want you to interrogate them. I want you to use everything you have ever learned about psychology and social interactions to break into their minds.
“The few Children we have been able to track down, the few that haven’t killed themselves when captured, always mention the same thing.”
“What?” Aeson asked.
“A pilgrimage.” Anguis went to Aeson and put his hand on his shoulder. “Vrana is reaching out to the Children of Lacuna, and she is calling them somewhere. The Witch is planning to use our people. I do not want it to come to that. I hope that you can save Vrana before then. But if you cannot, then you may be able to find where the Children are going.”
“The Cult of the Worm.” Aeson shook off the elder’s hand. “The Witch is building a cult, a new following. If they’re going somewhere, then… then there may be a chance they could lead me to a way into the Void. The Witch may even step out of it for a moment.”
Anguis nodded. “Enaar keeps the registry. He will conjure it for you. Do you have a companion in mind for your journey?”
I do, Aeson thought but didn’t say. Instead, he said, “But I’m Caldera’s Archivist.”
“We have learned enough, Aeson. All of it will be for naught if we are undone by the choices of our ancestors decades ago. We were foolish to continue using the Blue Worm, but without it, you and I may not be standing here today. Nevertheless, the choice was made, and now we must deal with the consequences.”
Simultaneously, as if called by some internal clockwork, the spellweavers rose from their places of rest and returned to the center of the lair. Enaar and Verat kept their distance from the cannibal Gisela, and then, all together, they started chanting once more.
Aeson took off his mask. He didn’t need its bulk anymore to hide behind. “When I save Vrana,” he said, “will you let me use the spellweavers to undo what the Witch has done to her?”
“Of course,” Anguis said.
“And what about those that won’t talk? Aren’t they still a threat?”
“Kill them,” Anguis said, “unless you have the means to transport them to one of our villages. They are a liability.”
Telepathy, Aeson thought, the sudden realization overtaking the severity of the elder’s order. The Children of Lacuna are telepaths. He stared at the spellweavers, watching their grotesque gyrations.
“What is it?” Anguis asked.
“The Witch contacted Vrana through her dreams. R’lyeh’s letter said the Witch was using Vrana.” Aeson scratched his face until it went red. “Now, the Witch is using Vrana to control the Children of Lacuna. You say Vrana’s using the Blue Worm’s powers, but if that was the Witch’s goal, then why didn’t she reach out to Mara? Or another Child of Lacuna? Vrana’s just a warrior. She’s not a spellweaver or—”
“We believe Vrana is in possession of the silver necklace that is used to summon the Blue Worm,” Anguis admitted. “It, in combination with the Witch’s power, may allow her to form some sort of connection with the Worm.” He sighed and then said, “But you are right. It was not a coincidence that the Witch let Vrana live as long she did. She saw a potential in her not yet realized. The necklace appears to be amplifying that potential.”
“What?” Aeson cocked his head. “What do you mean?”
“How much do you know about Vrana’s parents?”
“Her father, Quentin, died looking into the causes of the Black Hour, and Adelyn is—” Aeson paused. His eyes widened. “Wait a minute. Wait. ‘Amplifying her potential’? You sent her to Lacuna on purpose. It wasn’t just because she knew about the Red Worm.” He grabbed Anguis’ robes and spat, “Where the hell was Vrana born?”




CHAPTER V

Vrana crouched atop the little girl’s headboard, waiting for her to wake. She outstretched her wings and closed them like curtains around the child’s bed. Gripping the frame with her talons, she leaned in closer until her beak was barely touching the little girl’s nose. Vrana breathed her in. She smelled soft and sweet, like the warm cookies her mother had baked a few hours earlier. It was a shame the nine-year-old had to die, but at least she would die with food in her belly and love in her heart.
The floor creaked outside the little girl’s room. Vrana tightened her gaze on the gap beneath the closed door, watching for shadows and shuffling feet. Though some part of Vrana was still a Night Terror, she took no pleasure in killing Corrupted for the Witches, so she tried to keep unnecessary casualties, like the rest of this little girl’s family, to a minimum.
Vrana pulled away and sat upright on her weakening perch. She turned her head and stared at the moonlight coming through the little girl’s bedside window. She preferred it this way, carrying out the Witches’ cruel commands in the dead of night. Most of the time, her victims were asleep at this hour. When they woke, she imagined they told themselves they were still sleeping, and that the winged horror that stood over them was no more than a nightmare. Most people wanted to die in their sleep, but if they were awake and didn’t realize it, wouldn’t that be the next best thing?
The little girl coughed, turned on her side. She fussed over something, rolled onto her back again. A heavy sigh slipped past her puffy lips, and sleep took its hold on her once more.
Vrana had killed thirty men, twenty-two women, and forty-seven children in the last few months. The Witch hated children. Of late, she had Vrana terrorizing the backwoods settlements deep within the Heartland. These unmapped hamlets had more ignorance and children than they knew what to do with, but according to the Witch, she had just the plan to see those precious resources weren’t wasted.
A low wheeze rattled inside the little girl’s chest. She coughed. Whether it was allergies or illness, Vrana couldn’t be sure. But the child looked cold, so she took the blanket in her claw and pulled it up gently to the little girl’s chin.
As for the Children of Lacuna, Vrana wasn’t sure how many she had made contact with. The process was exhausting, and painful. Somehow, it made her brain hurt. It was as if there was a separate organ inside it, and every time she used the Blue Worm’s silver necklace, the organ was stretched beyond its limit. The worst part of it all was the memories. At first, she had thought they were the experiences of the Children she was invading, but the memories were too familiar, too intimate to be anybody else’s but her own. And yet that was impossible, too. How could she remember being a baby, let alone through someone else’s eyes? Why would Mara be standing over her in a field of rust-colored grass? Something was trying to—
The little girl’s eyes were open. Beads of fear glistened on her brow. The color drained out of her face, so that she wasn’t much paler than her pillow. She opened her mouth. A scream welled in her throat, like a bubble a few heartbeats away from popping. As if to wake from this terrible nightmare, she clenched her fists and closed her eyes and started to moan.
The Witch’s will twisted like a hot wire inside Vrana’s skull. With all her strength, she tightened her neck and stabbed downward, driving her beak through the little girl’s chest. Fat tongues of sleep-warmed blood splashed like milk against Vrana’s mouth. She gored the little girl deeper, until the tip of her beak broke through the child’s back and pierced her bed.
Vrana reared back, flinging steamy, stringy entrails across the little girl’s room. Making every effort not to look at the crumpled corpse, Vrana dismounted from the headboard. Her talons clicked as she landed on the floor. Quickly, she went to the scattered intestines and shredded organs she’d flung and gathered them like flowers against her feathered breast. She had to finish quickly, or others would suffer the Witches’ wrath.
She went to the farthest wall. With a bloody palette in her palm, she dipped her finger in the thick red paint and began to write upon the wall. Voices traveled down the hall outside the little girl’s room. There were footsteps, too, most likely from the child’s mother and father. Vrana had studied the house for two hours before breaking into it. She had a minute and a half at best before the parents barged in and put themselves in peril.
Vrana squeezed a section of the little girl’s intestines and smattered the thick digestion onto the wall. The footsteps drew closer. She took the child’s stomach and squeezed it like a sponge. The voices grew louder. Frantically, she dragged her talons over the wall, creating bloody Ws and dripping Ss, while making sure to sop up the pinkish run-off to avoid ruining her morbid message.
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” a woman’s voice said with assurance outside the little girl’s room.
Vrana slapped the stomach against the wall, putting a putrid period at the end of her warning, which read:
THE MAIDEN OF PAIN LIVES AGAIN
“Flora, sweetie,” the mother said. The doorknob started to turn.
Vrana lumbered to the window, her oily, black feathers standing on end. “Get me out,” she hissed.
From the Void, the Witch whispered into Vrana’s skull, “No.”
The Witch’s will reached inside Vrana and turned her around to face the opening door. “Kill them both.”
Flora’s father was the first to enter. Shirtless and half-asleep, he plodded into the room and stopped at the foot of his daughter’s bed.
Flora’s mother crept up beside him. Her hair was bunched up on one side, looking like a brunette landslide. She grabbed her husband’s arm, opened her mouth to say something, but a yawn came out instead.
It wasn’t until their eyes adjusted to the dark of the room did the screaming start.
Flora’s father fell forward. His hands latched onto his daughter’s ankles. He pulled her towards him. Flora’s body, now with a gaping hole in the nine-year-old’s gut, twisted unnaturally as he wrenched her into his arms.
Flora’s mother, with one trembling finger pointing at Vrana, shrieked. She cowered behind her husband and beat her fists against his back, each sweaty, meaty smack drawing only his ire rather than his attention.
“It killed her! It killed her!” Flora’s mother screamed.
Flora’s father looked up from his little girl’s ragged corpse. Vrana’s eyes met his. She fought every spell and incantation the Witch was pumping into her mind, but the Witch was stronger. Even from the Void, an immeasurable distance of death and despair between them, the Witch was stronger.
Vrana’s restraint snapped. She ran forward, her winged arms outstretched. Flora’s father struggled to his feet, and that was all he did. Vrana raked her claws across his face. His flesh peeled away in four seething strips. Then she drove her talons into his left armpit and scrambled the muscle and arteries inside. He gasped, shook, and then slumped to the ground, blood pumping out of his fatal wound.
Flora’s mother spit in Vrana’s face and went sideways out of the room. She crashed into the hallway and slipped into the thick darkness that filled it. Vrana stalked after, her vision unimpeded.
Flora’s mother’s feet, sticky with her husband’s blood, slipped on the hardwood floor. “Please,” she cried, tripping and landing with a crack onto her knees. “Please don’t.”
Vrana wanted to stop. She wanted to stop more than anything else in the world. But what she wanted was not what was willed. Her wants were the Witches’ wants, and her needs non-existent. For as long as Pain and Joy were more powerful than her, she would be enslaved to them and their cruel campaign. She had ideas, but ideas were dangerous when the sisters were awake; ideas could be intercepted and dissected and turned against Vrana. Now was not the time for ideas, or for stopping. Now was the time for killing, and for going home.
So Vrana took the woman’s head in her claws and bit it in half until it broke like ripe fruit in her mouth. The taste made her sick, but like her daughter’s death, it had been a quick one, and until Vrana was more powerful, a quick death was the best that she could do for these sad subjects of the Maidens’ rule.
“The neighbors will have a field day tomorrow morning,” Joy said behind Vrana.
Vrana spit out the rest of Flora’s mother and turned. The Witch’s sister stood there in her white satin dress, one hand on her hip, the other pressed to her mouth, as if she were somehow appalled by the scene. A puddle of water was spreading out from under Joy’s bare feet. The Witch and her sister used large bodies of water as a means of entering Earth. Unfortunately for Flora’s family, their village had been built around a lake.
“Let’s go,” Joy said, holding out her hand, “before the baby wakes up.”
It was three in the morning, and the village was already awake for the day. As Joy and Vrana went hand-in-hand from the woods and towards the lake, the villagers poured out of their homes behind them. They converged upon one another, shouting in incomplete sentences about screams and where they might have come from. While Vrana didn’t want to die, she had hoped that someone would see her and Joy. Like the Witch herself, Joy was significantly weakened outside the Void. Vrana couldn’t lay a hand on her, not with the Witch watching and controlling her every action, but maybe if enough people overwhelmed them—
Joy stopped, the lakeshore in view, and flicked her hand. As if slammed into by an invisible wave, Vrana flew off her feet and through the air. She skidded through bushes, bashed against trees; she rolled over, across the ground, a blur of black feathers like an overgrown tumbleweed, until the grass gave way to dirt, and the dirt to water.
Vrana reared back in the lake’s shallows. Joy was still fifteen feet away, casually strolling toward her, flicking her hand this way and that, parting the foliage so that it didn’t sully her dress.
“Slowpoke,” Joy said, smiling. Her hair, a faint yellow fading into white, swished around her face as she accentuated the movement of her hips and chest. Unlike the Witch, who might have been attractive once, Joy was still beautiful, and she knew it. Her problem was the hole between her legs, and the things she tended to push out of it.
Vrana ran the green, moon-infused water over herself, and the lake turned red around her. The village took their drinking water from here; tomorrow, they would be drinking a part of their friends and not even know it.
Joy stepped onto the shore. The water before her began to change, the moonlight it held turning gray and then black. The lakebed, visible here in the shallows, started to breathe. It heaved up and down like an asthmatic chest. Vrana held out her arms to keep her balance. Thick clouds of hot smoke poured out of the vents around her feet. When they reached the surface of the lake, the bubbles popped, leaving behind a foul patch of decay in their wake.
Joy crossed her arms. “Do you think I should go back for the baby? I hate to see it left alone.”
The patches of decay gravitated towards one another. Once touching, they stitched themselves together, forming a dark purple, almost black, net around Vrana’s thighs.
“No,” Vrana said. “You know what Pain will do.”
Joy said, “Yeah, you’re right,” and then finally stepped off the shore. Her white satin dress shot in front of her, creating a path for her feet on which to step. “Our family is growing enough here as it is, isn’t it? I shouldn’t be selfish.”
The decay climbed up Vrana’s leg, getting in between her feathers, filling in her pores. Back on the other side of the lake, torches and tempers flared—the angry accusations loud enough to hear even from the lake. “The Maiden of Pain. Who is the Maiden of Pain?” Such and such had heard this and that. Then self-proclaimed experts would eventually spout nonsense disguised as knowledge; while Doomsayers weighed the scales and salivated at the profits of this new misfortune. Vrana sighed. It was always the same. Promises of revenge, followed by debates on appropriate rituals and tributes. Fear devolving into devotion.
“Sister has more work for you to do back home,” Joy said.
The white fabric slithered forward and then upward until it began to wrap around both Vrana and Joy, like a cocoon. The dress tightened, brought Joy in closer, until her nose was touching Vrana’s beak.
The dark purple decay stopped spreading at Vrana’s stomach. It hardened into a wax. Sinewy strands of light, like a jellyfish’s tentacles, wriggled out of the patches and immediately shot out and into Joy’s body. The Witch and her sister were more than capable of entering and exiting the world on their own, but Vrana needed assistance, and an escort.
Joy sighed as the sinewy strands sucked on her flesh and channeled some of herself into Vrana. “Have you ever breastfed a baby before?” She reached out and squeezed Vrana’s nipple, of which there was little left. “One day, I’m sure,” she said, letting go. “Perhaps you could be our milk maid. Our family will be so large we’ll need all the help we can get.” Joy smiled. “Let’s go, my pet.”
The strands slipped out of Joy. They retracted into the patches of decay on Vrana. When they returned, her body temperature spiked. Her vision began to flicker; with every other flash, the cocoon and the lake gave way to black nothingness and gray Void.
The decay shot up her body to her torso and shoulders. Joy squeezed her fists. The cocoon constricted. The sinewy strands pushed out of the decay into her skin. Now infused with Joy’s power and drawing from a place called the Membrane, the flailing appendages surged forward and turned Vrana inside out.
The lake vanished, and so did Joy. The sinewy light pierced her like spears and carried her off this earthly plane. A moment later, Vrana saw a tunnel of flesh and a yawning Abyss, but she paid them no attention, for she had seen them so many times before. They meant nothing to her, and she meant nothing to them. She was merely passing through to the Void behind it all; that unreachable and unknowable place, forgotten and forlorn.
Wet and raw, her innards exposed, Vrana flew forward until she met gray gloom. The Void swallowed her whole, body and mind, and when it seemed things couldn’t get darker—
—Vrana woke in the Witch’s house, at the foot of the fireplace. Her flesh and feathers were back where they belonged, on the outside rather than in. The silver necklace hung from the mantelpiece, its gem casting a blue light into the hearth. Blue tentacles flailed in the fireplace, feeding off the bones there like flames would a log. Dense, bruise-colored smoke poured off the writhing appendages and filled the crooked chimney above.
Joy had been right. The Witch did have more work for her to do.
Vrana dragged herself across the floorboards to Pain’s bone-forged rocking chair. Using the light from the candles burning in the windows, she searched the house for signs of the sisters.
They weren’t at the table; that long, splintery slab of black wood which was set with dirty plates covered in fuzzy, Void-grown food. Nor were they in the kitchen where cold, hard sheets of flesh hung like laundry left out to dry.
She turned around, looked the opposite way, where the house stretched down a dilapidated hall to unused guest rooms. A few ravens were there, sleeping on the corpse piles that congested the hall. The ravens were the Witch’s new sentries; after Vrana had taken the Ashen Man’s place, the Witch had the millions of flies here replaced with birds, instead. For all her supposed carelessness, the Witch did appear to have some need for consistency. She had even redecorated parts of the Void to make them match the new species scheme, by making the landscape darker, more jagged, like feathers and beaks.
Vrana pushed herself off the ground and came to her feet. She went to the front door, which was closed but unlocked. It rattled in its frame, the wind of the Void rocking the door like it meant to tear it off the hinges. Vrana pressed against the door, slid over to the adjacent wall, and leaned over to look out the nearest window.
The windows were filthy, caked in soot and wax and Joy’s excrement. Vrana spit into her claw and palmed the glass until she had a clean spot to see through. The Void waited on the other side, an island of miseries in a sea of shadows. Her eyes darted back and forth between the black hills and gray mountains, the solid rivers and the boiling lakes. Where were they? She looked to the bands of ravens roaming the lowlands, and to the thorny gardens that choked the highlands. Even the plains, that desolate stretch of pale grass and broken pillars, were empty. Where were—
An angry shout shot like a missile across the Void. Vrana’s trauma-trained eyes zeroed-in on the source. There, near the valley, where the Witch kept a visual record of her victims and followers, Pain and Joy floated. They were yelling at one another. Joy had a child in her arms, a baby, most likely the one from Flora’s house. She had gone back for it.
Vrana turned away from the window and scampered over to the fireplace. In the Void, the Witch seldom kept control over Vrana’s mind. Even though she was at the height of her powers in this place, it was still too difficult to maintain dominance over Vrana on a constant basis. And besides, what could Vrana do? There was nowhere to run to, and if she did manage to kill the sisters, they would only be resurrected seconds later. It simply wasn’t worth the hassle.
Vrana went down on her hands and knees. She pressed her head into the fireplace, so that the blue tentacles were inches away from touching her beak. The Witch had finished the ritual of tapping into the Blue Worm’s power, but, without Vrana, she wasn’t able to go any farther. The Witch was capable of entering some people’s minds, but the network that connected the Children of Lacuna was closed to her.
“But not to me,” Vrana whispered. The bruise-colored smoke made her eyes water. “I want to know why that is.”
Vrana shoved her head into the tentacles. They wrapped around her and yanked her downward into the bones they grew out of. She lost her sight, and her thoughts went blank. At this point, she usually let the necklace guide her to a random Lacunan, but not today. Today, she had someone in mind.
Herself.
Show me, she thought. The secret organ in her brain swelled. A grip of agonizing pain closed around her skull. Slow, unfocused images played out across her mindscape. Whether the memories were hers or something else’s, she couldn’t be sure. But there was a reason only she was able to contact the Children, and she had to know why.
A hot spike drove through Vrana’s mind, impaling the new thoughts forming there. The Witch had begun to impose her will on Vrana once more. Any other time, Vrana would have stopped what she was doing immediately, but this was different. She was using the Blue Worm’s abilities to peer inside herself, to control herself. It was a force far greater than the Witch’s. Was this her means to escape? If she could just—
A memory finally came into focus. It was the image she always saw, right before she delved into a Lacunan’s mind. In it, there was a baby girl, Vrana, lying in a field of rust-colored grass, and standing over her was her father, Quentin, in his iguana mask, and her mother, Adelyn, in her raven mask. Mara was there, too, standing next to someone in the shadows; a large person who smelled and kept grunting, as if they were mad about something.
“We were wondering when you would get curious,” a strange voice whispered into her thoughts.
Vrana tried to move the memory, to see who was addressing her, but the memory wasn’t hers to manipulate. Instead, the memory moved on its own. The person’s eyes through which she was experiencing the scene looked down at their feet. There, a mass of blue tentacles throbbed and flopped over one another. Then, the person looked at their hands, which were the color of space—black and pricked with dying light. The memory wasn’t hers at all, but the Blue Worm’s.
“You were too young to remember, so I put this in your head for you to find later,” the Blue Worm said. It lowered its arms and gazed upon baby Vrana. “Did you ever wonder why you would have such strange dreams? Visions of things you couldn’t possibly know? That’s what they were, Vrana. They were visions, from your brothers and sisters and… myself.”
The Blue Worm turned its head, so that it was looking at Vrana’s father. “Your father’s seed was strong.”
An image ripped through the memory like a knife. In a brief, breathtaking second, Vrana saw her father descending naked into a milky pool, while the Blue Worm above him stretched its tentacles outward like a tree.
The image vanished. The Blue Worm then turned to Vrana’s mother and said, “Her eggs were not.”
A second scene forced itself upon the memory. In it, Vrana saw her mother in an empty shack, her legs spread open, pushing a screaming, worm-covered infant out of her vagina. Vrana’s father stood beside her, holding her hand, telling her something that sounded like, “It’s going to be alright. It’s going to be alright.”
The image vanished. The Blue Worm returned its attention to baby Vrana in the red grass. “It was good to see you again. I always liked you.” It laughed. “Did you ever find out what happened to your father?”
Vrana didn’t answer, not in thought or speech. The Witch’s will was driving through her subconscious, trying desperately to shake her from the memory and the Worm’s recollection. She could feel Pain’s hands on her shoulders now, too, tearing out her fathers and bashing the back of her head. Any moment now and she would lose an audience with her creator.
“I’ll show you,” the Blue Worm said, smugly. “It’s not what you were led to believe.”
The memory of baby Vrana in the field dissolved into gray nothingness. Then a third image formed upon that dismal stage, piece by piece, sound by sound. First, there were trees, then the sound of water, the ocean, breaking on a shore. A cliff appeared, followed by the sky. Vrana could hear leaves rustling, and… snarls.
The image wavered. Then Vrana’s father appeared. He was hunched over, drenched in blood; his iguana mask was torn apart and covered in strips of flesh. He howled—was it in pain or ecstasy? She couldn’t be sure—and crumpled to the ground, a massive gout of blood exploding from his back. Then behind him, a second person faded into the scene.
It was Bjørn. He was panting, just as filthy as her father had been. In his hand, he held an ax, the very same he had given Vrana so long ago. A hunk of meat hung off its blade, from the place it had opened Vrana’s father.
Bjørn stepped over her father and raised the ax over his head.
The Witch’s will flayed the scene from Vrana’s memory. In an instant, she was back in the Witch’s home, facedown beside the fireplace, bawling.
“The girl who keeps on giving finally gave too much, eh?” Pain said, grabbing Vrana by the scruff of her neck. “Teach you to disobey me.” She shoved Vrana’s face back into the blue tentacles. “I saw your friend R’lyeh when you delved into Hex, yesterday. Do it again,” she screamed. “Kill R’lyeh, then we’ll see if you disobey me again.”




CHAPTER VI

R’lyeh had a secret she hadn’t shared with anyone yet. It was an experiment that had started a few months ago, after Vrana had been taken, and before R’lyeh had wandered into Gallows for her reunion with the Red Worm. She had spent two weeks in the woods, and during that time, she had accidentally eaten a poisonous plant and been bitten by two venomous snakes. The plants were a deadly strain known as Deathshade, and the snakes a pair of malingas. Either the plant itself or the snakes’ venom should have been enough to kill her, but instead, she just had a bad case of the sweats and a quick, fiery bout of diarrhea.
After that, curiosity crept stranger things into her daily diet. She started to seek out plants and animals to test the limits of her natural immunities. Prior to arriving at Gallows, she put down several blight beetles, a handful of poisonbite berries, and let a few more malingas nibble on her, for good measure. Sweats and shits and maybe a minor hallucination were the only result of this otherwise ill-advised bender.
Now it was dawn, and the barracks were already empty. R’lyeh was free to wake and roam as she willed until called upon; so she woke and roamed her way through the barracks to the staircase that led up to the attic, her hideout. She climbed the steps, while hunger pangs sank their fangs into her growling stomach. The first floor’s stretch of beds and bad smells shrank out of sight. She carried on past the second floor, which was an empty space, one window, and a whole lot of dead mosquitoes. Then, finally, she reached the attic door.
It was supposed to be locked, but Clementine had given her the key. The Skeleton’s wife said a girl like R’lyeh needed a quiet place of her own away from all the men.
She took the key out of her pocket, unlocked the door, and pushed it open. The unfailing smell of must and rat droppings greeted her. Beyond, the attic sat filled with bottles, broken beds, dirtied sheets, and a whole mess of Old World artifacts everyone seemed to have forgotten about. They were things the Marrow Cabal had gutted out of the lower floors back when it was Poe’s tavern.
R’lyeh shut and locked the door behind her. Just like back home in Alluvia, she was easily forgotten, but still, she didn’t want anyone walking in on her during an experiment. And now that she was thinking about Alluvia—most of the time she tried not to—she realized that was where the secret had started. When Derleth the Eel had given her a piece of the Crossbreed, and she helped him plant it in the village’s well to impress him. If the damn plant had just worked on her like it had everyone else, all that had happened, and where she was now… it could have all been ignored… or stopped… or have never happened at—
“Nope, nope, nope,” R’lyeh said to herself. “We’re having a good day today.”
R’lyeh crept through the attic. She kept most of her personal belongings at the back inside a fort made out of Old World umbrellas, computer towers, and a desk covered in dick drawings. Today, her poison of choice was a thick, gritty liquid known as Thanatos. According to her teachers, Thanatos was found in the discharge of the maggots that roamed the Ossuary, the gigantic desert that swallowed up most of the southern portion of the continent. Thanatos was rare, and Thanatos was deadly; as soon as it came into contact with someone’s bloodstream, they had seconds at best before the poison killed them cold.
R’lyeh had taken the vial of Thanatos from the Skeleton two weeks ago. He had left her alone in Operations one afternoon. She had seen it sitting on his desk amongst a bunch notes from Herbert North. She waited two weeks to use it, thinking he might make a big stink about it having gone missing. He didn’t, and she never did figure out why he, someone who couldn’t die, had it in the first place.
R’lyeh opened a drawer in the desk. The drawer was stuffed with greasy diaries that the previous owner, Poe, must have pored over. R’lyeh had gone through the diaries a few times. Most of them were from girls, teenagers like herself, and they talked a lot about friends, parents, school, and things called “sports.” It made R’lyeh feel uneasy reading these Old World recollections, not because she couldn’t connect with the kids, but because she could. They all wanted the same things she wanted, but what had stood in their ways couldn’t have compared to what stood in R’lyeh’s. Maybe it was all a matter of perspective, but here she was, alone with a bunch of mercenaries, living on a lake of blood; her parents were dead and her best friend was missing; and all she could do to pass the time was drink poison and kill people. It wasn’t that she thought she was better than those Old World girls, but could they top that? Hell, could anyone?
R’lyeh smiled, her suffering becoming her strength, and reached past the diaries to the vial of Thanatos stowed behind them. She held the vial up to the light creeping in through the gaps in the attic’s roof. It looked curdled, almost like a crunchy, black spread. She undid the stopper. A strong, putrescent smell—ear wax and body melt—poured out of it.
“H-Holy Child,” R’lyeh wheezed. If the poison didn’t kill her, then the smell of it would. “That’s fucking f-foul.”
What am I doing? She put the stopper back in the vial, the smell a wake-up call. Everyone has their limits. She swished the chunky, death-like discharge. Deathshade ingestion and malinga envenomation had cures; blight beetles and poisonbite berries probably weren’t as bad as everyone made them out to be. Yes, she was immune to the Crossbreed, but what was she doing? Was she looking to die? Or looking for a reason not to?
R’lyeh bit her lip. She wanted to be good at something, and she knew you didn’t get good at something by talking about it all the time. It would have been a hell of a lot easier if someone were up here with her, watching her, validating her.
But she was on her own, with no one to stop her, so she said, “Bottoms up,” and popped out the stopper. The Thanatos moved like sludge inside the vial. “Here we go.” She pressed the vial to her lips, death now a distant thought. “Here we—”
A loud crash came clanging up the staircase outside the attic. Her lips immediately went numb from the fumes wafting off the Thanatos. She stopped up the vial and slipped it in her pocket. What the hell was that?
She heard a table get flipped, and a bed kicked out of the way. Heels were being dragged across the ground in some sort of limp-legged waltz. It sounded like someone was drunk, pissed off, or both. R’lyeh crept over to the attic door, braced her body against it. She put her eye to the keyhole, held her breath.
The staircase was a straight shot from the first floor to the attic. R’lyeh couldn’t see everything, but she could definitely see if someone were coming her way.
“I can’t… hold… on,” the intruder whispered, out of sight.
R’lyeh listened closely. Her eyeball hurt from being pressed so hard against the keyhole.
“Can’t make… do it.”
I know that voice, R’lyeh thought. Who is that?
There was silence for a moment, and then a shape passed in front of the staircase. Surprised, R’lyeh fell back on her palms. The attic floorboards creaked under her weight. She held her breath, held the Thanatos through her pocket. Had they heard her? She plodded forward on her hands like an infant and put her eye to the keyhole.
Hex was standing at the bottom of the stairs, bleeding blue light from the corners of her eyes. Her face was twisted into a maniacal grin; and her braids were moving around her head, as if she were caught in a windstorm. One hand was holding the bridge of her nose, while the other was behind her back, tightly gripping something.
“She’s fighting… me,” Hex said, but it wasn’t in her voice that she spoke, not entirely. It sounded as if someone were speaking through her.
Whose voice is that? R’lyeh swallowed hard. What’s that behind her—
Hex brought her hand out from behind her back. In it, she held a large, rusty machete. Her eyes focused in on the keyhole of the attic door. She smiled. With tears of light pouring down her face, she said, “Kill her.”
Hex started to climb the stairs. Her arms and legs jerked wildly, as if she were fighting against herself. “R’lyeh,” she said, dragging the machete against the wall. “R’lyeh.”
Hex went slowly, as if she were trying to tease the terror from R’lyeh to savor every morsel. Spit foamed at the sides of her mouth; she was rabid with rage.
R’lyeh backed away from the door. What the fuck is wrong with her? She looked around the attic. There had to be a weapon up here, or something she could turn into one. She sprinted across the space, a trail of creaks and cracks following behind her. It didn’t matter. Somehow, Hex already knew she was here.
R’lyeh went to the fort of Old World crap and tore it apart. How could she be so stupid as to not have a weapon on her at all times? She riffled through the desk, emptying out drawer after drawer. Behind her, Hex’s footsteps grew louder, more forceful, and she could hear the machete skipping across the wall, grinding into the stone.
“You need to pick better… friends,” Hex said, now on the other side of the attic door. She rattled the doorknob. “I know you’re… up here. I was watching you sleep.”
“Hex,” R’lyeh finally said, “I don’t know what is going on with you, but if the Skeleton—”
“I like… the lake. Too bad it’s not… water.” Hex laughed. She threw herself into the door. It held, but only barely. “Hey, R’lyeh.” She stopped. Through the door, she said, “Do you think they’ll notice you’re gone?”
R’lyeh pawed inside the desk. She ripped out the metal track one of the drawers slid on. It was better than nothing, but not by much.
“I don’t think they will,” Hex said.
She yelled and rammed her shoulder into the door. She stumbled into the attic. Immediately, her eyes shot over to R’lyeh in the back. Hex waved, and then she barreled through the attic, the machete held out at her side, slicing through the air.
“Hex, don’t!” R’lyeh took off. She went sideways through the attic, keeping the crossbeams between her and Hex. She waved the metal track feebly and cried, “Stop, please. Stop!”
Hex blinked the light of her eyes. She shook her head—no, she wasn’t going to stop—and then ran full-speed at R’lyeh.
R’lyeh swung the metal track. Hex slashed the machete downward and tore it out of R’lyeh’s hand. She spat in R’lyeh’s terrified eyes.
“Fuck,” R’lyeh said, temporarily blinded. She stumbled, and then all the air blew out of her lungs as Hex’s fist pummeled her gut. R’lyeh reeled and fell on her ass. Threads of pain weaved through her stomach until it was unbearably tight. She gasped. A noise, a voice maybe, came from downstairs, but R’lyeh couldn’t move herself to speak. Instead, she lay there looking up at Hex. They were both crying now.
“I need you to die slowly.” Hex took the machete in both hands and pointed it at R’lyeh’s chest. “But you’ve been doing that since Geharra, so I know you won’t let us down.”
Hex drove the machete through the air. R’lyeh screamed. She put her forearms out. The floorboards rumbled, and then instead of impaling her, the machete slid along her arms, cutting her superficially from elbow to wrist. Hex yelled something and then tripped over R’lyeh’s legs, as if she had been pushed.
Shock-numbed, R’lyeh scooted away. Behind Hex, Elizabeth stood, looking almost as scared as R’lyeh felt.
Hex got her bearings and whipped around, swinging the machete as if it were an extension of her arm. Elizabeth went sideways, dodged the blow. Then she balled her fist and broke it on Hex’s snarling mouth.
“I’m s-sorry,” Hex said, her busted lip bleeding profusely.
Elizabeth wrenched the machete out of Hex’s now limp hand. And then, for good measure, or maybe because she had always wanted to, she socked the blue-haired telepath in the eye and knocked her out cold.
“You’re okay, yeah?” Elizabeth said, panting.
R’lyeh sat up. The gash on her arm was long and bleeding, but it wasn’t anything that wouldn’t heal within a few weeks.
Elizabeth extended her hand, and R’lyeh took it. “Don’t tell anyone what happened here.”
R’lyeh held the gash; blood seeped through the gaps between her fingers. “What? What the hell? What the hell is wrong with Hex?”
Elizabeth bent down and took the machete. She trained it on Hex, who was still unconscious. “Bone Man wants you.”
“The hell?” R’lyeh held out her arm; a few drops of red got onto Elizabeth’s shirt. “Have you all gone crazy?”
Elizabeth looked at her coyly. “You throw a fit about that, you think Bone Man isn’t going to let you go on the mission, yeah?” She chewed on her lip. “Don’t tell anyone about Hex, okay? Miranda’s downstairs. She’ll patch you up.”
R’lyeh’s cheek quivered. “You’re not telling me something.”
Elizabeth nodded. “Obviously. Hex is second-in-command, yeah? If people know what she did here, well, that’s not good for anyone, yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry about your booboo, but get out of here, please.”
R’lyeh scoffed. She let go of the wound and wiped her bloody hand down Elizabeth’s side.
“Yeah, I deserve that.” Elizabeth crouched and prodded Hex with the tip of the machete. “Go now. King Bones will fill you in on everything else, alright?”
R’lyeh started across the attic. Halfway to the door Hex had broken through, she turned and said, “How’d you know what was going on? I’d be dead if you hadn’t showed up.”
Elizabeth looked back. “Came to get you for Our Fleshless Leader. Clementine said sometimes you hang back. Then I heard the screaming. Thank god for coincidences, right?”
R’lyeh nodded. The vial of Thanatos suddenly felt very heavy in her pocket. “Right.”
Mornings in Gallows were always a grim affair. Today, just like any other day, the sky was a gray mire in which both the sun and moon had been caught. At this time torches burned brighter than any light coming in from the heavens above. A heavy fog sat at the outskirts of town, as if waiting for an invitation to come in.
To R’lyeh, it was the blood lake that seemed most changed in these small hours. While Miranda stitched up her arm, she stared at the crimson waters through one of the barracks’ windows. Every morning, something seemed different about the blood. Whether the lake was spreading outward or it was getting deeper, R’lyeh couldn’t say for sure. But something was definitely happening inside Mr. Haemo’s blood well. She couldn’t have been the only one to have noticed it, right?
“There you go,” Miranda said, snipping off the stitch. She turned R’lyeh’s arm over and held her hand. “Not good as new, but not as bad as before, either.”
Everyone liked to call Miranda a bitch, but R’lyeh had taken a liking to her. She wasn’t a bitch. She just did her own thing. Miranda spent most of her time in Gallows due to her left arm, which was left dead due to nerve damage from a battle. The Skeleton had assigned Miranda to keeping an eye on Clementine and Will, which she did as if their lives depended upon it… which they did.
“I’m going to go check on Elizabeth,” Miranda said, getting up. She put her left hand in her pocket, so it wouldn’t hang limply at her side. That seemed to embarrass her. “You have your orders.”
R’lyeh nodded. She ran her fingers over the stitches in her forearm. They tugged on her flesh; it felt like tens of ants were biting her skin.
“Bring your mask and your weapons.”
R’lyeh slid her chair away from the table. Stomach aching, she said, “Why?”
“You’re leaving today.”
R’lyeh stomped across the docks, ax in hand, Cruel Mother’s talons at her side. The leather armor she wore—a chest piece and bracers—were tight and irritated her stitching and stomach, but she didn’t care. She pulled the octopus mask down harder on her head. Things were starting to spiral out of her control again, and she wasn’t about to stand for that shit.
The blood lake gurgled beside her. Flashes of Geharra’s pit flooded her mind. She quickly turned her thoughts to Hex’s attack, which no one seemed to care about. Okay, she got it; Hex was second-in-command, but she’d just tried to cut her up with a freaking machete. And what the hell had she been saying? It was like someone was talking through her. And her voice? R’lyeh knew she knew that voice. It made her heart hurt when she heard it. It couldn’t have been Vrana’s, could—
R’lyeh ran into a passing cabalist. She bounced off his bulk and caught herself against the dock’s railing. He kept going, never turning back, and she went ahead, never apologizing to him. She was a Night Terror, and he a Corrupted. That was the way of things, even here, amongst supposed allies.
Several more cabalists came down the ramp to the second level as R’lyeh went up it. They laughed under their breaths while they passed. Was she being sensitive? Or were they being shitheads?
She growled and quickened her pace to Operations. More specifically, was she upset because of what had happened with Hex? Or was it because of what hadn’t happened with Hex? She held Vrana’s ax in both hands. Things could have gone differently if she had been armed. Elizabeth wouldn’t have had to have rescued her. ‘You and your friend really messed things up putting that Blue Worm to sleep,’ she remembered Hex telling her, that night she and Will came back from Bedlam. No shit, she now thought. But why me? What’d I ever do to her?
Lost in thought, R’lyeh had wandered past Operations. She stopped, turned around, and headed back the way she had come. She noticed Will on the first level, walking with Clementine, and waved to them. Clementine waved a few seconds later, her movements all wrong, like she was drugged. Will, on the other hand, refused to recognize R’lyeh at all.
“Guess Bone Daddy grounded you because of the shepherd,” R’lyeh said, watching them disappear into the general store. “Guess I can’t get anything right, anymore.”
R’lyeh headed into Operations. The Skeleton was seated at his desk. Herbert North was standing beside him, leaning over his shoulder, pointing to the papers laid out before them.
Herbert North looked up. His old eyes, dull and covered in cataracts, still managed to shine with a faint, joyful light. Leaning away from the Skeleton, he cried, “Iä! Iä! R’lyeh fhtagn!”
R’lyeh blushed. He was the only person she had ever met who had read the book from which she had chosen her name. Of course, that shouldn’t have come as much of a surprise. The Skeleton had plucked Herbert from the Membrane; he had been there a long time, and in the Old World, he used to be a supernatural investigator. Of all the people the Skeleton spent time with nowadays, he spent most of it with Herbert.
“I think I finally figured out the difference between Night Terrors and humans,” Herbert said. He patted the Skeleton on the shoulder, then shivered. Recovering quickly, he added, “Night Terror teenagers actually wake up before lunchtime.” He stretched his face into a smile. “Ba-dump tsh,” he said.
Neither the Skeleton nor R’lyeh caught the reference.
“Bah.” Herbert waved them off. “Let me get out of your hair.” He looked at the Skeleton’s bald dome and cringed. “I mean yours,” he said to R’lyeh. “Looks nice, by the way.”
Did it? Without thinking, she touched it. Her hair was longer than she usually kept it. It was almost at her shoulders, now, just the way Mom always asked her to wear it.
“Whoa, R’lyeh. Hey.” Herbert shuffled toward her and took her arm. “This is recent.” His touch was tender, much needed. “Are you okay?”
R’lyeh looked past Herbert to the Skeleton, who was leaning forward, elbows digging into the desk, watching her. “I’m good.” She smiled. “It’s nothing.”
Herbert twisted his mouth; he wasn’t buying it, but he was in no position to have it refunded, either. “I’ll leave you two to it.” He gave R’lyeh a short hug, and then bowed cordially to the Skeleton. “Think about it,” he told him. “It’s better than the alternative.”
Herbert North excused himself out of Operations.
The Skeleton quickly came to his feet. R’lyeh, wanting to see what Herbert had been getting at, went straight for the desk and took a peek at the papers scattered there. They were pages that had been ripped out of a journal of illustrations, the ink still wet on a few of them. They were pictures of buildings, skyscrapers from the Old World, and what looked like weapons. She recognized some of them—in Alluvia, the elders had a busted handgun and a rifle—but for the others, she wasn’t sure what she was looking at. They were long tubes, pointed, kind of like arrows, while others were small, fat packages with wires coming out of them. The inscription beside the illustration read ‘Bomb.’
“Déjà vu,” the Skeleton said. Casually, he scooped up the papers and put them inside the desk. “Who you been scuffling with?”
“Hex,” R’lyeh said, matter-of-factly. “She tried to kill me.”
The Skeleton stopped, the statement hitting him hard. “Where is she?”
“Barracks, with Elizabeth and Miranda. Elizabeth saved me.”
“Hex isn’t right in the head, anymore. I’m sorry this happened.”
“She came specifically for me,” R’lyeh said.
The Skeleton walked past her, and she followed after.
“This isn’t the only time I’ve seen her act weird.”
“All kinds of things are coming to her now that the Blue Worm is gone,” the Skeleton said.
“It sounded like she was talking to me, like, personally. It sounded like someone was using her to get to me.”
“Might be.” The Skeleton pulled his cloak shut, careful as always not to expose the black moss on his ribcage. “You’re one of the few survivors of Geharra. Might be someone out there doesn’t want you to talk.”
“I don’t think that’s—”
The Skeleton walked to the doors of Operations and pulled them open. “You coming?”
R’lyeh shrugged.
“You got your gear on.” The Skeleton growled. “Guessing Elizabeth didn’t fill you in.”
“No. She didn’t.” What’s wrong with him? she wondered. “She said I’m leaving today. I’m guessing to Rime to get Audra.”
The Skeleton cocked his head. “What?”
“I’m guessing—”
But it wasn’t R’lyeh to whom he was speaking. He picked at his glassy, vein-choked eyes and said, “Yeah, that’s right. Mr. Haemo didn’t have much of Audra’s blood, but all signs say she’s up in Rime. You, Elizabeth, and Miranda are going to go up to Rime and get her back. It’s best you all travel in a small group.”
“And you want me to go now?”
The Skeleton looked at her as if he was bored with the conversation. It was the same look he always seemed to have. You couldn’t see it, on account of him being only bone, but it was there. When it came to the Marrow Cabal, it was like he was going through the motions. His heart just wasn’t in it, literally and otherwise.
“Come here,” the Skeleton said, stepping outside onto the dock. “I want to learn you something.”
There was a part of Gallows that was rarely ever used. It was a narrow boardwalk that extended from the first level of the dock into the heart of the lake itself. Because of the constant, bloody mist that sat over that part of the lake, you couldn’t go much farther than ten or twelve feet without disappearing, along with the boardwalk, out of the sight of others. New recruits into the Marrow Cabal would sometimes dare one another to go out onto the boardwalk at night to see how far they could make it before chickening out.
Most of the time, people just assumed those new recruits made it all the way, because they never came back.
“It’s going to rain today,” the Skeleton said as he and R’lyeh went down a level and toward that very boardwalk. “I can feel it in my bones.”
R’lyeh couldn’t, but what she could feel were all the eyes of the cabalists on her as she and the Skeleton passed. To be walking with their leader was one thing, but to be walking with him to the boardwalk that led to Mr. Haemo’s Haunt was another matter entirely. To them, she must have either looked incredibly privileged or incredibly damned.
The nearer they came to the boardwalk, the slicker, more blood encrusted that part of Gallows became. Because people seldom went to this part of the town, it seldom saw any care. It was here that the blood level of the lake was highest, far past the supports which held up the town. Strange plants grew here, too, out of the human corpses left by the Red Worm that formed the town’s rancid beach. The foliage overwhelmed this part of the dock, creating a jungle of corpse-born flowers and weeds that, according to James, were most likely carnivorous and from the Adelaide line.
At the foot of the boardwalk, alone and away from Gallows proper, and surrounded by blood and the things that prosper from it, R’lyeh thought for one terrible moment that the Skeleton was going to kill her. It was the perfect place, wasn’t it? And Hex had just tried to kill her like thirty minutes ago, which no one seemed all that alarmed about. Was it because she had botched the Bedlam mission? Or did they finally see what she really was and what she was capable of doing? Could murderers be made sick by other murders?
“R’lyeh,” the Skeleton said. A cold wind blasted across the lake, causing his heavy, black cloak to whip around him. “What do you want?”
She cocked her head. “I’m not sure what… you mean.”
“Everyone has a part to play in this here Marrow Cabal. I want to be sure what I see for you is what you want for yourself.”
“I wanted to find Vrana. I mean, I still do, but… I don’t know.” She rubbed at her stitching. “I want to be good at something.”
“Good at something, or good for something?”
Raindrops started to patter on the sanguine surface of the lake. Distant thunder boomed, but lightning was nowhere to be seen.
R’lyeh hesitated and then said, “Both, I guess. I, uh—” She dug into her pocket, took out the vial of Thanatos, and handed it to him. “Sorry.”
The Skeleton took the vial. He opened his cloak—hints of the black moss, now denser than before, across his ribs—and stowed it. “What’d you want that for?”
“Don’t know,” R’lyeh lied.
“You’re mad no one’s making a big fuss about Hex and you.” The Skeleton started down the boardwalk.
R’lyeh followed after, saying, “Wouldn’t you be if it was the other way around?”
“Don’t know,” the Skeleton said, mimicking her. “You got to remember, though, that you’re a Night Terror. Asking others to feel bad for you is like asking someone to feel bad for a snake because the rat fought back.”
The bloody mist began to close around them. R’lyeh stopped.
The Skeleton stopped, too, and turned to face her; blood dotted his white bones, and the kicking wind made it smear. “Smart,” he said. “You know when to follow, and when not to.”
“I haven’t seen Mr. Haemo for months.”
“Consider yourself lucky, then.”
“What’s he doing?”
The Skeleton laughed. “That’s top secret. Get to the center, and you’re welcome to find out.”
Something splashed in the blood beside R’lyeh. She leaned out and saw a strange reflection in the lake. It was a skyscraper that was almost identical to the illustration Herbert North left for the Skeleton. A raindrop rippled the scene, and when the blood was calm again, the image was gone.
“I’m going to be straight with you,” the Skeleton said. “These days, I find myself relating more to monsters than men. You’re young, but you’re not human, and so that don’t bother me as much as it should when I have you out there in the field, risking life and limb.
“I see some of myself in you. Someone doing something they don’t really want to do for the sake of someone else. I have to use you. I’m sorry about that. But you’re using me, too, to find your friend, so I figure fair’s fair.”
“Makes sense,” R’lyeh said.
The sound of wings traveled through the air. Something was flying farther ahead in the impenetrable pink mist.
The Skeleton flung the hood of his cloak over his head. “Let’s elaborate on our meeting yesterday. The Disciples of the Deep are gaining ground. King Edgar’s soldiers are cutting through the Heartland, kindly forcing the conversion of the towns and villages. The vermillion veins are now part of the Disciples’ holy rite. There’s no uprooting them now. The Heartland is infested with the things. We have to stop what they’re raising, instead.
“Penance has an army. The Mother Abbess and Holy Child are leading it personally. There’s rumors the army even has angels in it, but I don’t believe that myself. I know you hate Penance, but if we have to choose, they might be our best bet.
“Anyways, it may come to war, and the Marrow Cabal can’t fight no war. We have a few hundred at best, but our weapon is information; subterfuge and shit. If the two cities come to blows, it’s going to be in the Heartland, which means Penance or Eldrus are going to sweep over Gallows here like an unstoppable wave.
“But that’s not all. The Nameless Forest isn’t right, anymore. Monsters pour out of it every day, and spellweavers, I hear, are popping up all over. And that desert, the Ossuary, down south, might actually have something living in it. People are fighting like children over whose god can beat up the others’, but I expect the real battle is the one going on behind it all; the one no one is paying much attention to. I admire that, and us Marrow Cabal need to be like that, if we’re going to make a difference.
“So you’re going to go to Rime, and you’re going to sweet-talk King Edgar’s sister out of their custody. Get your people to join us, if you can, but bring Audra back. Her entire family was murdered. You can bet she has something to say about it and who might’ve done it. We’re not the only one tracking her. The Winnowers’ Chapter from Penance has been hot on her heels, supposedly. Few of our people brought back some of their flyers from the area.”
“That’s fine,” R’lyeh said, plainly.
“I like Herbert’s theory about the difference between Night Terrors and Corrupted.” The Skeleton ran his fat, black tongue over his teeth. “But I got my own. Care to hear it?”
R’lyeh nodded.
“Difference between yours and my kind is that you all like killing. Hell, it’s what you live your life by. You ever known a Night Terror to be squeamish about cutting someone’s throat?”
“I don’t… know.” R’lyeh thought back to Alluvia, to Caldera. “Not everyone fights.”
“But they would, I bet, just like waking up in the morning. Have to, even if you don’t want to.” The Skeleton stepped forward, his boney hand outstretched. “Can’t say that about humans. Some don’t have the disposition. Show me a pacifist Night Terror, and I’ll say that I’m wrong, but I bet you can’t.”
“Deal,” R’lyeh reached out, as if to shake his hand on the matter, but stopped herself. The last time she had touched him, he had filled her head with awful things. His touch was poison—the kind no one, not even herself, could be immune to.
The Skeleton laughed, retracted his hand. “Elizabeth and Miranda are going with you because they do like killing, and they do it real well. That, and I don’t want them around when my guests show up in a few weeks. I’m afraid they won’t behave.”
“Guests?”
The Skeleton ignored her. “Got any questions? They’re ready to head out, it looks like.”
R’lyeh turned around. At the end of the boardwalk, where the corpse-plants swayed, Elizabeth and Miranda waited on horseback, with a third horse behind them. In that dampening mist, they looked like bloody ghosts risen from the grave, ready go out again for that battle they’d been fighting forever.
“A couple,” R’lyeh said, facing the Skeleton.
But he was already ahead of her, going farther down the boardwalk. She had seconds at best before he would be gone, out of reach to anything with blood in its veins.
“What’s that growing on your ribs?” R’lyeh belted.
The Skeleton, not stopping, said, “Time.”
What the hell does that mean? She took a few steps forward, shouted, “What will you do with Hex?”
Now, he was half there; a faint image of a shambling beast bumbling down the boardwalk. “Whatever I want. Now that she’s out of the way, we’ll be… doing things our way.”
“What? What do you mean?” R’lyeh didn’t dare take another step forward. “Haven’t we been?”
The Skeleton laughed and slipped into the mist. “No,” he said. “Have you?”
And with that, the Skeleton was gone.
R’lyeh’s head was swimming with questions that had never been given a chance to surface. What’s really growing on your ribs? What about Hex? She had a chance to ask the leader of the Marrow Cabal anything, and that’s what she decided on? She should have asked why he chose her, why he really chose her. She should have asked about Vrana, and how he was really going to get her back. Because she was beginning to think he didn’t care, or that he didn’t have a way to save her from the Witch.
But she didn’t ask, did she? R’lyeh turned back towards Gallows and headed down the boardwalk to Elizabeth and Miranda. She’d had months to do something about Vrana, and all she did instead was whatever the Marrow Cabal told her to do. She wanted to save her, she did, but did she have to be the one to? Something told R’lyeh Vrana wouldn’t approve of the Marrow Cabal; she probably wouldn’t let her keep killing Corrupted, either. Here, she could be good at something, good for something; back in Caldera, she’d just be another thirteen-year-old Night Terror, underestimated and underused.
R’lyeh didn’t like the way she was thinking, so she thought about something else, instead. A swarm of mosquitoes cut across the boardwalk and wound into the sky, as if they were doing their best impersonation of a flock of birds. She waved to Elizabeth and Miranda, and they waved back enthusiastically. Maybe to them this was just any old mission, but to R’lyeh this was something more.
“Wouldn’t have picked me if I wasn’t a Night Terror,” she mumbled, minding the slick spots on the boardwalk. “Need to stop forgetting I am one.”
R’lyeh stopped at the end of the boardwalk. Elizabeth and Miranda parted to let the third horse pass in between them. It came right up to R’lyeh and lowered its head into her shoulder.
“Have a way with horses, yeah?” Elizabeth said.
R’lyeh nodded and petted the horse. It reminded her of the one that used to visit her in Alluvia, and the horses she and Vrana rode back home from Geharra.
“We’ll be gone a month and a half, maybe more,” Miranda said. “If you need anything done, I hope you did it yesterday.”
R’lyeh’s thoughts lingered on Vrana. “No,” she said, bitter betrayal constricting her throat. “No, I’m ready.”
R’lyeh handed the ax to Elizabeth to hold and mounted the horse. Taking the reins in her hand, she thought: Vrana will be okay. What was her boyfriend’s name? A-Aeson? He’ll save her if I can’t. Probably already has.




CHAPTER VII

Autumn-colored leaves washed across Caldera, the wind they rode in on cool and constant. In the fields, harvesters worked at the dwindling crops; their scythes and sickles slickly slicing through the tall, browning stalks. At the village center, children prowled and scowled and said their goodbyes, for the workday was done and evening had come. Out of the wilds and the haze of routine, Night Terrors poured; from the artisan tents to the Archive itself came a veritable ark of animal-headed people, some worn-down or others hyped-up, but all eager to go back home. There were still traces of the Witch’s attack on the village; parts of the ground were still tainted, and some houses were still scorched from the flames, but the Calderans didn’t pay these reminders much mind. They were a forward-thinking people, and to them, time was mostly mulch.
So Aeson thought, and so Aeson knew, as he stood outside the house of the elders, watching the village wind down for the night. With every passing week, fewer and fewer villagers had shown any concern about Vrana’s return. Aeson knew that regardless of what she had done for them, the village, hell, the whole world, she, just like anything else, would be forgotten, too. Forgotten, just like the elders had probably hoped to forget how Vrana had been born.
Aeson clenched his fists and moved at a brisk pace away from the house. He was damn sure Vrana had no idea about the circumstances of her own birth. How could they keep that from her? He moved past house after house after house, banging his hand against the sides of them. He always knew the elders hid things from him, but they had gone too far this time. If Vrana had telepathic potential, then of course the Witch would’ve taken interest in her. They could have done something, but instead they ran her across the continent like their little lab-grown lapdog.
“Fuck,” Aeson whispered under his breath. He felt sick to his stomach. It wasn’t just the rage that made him nauseous. It was the question he kept asking himself, the one that made him cringe; the one he worried would come between him and her if they were ever together again.
What exactly was Vrana? How many parts Worm?
And from here until she was in his arms again, how many times would he pick her apart, oddity by oddity, searching for every seam the Blue Worm had used to stitch his love together?
Aeson spit and again: “Fuck.”
Bjørn was banging away on his anvil; first to rise, last to quit, the Bear always seemed to be in a perpetual state of blacksmithing. His workshop of late had become increasingly crowded and cut off from the rest of Caldera. The stone hut was stuffed with more weapons and armor than the village knew what to do with, and the creations were arranged in such a way that they formed an almost impenetrable wall of leather and blades. Things had been that way ever since R’lyeh’s letter arrived. Bjørn and Aeson had very little in common, but the same couldn’t be said for their grief. They both wanted to hurt those they couldn’t keep out.
Aeson stopped outside the workshop. He slipped his hand into his pocket to make sure the registry from Enaar containing the names of those born on Lacuna was still there. Anguis had told Aeson he had one more thing for him, a book, but he would deliver it later, after Aeson had made arrangements to leave. Despite wanting to save Vrana, Aeson almost fought with Anguis about whether or not he would even be allowed to stay, but he didn’t. He knew they wouldn’t let him stay. He knew too much already, and now that he was beginning to truly understand his people, he was a liability. The only way to gain their trust again would be to do everything they asked of him and not die in the process.
With a throaty belch, Bjørn slammed his hammer into the piece of metal laid out across the anvil. He reared back, brought the hammer down again. The metal flattened; a harsh chime shivered out of the steel and pierced the air. Bjørn straightened up, dropped the hammer. His old muscles tented and tightened over his quivering frame. He sighed, gripped the side of his mask, took it off, and placed it on the anvil. His hands groped at nothing in particular.
“I see you standing there,” Bjørn said. He ran his fingers through his long, dirty, white hair until his infamous mullet fell into place. “Watched you walk off with the Snake. You looked pissed. What did he tell you?”
Aeson stepped up to the workshop, a wall of spears between him and Bjørn. “You were there, weren’t you?”
Bjørn raised an eyebrow.
“You’ve always watched out for her.” Aeson growled. “On Lacuna, you were on Lacuna with Adelyn and Quentin. You knew.”
“What’s that have to do with saving Vrana?” Bjørn asked, gripping the bear mask.
“It’s everything, I think.”
“Yeah.” Bjørn wheeled and rummaged through the workshop. At last, he found his drink and pressed it to his lips. Sniffing the vapors, he said, “If we talk about this, then we have to leave Caldera.”
“I want to talk to Adelyn.” Aeson stepped away, turned himself in the direction of Vrana’s house.
Bjørn shook his head. He guzzled the drink, slipped on his mask, and started smashing through his workshop, trying to get after Aeson. “No, don’t you dare, Skull Boy. That’s the last thing she wants to talk about right now.”
“You were right. You and I are going to get Vrana back.”
Aeson started across the village, Bjørn bumbling behind him.
“But if we’re going to do that, I need to know everything.”
“She can’t talk about it,” Bjørn whispered back. “You’re going to get her kicked—”
Bjørn never finished his sentence. Aeson suspected it was because the Bear wanted to have this conversation just as much as he did. With Vrana’s house pushing through the trees and surrounding buildings ahead, Aeson suddenly felt the cold touch of doubt in his gut. The whole reason he had moved so quickly out of Kistvaen was to avoid it, yet here it was, as it always had been, to make him second guess himself and his capabilities.
Could he kill someone? Aeson’s skull wasn’t something he’d earned through senseless slaughter. Like all Archivist masks, the skull he wore had been handed down to him. It was larger than a normal Corrupted skull, but since it was Victor Mors’, the last true expert of the Worms of the Earth, its size made some sense. Like Aeson’s dad had once supposedly said, to have gone into the Membrane the way that he did, Victor had to have had a head as large as his balls.
Bjørn picked up the pace behind Aeson. They hurried past the Archive; Gul and Lyre, librarians, were locking the place up as they did so. Overhead, storm clouds knitted together in the sky; behind that tenuous fabric, thunderous rumbles sounded.
Could he protect himself? Aeson could rattle off every state and country that once existed on this continent and the other one supposedly on the other side of the world. He knew about the Dread Clock and the homunculi and the rebellion Geharra had funded in the Heartland years back. If someone was able to find all the parts, he could probably build a pretty decent car, a generator, or some semblance of a gun. Yet if Bjørn put a sword in his hand—and at this point, that was inevitable—he stood a better chance of stabbing himself with it than someone else.
Aeson and Bjørn hurried past Svaya’s house, where he and the village’s messenger birds nested. Ahead, clear across the northern path, there was Adelyn’s. The home stood out amongst those that surrounded it because Vrana’s mother had let her garden, both above ground and underground, go. Plants, poisonous and pleasing, wrapped around the property; they had grown over the walls, across the roof; windows were nearly covered, and there were holes in the yard from where the roots in the basement had burst through. Like Aeson and Bjørn, she had closed herself off from the rest of the world with things that could hurt others as much as they could hurt her.
As they approached the front door, doubt’s last question forced itself into Aeson’s mind. Could he save Vrana? It wasn’t a matter of whether or not it was possible to save her. He had to believe that it could be done. It was a matter of whether or not he was right person to do it. And if he wasn’t, what the hell kind of a boyfriend did that make him? Could he even admit if he wasn’t? What would she think if—
The front door crept open. Adelyn stepped out from behind it. She was unmasked. Her hair was the color of dead leaves, and her ends had curled in the humidity. She was wearing the apron she always wore when she worked with potions. Now that Aeson was thinking about it, he couldn’t remember the last time he had seen her dressed in anything else. Adelyn’s eyes were red, too, but again, he couldn’t remember the last time they hadn’t been.
“Do my eyes deceive me?” Adelyn’s chapped lips worked themselves into a small smile. “What are you two doing here darkening my doorstep?”
“Can we talk inside?” Aeson asked. He reached into his pocket to make sure the birth registry was still there.
Adelyn scrutinized Aeson, said, “Sure,” and stepped aside.
Aeson and Bjørn filed into the house. Immediately, they were greeted by a heavy smell of various mixtures and concoctions. Adelyn’s house—it was easier to call it Adelyn’s than it was to call it Vrana’s—wasn’t large. There was a dining room, a living room, and two bedrooms—hers and Vrana’s. In the past, Adelyn did her work under the house, but now that she was alone, it seemed she had given up on that. Now, she was making potions and growing plants in every room; every room except for Vrana’s, which she kept sealed shut, as if it were some ancient tomb filled with priceless treasures.
“Here,” Adelyn said, guiding them into the dining room.
Aeson stopped in the doorway of the dining room and exchanged glances with Bjørn. The table and the shelves were completely covered in flower petals and roots. The pantry had been raided, too; where there had once been food, there were now pots and rows of multi-colored vials.
“There’s still a bit of Reprieve and Starry-Eye lingering in the air.” Adelyn pulled out the chairs around the table and gestured for them to sit. “So if you get high while you’re here, you’re welcome.”
“Great,” Bjørn said, taking a seat; the chair squealed under his weight.
Aeson’s gaze lingered on his chair. The back of it was covered in the thorns from the Bite bush Adelyn had planted underneath the table.
“Oh, sorry,” she said, pulling out another chair. “Need to trim that bush back. Keeps spreading like it owns the place.”
Aeson nodded, said, “Thanks,” and took a seat.
“So—” Adelyn plopped down into a chair, “—what’s up, men?”
Aeson took a deep breath, filled his lungs with what was left of the Reprieve and Starry-Eye in the air, and slipped off his mask. He laid the skull on the table and opened his mouth to say—
“He knows,” Bjørn said, gruffly. “Elders told him about Vrana and Lacuna.”
Adelyn took the news like a punch to the gut. Her neck snapped back. She curled over and dug her elbows into the tops of her legs. Her hair swayed across her mouth; she bit on its tips and sucked them.
Aeson felt like an asshole; he didn’t want to see Adelyn this way. “I’m… I’m sorry.”
She waved off his apology. “No, no. You’re our Archivist, and you meant… mean so much to her. You should know. You should have known. Why did they tell you now?”
“Anguis took me to the spellweavers. The Witch is using Vrana—”
Adelyn’s eyes grew wide and wet.
“—to contact the other Children of Lacuna. I’m sorry.”
Adelyn wiped her face. “Keep going.”
“Vrana has the necklace from the Blue Worm. The Witch must be using that and Vrana’s ability to contact those who were born on the island. It sounds like the Witch is trying to gather the Children for something.”
Bjørn slammed his fist into the table. He ripped off his bear mask and dropped it on the floor. His face was so twisted with rage that it almost looked permanent.
“The elders are sending me to get her back,” Aeson said, trying to sound brave. “I have a registry of some of the Children and their last known locations. I think that if I find enough of them, I can somehow get to Vrana; somehow figure out where she is and how to get her back. Bjørn’s coming with me, too.”
This being the first he had heard of it, the Bear stared at Aeson, dumbstruck. He nodded; a little of the anger left his scarred face.
Adelyn closed her eyes. Her hand stretched across the table, through the roots and leaves, and closed on his. She squeezed it every time a tear slid down her cheek.
“I just… I need to know more. The Witch chose her because she knew what Vrana could do. Anything, Adelyn, will help.”
“Okay,” she said. “Yeah.” She squeezed his hand. “Holy Child, it’s been so—”
“Anointed One,” Bjørn corrected. “He’s the real ‘Holy Child’ now, Adi.”
Adelyn smiled and ignored him. “It’s been so long since I’ve talked about this. Give me a minute to get my bearings. But, Aeson?”
“Hmm?”
“You have to promise me you’ll still love her. And us.”
“Of course. Nothing could stop that.”
Bjørn rubbed Adelyn’s shoulder.
Adelyn sighed and kissed his fingers. “I wasn’t always like this,” she started, “Caldera-bound, I mean. Before… Vrana, I was an explorer. I went everywhere. If it had a name on a map, I was there, and if it didn’t, well, even better. For the longest time, Mara was my partner-in-crime. She was obsessed with the Corrupted and trying to fit in with them. So as soon as I was initiated, the both of us took off. We would write the elders, let them know when tasks and missions were completed, but basically we were—” she laughed, “—on our own. Which, if you knew us back then, was a terrible idea. We were stupid. So stupid. Bjørn can attest to that.”
Bjørn nodded. “I had never seen two women come through Caldera as beat-up as they had been back then. You would have thought they lost every fight they got into. And the guys they chose? You’re a twig, Skull Boy, but you got brains. Adelyn, here, wasn’t big on brains but what was in between—”
Adelyn blushed, wiped her nose. “Being a young Night Terror back then, before all this shit with Eldrus and Penance and the Worms, you felt immortal. Took what you want. Went where you wanted. Killed who you wanted.”
Aeson felt a pang of hurt in his heart as he watched Adelyn dreamily reminisce about her past. The life she had now wasn’t the one she clearly wanted.
“I’m sorry.” She cleared her throat, sat up in her seat. “I’ve had to dance around the topic so long that I don’t even know how to begin.”
“With Quentin,” Bjørn said.
“Quentin. Vrana’s father. I met him when I was twenty. He was from Traesk. Mara and I were in the area, and we stopped in the village for the night. Quentin was… Quentin was a lot like you, Aeson.”
“A dweeb, a nerd. A twiggy bookworm,” Bjørn said, grinning.
“Sounds like the perfect guy,” Aeson snapped back.
“He was,” Adelyn said. “He was an herbalist. Everything I ever learned about healing, I learned from him. Anyways, Mara and I came strolling into Traesk one evening, and there he was, in the fields, trying to talk to a few wisps about why they always helped the harvester grow the crops.”
Aeson leaned forward. “Like the ones downstairs in your garden?”
“Exact same ones,” Adelyn said. “They followed us here after… He never did manage to figure how to talk to them, but they must have liked him, since they pretty much followed him everywhere he went.
“So anyways, Mara and I were acting like asses, harassing people for a place to stay. Quentin comes over and offers us his place. So we stayed there the night. Mara tried to sleep with him to pay him back—that’s how she handled her business, usually—but he told her no thank you and stayed outside the whole night, instead.”
“And that’s when she knew she loved him,’ Bjørn said.
“Hey, yeah, kind of.” Adelyn sighed. “I mean, he didn’t do anything out of the ordinary, but he seemed so calm and sure of himself, but not in a cocky way like this brute over here.”
Bjørn shrugged and started to scratch his ass.
“We left the next day, but every time Mara and I were in the area, I made an effort to visit him. After a while, the visits got more frequent, and I stayed longer than I planned. After a few months, we were together, and after a year and a half, we wanted a child.
“We tried for a long time. Back then, the Night Terrors knew about the fertility issues, but it was one of those things that happened to everyone else, but not you, you know?”
Aeson nodded. “Was that about the time Mara took over operations on Lacuna?”
“No, that was more recently. At the time, she just worked there. Anyways, the more I saw of Quentin, the less I saw of her. I didn’t realize just how much favor she had with the elders; that is, until she showed up in Traesk one day while I was with Quentin, and I told her about our pregnancy problem.
“Quentin didn’t necessarily calm me down, but I wasn’t so stupid when I was around him. He let me be me, and I let him be him. I think… yeah, I think he wanted a child more than I did.” She let out a slow exhale, and then said, “I can’t believe I just said that. What the hell kind of a mother am I?”
“A good one,” Bjørn said.
Adelyn ignored him and continued. “Mara was happy for us. Even though she would never admit it, I think she wanted what we had, too. So out of nowhere, against probably every warning and threat the elders gave her, she told us about Lacuna and what they were doing on the island.”
“Everything?” Aeson asked.
She shivered. “Well, no, not everything. She left out some of the… grittier details. But here was an island I had no idea even existed, and here was a way to give Quentin a child.”
Chewing on his lip, Bjørn said, “Too good to be true.”
“Was it?” Adelyn shrugged. “I don’t know if it was. I think it was exactly what it was, and nothing more. But we thought about Mara’s offer for a few weeks, and then when she came back to Traesk, we told her yes.
“On our way to Nachtla, we ran into Bjørn. I think Mara always had a crush on him—”
“Who doesn’t?” Bjørn chirped.
“—because she invited him onto the island, too.”
“What were you doing up there?” Aeson asked.
“Fighting on the Divide,” Bjørn said. “Penance was smuggling spies across the river into the Heartland. I was on my way back to Caldera. First time I ever met Adi’s squeeze. Then Mara told me they were going across the Widening Gyre to an island hidden inside it. Tried to talk them out of it, then Adelyn told me the circumstances, and their trip didn’t sound so stupid anymore.”
“It’s good that you came with us,” Adelyn said, darkly.
Bjørn grunted. He looked into his lap and went silent.
“There was a passage outside Nachtla the spellweavers had created that transported us from the beach and onto the island. I was so overwhelmed by the place I had almost forgotten why we were there.
“We got to the village, Lacuna, and everything changed. Faolan and Nuctea were there. Quentin and I still hadn’t fully decided what we were going to do, but Mara freaked out. She thought the elders were going to kill her for bringing us there. And I think they were going to. Before they had even said hello, Faolan and Nuctea had their knives out and were bearing down on us. But then Mara told them she had brought us there for the fertility project. And we went along with it, Quentin, Bjørn, and I, because what else could we do?”
“They would have killed us,” Bjørn said, still staring into his lap. “I have no doubt in my mind. They would have killed us.”
“Quentin and I stayed up that whole night talking about what we should do, but in the end, it didn’t matter. He wanted a child. And I did, too. I did. I know it sounds like I didn’t. Maybe not as much as him, but… Anyways, it was our best chance to get pregnant, and like Bjørn said, we didn’t really have a choice at that point.”
Aeson swallowed hard and asked, “When did… you find out about the B-Blue Worm?”
“Mara, Faolan, and Nuctea led Quentin and I deep into the island. They said there was a creature on the island they mined resources from, and as long as I was near it, the creature, I would be able to have a child. Of course, Quentin, being the herbalist, was asking every question he could about what this ‘resource’ was, but the elders wouldn’t tell him anything. We were there doing things we weren’t supposed to be doing, seeing things we weren’t supposed to be seeing. No one owed us any explanation.
“They left us in this huge cave inside the island. It hurt to be there. There was this immense pressure, and the cave was covered in this kind of rust-colored grass. There were other people down there, too. They kept coming out of these shacks.”
Aeson cocked his head.
“Yeah. Shacks. Tons of them. All across the cave. Four walls, no roof, dirt floor. And there were all these people. Night Terrors. Corrupted. All these people were down there in those shacks having sex. It was mechanical, like they were clocking in for work. Between all the pressure and the constant moaning, I thought I was going to go insane. But Mara said this was how it was, and Quentin seemed determine to see it through.
“We got our shack and our poor excuse for a bed inside. There was a—” Adelyn laughed, “—pool of water in the floor of the shack. It looked creamy, milky; and the way it smelled… I can’t even describe it. Makes my mouth tense up just thinking about it.”
“It’s alright, Adi,” Bjørn said, “if you need a break.”
She shook her head. “We made it work, our accommodations. I kept telling myself I had been in worse situations, but that was bullshit. I’ve never done something so… just dirty. Degrading, really.
“I’ll spare you the details, but we did what we had to do. They asked us to bathe in that ‘milk’ every few hours, so we did that, too. You know about the flesh fiends, right? Well, they were there, too. We could hear them being born in the cave. From the moment they were born until they were taken away or killed, all they did was scream.
“Somehow, we did fall asleep. I woke up a few hours later. And I… oh, how do I put it? There was something wet between my legs. Then I saw that the bed was covered in that milky water, and it ran from the bed to the pool in the ground.
“Before I could wake Quentin, I passed out. When I woke up again, Mara was there, talking to him. She told him we had to stay down there for three days. We had to… try as hard as we could. She brought us food and water and then locked us in. We probably could have busted down the door, but I trusted Mara, more than anyone else, and I knew we were tempting fate being there with the elders nearby. And Quentin was so determined… so we stayed, and we tried… as hard as we could.
“The last night. Oh, the last night.” Adelyn crossed her arms and held herself tightly. “I’m only telling you this because I don’t want the one thing I leave out to be the one thing you need to bring my baby back.”
Aeson nodded, prepared himself for what was to come.
“Quentin and I were exhausted. There was nothing left in us. Three days is a long time to… Anyways, that night. That night I woke up again because, again, I felt something wet between my legs. And there was a pressure, too. I thought maybe it was Quentin, thought maybe he had one last go in him before Mara let us out. Might as well make it count, right?
“It wasn’t Quentin. It wasn’t him at all. There were tentacles inside me. Blue, slimy, fucking disgusting tentacles. They had come out of the pool in the floor, and they were feeding something inside me. I screamed, Aeson. I fucking screamed. You don’t understand, but as a woman, seeing that, knowing… But as soon as Quentin woke up, they ripped out of me and slipped back into the pool. He didn’t see them, but he believed me. And that’s when we broke down that fucking door.
“Bjørn was waiting for us in the village. When he saw us come stumbling into Lacuna, I thought he was going to kill someone.”
“God, how I wanted to,” Bjørn said. “Might be one of my biggest regrets, letting Faolan and Nuctea live.”
“Faolan and Nuctea pulled us into Mara’s house, which wasn’t much better than the shacks, and told us what was going to happen next,” Adelyn said. “The creature told them I would be with child, so they had to keep us there until I gave birth. The child would be ours to raise, they said, but theirs to use. The child would be different, gifted, maybe. They told us it would be an honor to have a Child of Lacuna. We were one of the few of our people who had one. Most, you see, of the Children came from Night Terrors mating with Corrupted, and most ended up Corrupted in some way, so we were special.” Adelyn laughed, cursed under her breath. “We were special, which meant we should have been grateful.”
Adelyn scooted her chair back from the table. She came to her feet and walked over to a jug of water sitting on the floor. Meant for the plants around her, she drank from it instead, spilling the excess down her front.
“I stayed with them the whole time,” Bjørn said, watching Adelyn. “Wanted to kill Mara, too. Whatever good reason had brought them to that cursed place didn’t seem worth it anymore.”
“It didn’t,” Adelyn said, “until four months later, when Vrana was born.” She dropped the empty jug and leaned against the Chrism-covered wall. “She’s beautiful now, Aeson, you know that, but oh my god, after everything, I didn’t expect her to look the way she did. She was perfect, Aeson. Fat cheeks, fat feet. Had that baby smell. Almost immediately, I forgot about the shack and the tentacles and… she was ours, our baby. She looked like us. Had that little deviant smile of mine, that quietness of Quentin’s. She was ours, and she looked okay. She looked normal. Regardless of the methods, Mara had come through for Quentin and me.
“We stayed there another month while I recovered. Watched a lot of flesh fiends get born there. Faolan and Nuctea said we could go back to Caldera together, the three of us. They reminded me Vrana would be different, and it took me years to piece it all together. You have to admit that Vrana is remarkable, Aeson.”
“She is,” he agreed, tears welling in his eyes.
Bjørn chimed in: “Fights like hell. Takes a beating like no other. Smart as a whip, and doesn’t know when to quit. She went from Geharra straight to Lacuna, one Worm after the other, while a Witch messed with her mind. I’ve never met someone so unshakeable.”
“And the dreams,” Adelyn added. “Not the Witch’s, I mean. Vrana had so many strange dreams and terrible nightmares growing up. Eventually, she stopped telling me about them, and I think that’s because she just figured it was normal for her to have them. When she told me about the Witch, I didn’t think much of it at first, because I figured it was just like the visions she used to have as a kid.”
“That’s what they were, weren’t they?” Aeson asked. “Visions. Her connection to the other Children, and the Blue Worm.”
Adelyn said, “Yes,” and came away from the wall. She took a seat at the table again. “The elders made sure she grew up a ruthless fighter. They made sure Bjørn trained her constantly; it was part of the price he had to pay for knowing about Lacuna.”
Bjørn rolled his eyes.
“But they never unlocked her telepathy. It still worked, obviously, but it wasn’t used. Not until that fucking Witch got ahold of her.” Adelyn made a fist; her nails dug into the heel of her palm and drew blood. “You know what pisses me off more than anything else?”
Aeson didn’t.
“Myself. How I handled it.”
Bjørn moved to interrupt, but didn’t.
“I should have told her everything. I almost did. When she left for her second trial, I damn near went after her. I saw what the elders were setting her up for. But the elders stopped me, reminded me what they could do if I told Vrana anything. I thought they would take her away from me, turn her into some puppet, like the spellweavers in Kistvaen. So I kept my mouth shut. I let them run her all over the place. She would figure it all out eventually, I thought. Like Bjørn said, Vrana’s smart. But everything escalated so quickly. When she told me she was going to Lacuna, I almost threw up. But then I thought that maybe she would learn everything there. That Mara would tell her. I don’t know if she did. But she shouldn’t have heard it from Mara or anyone else. It should have been me. Or Quentin if he were… still here.”
“I’m sorry to ask,” Aeson said, “but did Quentin really get lost in the Black Hour?”
“No, he didn’t. He died on Lacuna.” She said this without any emotion in her voice.
“But Vrana remembers him. She’s told me about him.”
“Vrana remembered only what we told her about him,” Bjørn said. “Might be the Worm put the memories there, too.”
“She could never remember Quentin’s mask,” Adelyn said, a sad smile on her face. “Every time she talked about it, the mask would be the skull of a different animal. She was making things up, I think, to make sense of him being gone.”
Aeson pressed on. “H-How did he die?”
Bjørn faced Aeson and said, “I killed him.”
“What?”
“I killed him.” Bjørn stood up and headed out of the room. “You tell him, Adi,” he said, on his way out of the house. “I can’t.”
Aeson’s gaze met Adelyn’s. “What is he talking about?”
“After Vrana was born, something happened to Quentin.” She picked at her nails. “He changed. It happened so fast. One minute, he would be kissing me; the next, he’d be pacing the room, sniffing the air, like a dog. He stopped talking, and when he did, his words didn’t make any sense. He never stayed with me and Vrana in the house. He kept going outside. The villagers on Lacuna said he was following people, stalking them. I thought it was some side-effect from being in the cave, what with all the pressure and what the Worm had put into the pool. I asked Mara, but she didn’t know what was going on. And the elders just kept telling me to keep my distance from him.
“In that last week before we left, Quentin became violent. Wearing only his iguana mask, he rushed out of the house and chased down a bunch of kids who were playing outside. He kept picking them up and putting them down. Eventually, Bjørn stepped in. When he did, Quentin pushed Bjørn and came back inside the house. After that, he sat in the chair beside my bed and watched Vrana and me for hours. He didn’t say a word.
“The morning before we left, Quentin sat down beside me and watched me breastfeed Vrana. Then, when I was finished, he ripped her away from me and ran out of the house. Bjørn was just outside. He heard me screaming, so he took off after Quentin.
“I caught up with them in the field outside Lacuna. Quentin had slaughtered a cow. He had torn open its stomach and shoved our baby, our Vrana, inside it. And he was trying to feed her with an udder he had ripped off the animal.
“Bjørn was screaming at Quentin, swinging his ax this way and that, telling him to stop, to get away from Vrana. Quentin kept hissing, spitting. He kept grabbing hunks of the cow’s innards and rubbing them all over himself.
“I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t… I didn’t say anything. That wasn’t my Quentin. I didn’t recognize him. I didn’t know him. I didn’t… I didn’t want him. Maybe I could have talked him down, but I was so… I just stood there. I just stood there.
“Bjørn stopped trying to talk Quentin down and ran after him. Vrana started crying. God, she was covered in blood. And then Quentin lunged at me, like a wild animal. Bjørn didn’t hesitate. He didn’t know Quentin like I did. Bjørn, he was just trying to protect me.
“One swing, and the love of my life was cut down and left dead at my feet. I don’t blame Bjørn for killing him. For a while, I thought maybe he did it because he hated Quentin, but he didn’t. Bjørn has always liked me, but he wouldn’t do that. I had made a stupid choice, going there, having a child with the help of that Worm. I was so stupid, and like always, Bjørn was there to save my ass at the last minute.”
Adelyn was shaking. “I don’t know what happened to Quentin. I don’t know if the Blue Worm turned him into something else, or if, somehow, something was passed onto him. I don’t know. But I hope it wasn’t something like that. Not something genetic. Because I’ve seen a violence in Vrana that scares me. Bjørn said she’s unshakeable, but sometimes I think it’s more than that. She’s ruthless. So far it has been for good, but goddamn it, if she finds all this out, will it stay that way? Now that she’s with that Witch, I don’t know what she’ll become to survive. I love her so much, but I don’t know her, not like I should, not like a mother should. She has part of me, but also Quentin and—”
“The Blue Worm.”
“Yeah. It’s not her fault. Not at all. But if the Witch is feeding into that part of her… Aeson.” Adelyn stared into his eyes, pleadingly. “If anyone can save my daughter, it’s you. Whatever she is, she needs you to make her more. You have to keep loving her, even if you see her do something that makes you not want to. Do you understand?”
“I do, Adelyn.”
She nodded and wiped her nose. “Good, that’s good. She wasn’t always supposed to have the aspect of a raven, you know?”
“I didn’t,” Aeson said.
“No, the elders wanted her to be something else, but I fought them tooth and nail on it.”
“What did they want her to be?”
Adelyn laughed and looked away. “A vulture. Subtlety has never been the elders’ strong suit.”
After Adelyn’s confession, Aeson spent the rest of the night alone in the Archive, surrounded by the thousands of books and documents kept there. Hundreds of shelves containing information on any topic or genre ran across the building in a web-like layout. For bookworms, it was a buffet, and for him, it was one of the few places other than at Vrana’s side that he truly felt comfortable and at peace. The smell of the books brought him back to a better time, when his mother and father were still alive, and words were worlds of mystery to be solved, not to be catalogued and quantified.
He had laid out the registry of Lacuna’s Children on one of the long tables in the Archive and was now standing over and reading it by candlelight. There were thirty names on the registry. The list seemed several hundred short, but if he had to guess, Anguis and Enaar had only added those Children who would be the easiest to track down, or the most likely to be of any help. Beside each name was the person’s birth date, a brief description, and their last known place of residence. The names were ordered not by proximity but importance; that is, where the most Witch-related activity appeared to be happening. The top of the list consisted of four people in the belt of backwoods farm country inside the Dires.
“The Dires, huh,” Aeson said, running his fingers over the four names. He hadn’t been there before, but then again, he hadn’t been anywhere.
Charlotte Breckin, Aeson thought as he read the first few names on the registry. Erin… and then his thoughts were elsewhere. He imagined himself on Lacuna, and tried to put together the scene of Bjørn killing Quentin while Vrana watched from inside the carcass of a cow. But something Adelyn had said kept dispelling the scene. “You have to keep loving her,” she had told him, “even if you see her do something that makes you not want to.” He knew Vrana better than most, but why the hell was her mother making her out to be some sort of monster?
“Aeson.”
His head snapped up. A frightened yelp escaped his lips. Aeson gripped his chest like an old man having a heart attack and shouted, “Who the hell is there?”
Out of the shadows, Anguis emerged. He was wearing a white toga that was covered in small, scale-like embroidery. The snake skull was on his head, like usual, but tonight he had a black cloth draped over it, as if he had just returned from a funeral. Aeson had never seen the elder dressed in such a way before. But what interested him more than anything else was the large book Anguis was holding against his chest.
“Whew, sorry,” Aeson said, laughing out the last of his shock. “What… what time is it?”
“Three in the morning. You spoke with Bjørn and Adelyn?”
How the hell does he already know that?
“We are not upset with them. You were right to speak with them about the circumstances of Vrana’s birth.”
“Okay,” Aeson said, suddenly very aware of how alone they were in the Archive. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”
Anguis took the book he held and laid it on the table. “Everything is fine. I wanted to give you this before you leave in the next few hours.”
“The next few hours?” Aeson eyed the book.
“We can waste no more time, and Bjørn is already preparing. I passed his workshop on my way here. As for the book, it is yours. You were initiated at fourteen, and have done great work in your position. At twenty, you were to receive this book, but as I said, we can waste no more time. We will need you at your sharpest when you return with Vrana.”
What was the book? Aeson leaned forward, out of his seat. The cover was blank, and so was the spine. It was thick; the page edges were rough, frayed, as if they had been recently cut and bound to the book. He had seen a million unmarked texts like this before, and yet there was something about it that told Aeson this one was different. Like R’lyeh’s letter, it emanated a force all its own. He couldn’t touch, taste, or smell it, but it was there, warping the air around it, activating senses he didn’t know he possessed.
Anguis continued on. “What you will learn in here may help you in your journey. And when you return, it will guide your duties as our Archivist.
“This book is a record of our people. It is an Archivist’s duty to chronicle our history. This history is history, and nothing more. No revisions or embellishments. Every Archivist has added to it, and now it is time for you to do the same. Adelyn and I have been keeping it up to date until you were of age. If you have not already guessed, we place great faith in Adelyn. If one of us elders were to be killed, she would be an immediate, but temporary, replacement. With everything she has experienced, I am sure you understand why.
“But before you make your first entry, you must read the chronicle in its entirety and understand its contents. The last Archivists to write in the book were your mother and father. Now that you are old enough, and wise enough, it is your time to record our accomplishments, as well as our failures.”
Mom and Dad? Aeson reached for the book. Half-expecting Anguis to stop him, he paused, his fingers just barely touching the bare cover. But the elder didn’t stop him; instead, he nodded at him, practically urged him to take the book into his care.
“As you can see—”
Aeson opened the book to the first page. There were two blocks of text written in gibberish and what looked like safety symbols from the Old World.
“—it is encoded. Each entry is encoded, and you must read each entry, beginning with the most recent, to uncover the cipher for the previous entry. In essence, reading it will take you back in time to our beginnings.”
“Backwards?” Aeson flipped to the end of the book. There, the text, written in a muddy, chunky ink, was so strange and garbled it made him go cross-eyed looking at it. “Why?”
“To protect the secrets of our past. Very few know them, and it should be kept that way.”
Going back to the first page in the book, Aeson said, “But I don’t know the cipher for the most recent entry.”
“It’s there in the text. When you and Bjørn are on the road, you will figure it out. You have much on your mind at the moment. Now is not the time for code-breaking.”
What the hell am I looking at? Aeson turned through the book once more. If he had to guess, there were about fifty pages. Some of the pages were covered in encrypted messages, while others only contained a single entry or sentence. The last thirty or so pages appeared to have been written by an Archivist who might have been insane. Because as he had seen before, the text was garbled and frantically laid out across the page. But this time, now that he was looking at it more closely, he realized that the ink used on these oldest entries wasn’t ink at all. It was blood.
“The Trauma was a trying time for our forefathers,” Anguis said.
Aeson closed the book and planted his hands on the table. “Why did they write it in blood?”
“It must have seemed like a good idea,” Anguis said, smugly. He bowed to Aeson. “Follow the registry as it is laid out. Stay away from the East Coast. You will be tempted to go to Gallows because of the Red Worm having died there, but between Eldrus, Penance, and this… Marrow Cabal in the area, the danger will not be worth the risk.”
“Does this book have anything to do with the Children of Lacuna?”
“Yes, it does.”
“Does it have to do with where we came from?”
“Oh, yes.”
Confused, Aeson asked, “Why should that be a secret?”
Anguis shoved his hands into the toga. “I am not sure that it is anymore.” He turned on his heels and started to walk away. “I have to go now, and so do you, soon.”
“Anguis,” he said, stopping the Snake. “Why are you only sending Bjørn and me to get her back? This is too much ground to cover for just two people.”
Anguis paused, the darkness of the Archive closing around him. Looking over his shoulder, he said, “There will be others tracking the Children—Deimos and Lucan were the first—but we must divide the bulk of our efforts between the Disciples of the Deep and the Ossuary.”
The Ossuary? Aeson clenched his jaw as he belted out, “The desert? What? Why? There’s nothing down there.”
“We thought so, too,” Anguis said, slithering into the shadows. “King Edgar begs to differ.”




CHAPTER VIII

R’lyeh slipped off her boots and took a seat beside the Divide. Her feet, hot and calloused, bobbed up and down in the river’s weedy shallows. Elizabeth and Miranda had warned her not to stray too far from camp, but after several days’ worth of riding, R’lyeh’s mind was about as muddy as these waters. Besides, it wasn’t like anyone was going to notice her this early in the morning; at least, not while Penance’s army was stretched out across the eastern bank.
The massive river and the massive army upon it were almost too much to take in at once. She had never seen such things before, and both were equally terrifying and awe-inspiring. The Divide was miles long and wide; someone who didn’t know better might even mistake it for the ocean. The river divided Eldrus’ Heartland from Penance’s peninsula. To R’lyeh, it looked like the Divide not only separated the areas, but had drawn inspiration from them as well. In the west, the Divide was lush, vibrant; an overgrown expanse that might as well have been some submerged forest the world had more or less forgotten about. In the east, it was cold, lifeless; a pale wasteland of ghostly grass caught in some unbreakable haze, like an image seen through an icicle. R’lyeh wasn’t even that far from the Divide, merely on the outer banks north of Gallows, and even she could see the difference. Good and evil seemed like the obvious symbolism between the two parts, but for R’lyeh, measuring Eldrus’ side against Penance’s was like measuring the merits of puke versus diarrhea.
The Divide was cool, but Penance’s army was better. There was a rush to seeing it, a nervous excitement that was one-part sadness, two-parts bloodlust. On the eastern shore, row after row of pale white tents had been raised. If she had to guess, there were hundreds, maybe even a thousand, of them. Guard posts and watch towers had been constructed, too, though they looked rickety, like they might fall over as quickly as they had been put up. There were boats in the water, twenty or thirty, and that was just what she could see. They weren’t very large, and couldn’t have been anything more than the boats Penance usually used to make trades on the river. What R’lyeh couldn’t figure out was why the city-state had made their stand here. With the river being so wide and the boats being so small, how did Penance think they would get all their soldiers across? Better yet, how did Penance get all this here in the first place? Was it here all along?
R’lyeh’s heart started to pound. She began to repeatedly swallow the spit in her mouth. Her temples throbbed, and then her vision blurred. Was the world getting larger? Darker? She took off her octopus mask. Leaning forward, she splashed the river water into her face, baptized herself in its war-warmed waters. A cold shock shot through her body. Then a trickling sensation, as if the stress were melting from the inside of her chest. Her heart slowed, her vision cleared. But the world was still dark and larger than it should’ve been. Everything towered over her, and she over nothing.
Early morning mist rolled off the eastern bank. The lush, vibrant plant life was still there, but now that the air had cleared, there was something else, too. There were no soldiers, no guard posts, or watch towers. If Eldrus or some Heartland army were here, then they were somewhere else. No, behind the bank, a little farther inland, the ground shone, winked, as if a million tiny rubies had been spilt in the grass. And as the ground blinked in the light of the rising sun, it also throbbed; breathed almost, as if, like the rest of world at this hour, it was waking, too.
R’lyeh’s breath caught in her throat. In the waters of the Divide, she saw the pit of Geharra filled to its bloody brim. She jumped to her feet, hurried into the woods behind her. Bravery would only get her so far; stupidity would take her to a place she had no intention of going. Elizabeth and Miranda were right; she should have stayed in the camp. And Mom and Dad had been right, too; she should have never left the house while they were gone. She wouldn’t be here, and she wouldn’t be alive. It was hard to tell whether that was a good thing or not, but she knew well enough the idea shouldn’t have felt as good as it did.
“I need something,” R’lyeh said. She scanned the woods and its leaf-choked ground for a snack to snack on. “Come on, damn it.”
In five seconds flat, R’lyeh found something strong enough to kill her. Growing from the base of a nearby tree was a patch of gloom cap mushrooms. She hurried over to the green and gray fungi and quickly ripped a handful out of the soil. One would make her sick; two would make her sicker; and a third would deliver her to Death, gift wrapped in dirt and sweat.
Tough and terse, the gloom caps had to be eaten one at a time. R’lyeh took the first mushroom and pushed it shakily into her mouth. Sharp, intense spikes of earthy flavor stabbed into her gums and tongue. As she chewed and swallowed the first gloom cap, she noticed a pair of darkslick frogs hopping through the grass; they were poisonous, too, except she would only need one of them to kill herself.
Impatience often made her impractical, so R’lyeh took the last two gloom caps, crushed them the best she could, and crammed them into her already deadened mouth. Chewing both of them at the same time was like trying to chew through a leather belt, but she kept at it. And while she did, she spotted another source that could give her a certain demise: Death’s Dilemma.
“Holy crap,” R’lyeh mumbled, the suicidal mouthful getting in the way of her words.
She stumbled forward and knelt before the flower. Death’s Dilemma was supposed to have been one of the rarest plants known to exist in the world. They had bone-white petals that hid shyly beneath their ice-blue stalks. Supposedly, each flower represented a love of Death’s who had dared to love Death and let Death love them in return. Each flower, then, was unique; imbued, in a way, with the ecstasy and sorrow of an impossible union. R’lyeh had heard that those who picked or ate the flower were immediately killed. It wasn’t like the Thanatos she stole from the Skeleton; that destroyed the system. It was said Death’s Dilemma was like using scissors to snip someone’s soul. It was immediate, irrevocable, and personal.
R’lyeh fell, narrowly missing the plant. The gloom caps in her gut had started to go to work on her. Some shouting came in from the Divide, and then what sounded like boat hulls hammering into one another. She prised her eyes open with her fingers, tried to get to her feet, but the pain blossoming around her belly was breathtaking.
Nose first into the leafy dirt, R’lyeh found herself staring at Death’s Dilemma, and found her dilemma, too. She clenched her teeth, squeezed her legs together. She started to think about how easy it was to find poisonous things in the wild, and wondered if the Earth was trying to tell her something.
“Okay, okay.” R’lyeh rolled over. She pushed her hands against the top of her pelvis. “I got this. I can do this.”
A hot light flashed across the insides of her eyes. She dug her jaw into the top of her chest to stop it from quivering. Gaseous bubbles popped and hissed throughout her body, like they might in one of Adelyn’s beakers. On her back, she trained her eyes on the canopy above. The trees were bare, their limbs skeletal; she imagined they were the Skeleton’s limbs, and then imagined them hugging her.
By the time the poison had passed, she had pissed herself, but R’lyeh was still alive. Winded and wracked with hunger, she rolled over and came to her trembling feet. Facing the Divide again, she found that the tens of ships, hundreds of tents, and thousands of unseen soldiers were easier to deal with.
“Back in our day, we just cut our wrists when we wanted to hurt ourselves.”
R’lyeh turned around. Behind her, Miranda stood; and behind her, Elizabeth was farther back, her hands in the air, as if she were asking R’lyeh just what the hell she was doing.
“I, uh.” R’lyeh wiped her mouth. “I didn’t—”
“Don’t lie to me,” Miranda said.
R’lyeh nodded and blushed behind her mask.
“Anyone see you?”
R’lyeh shook her head.
“You see anything worth mentioning?”
“Just,” R’lyeh started, “the, uh, army in general.”
“Yeah, that’s interesting.” Miranda turned away. “Come back to camp. Sun will be up soon.”
Camp was one small tent a quarter of a mile from the Divide. It sat at the center of four old, sap-soaked trees that were almost bound to one another by the razor nettle running between them. When they had arrived last night after the Black Hour, Elizabeth had had to cut her way through to the middle in almost complete darkness. She had told R’lyeh cutting through the razor nettle was like cutting through barbed wire. R’lyeh didn’t know what barbed wire was, but at that point, Elizabeth had lost a lot of blood trying to get in, so she took her word for it.
Now, Elizabeth was in better shape, but her bracers and gloves were still covered in dried blood. She was ahead of R’lyeh and Miranda, humming something to herself—a nursery rhyme, maybe, or a church song. It was hard to tell. To R’lyeh, who hated Penance so much it was damn near becoming a profession, there wasn’t much of a difference between the two.
Miranda broke the silence by saying, “Were those gloom caps you ate?”
“Yeah,” R’lyeh said, her stomach rumbling in confirmation.
“You should be dead.”
Elizabeth looked over her shoulder, but didn’t say anything.
“Yeah.” R’lyeh cleared her throat. “I don’t know how long I’ve been able to do it, but I can eat poisonous stuff or get bitten by venemous animals and not have it affect me. Well, I mean, not kill me.” She shrugged. “It still sucks.”
Miranda’s eyes tightened on R’lyeh, who felt so small beside her. Miranda was at least six feet tall, though given that she looked like a squirrel—puffy cheeks, brown hair and eyes, and a short face—it would have made more sense for her to have been smaller.
“You sure King Boner didn’t have anything to do with that ability?” Miranda asked
King Boner? R’lyeh laughed, said, “No, I just happened upon it one day.”
The wind stole past R’lyeh and Miranda, and a trail of leaves like begging children followed after. Shafts of sunlight beamed through the trees, like holy boons meant to bring life to this dying place. Fall was R’lyeh’s favorite time of the year. The grayness of the sky, the darkness of the ground; the biting air and bending trees—she liked seeing the world in a different way, in an honest way, as her dad had once put it.
“So why did those gloom caps happen upon your mouth?” Miranda persisted.
Leaves crunched under their feet. They turned through the rows of scraggly trees. Ahead, a crumbling hill sat like a squished toad, and atop it, camp waited.
“I try to test myself whenever I find something new to—”
Still a few feet in front of them, Elizabeth let out a fake cough and said, “That wasn’t it, yeah?”
“No, I don’t think so,” Miranda agreed.
“I, uh—” R’lyeh looked back at the Divide, which had shrunk to nothing more than a small lake at this distance, “—sometimes, I, uh… I don’t know. I get anxious.”
Elizabeth stopped at the bottom of the hill. “What made you anxious?”
Miranda stopped, too, and stood by Elizabeth’s side. They weren’t threatening, but they definitely weren’t going to let her pass until she spilled her guts.
“The Divide,” R’lyeh started. Then, begrudgingly, she said, “Penance.”
Elizabeth tilted her head. A portion of the bat tattoo on her clavicle snuck out from underneath her armor. “And gulping down gloom caps made you feel better?”
They think I’m an idiot.
“You know what makes me feel better?” Miranda asked.
R’lyeh shook her head.
“Getting laid. There are a lot of men back in Gallows, aren’t there?”
Confused, R’lyeh said, “Yeah, I guess.”
“Do you know when the last time I got laid was?”
R’lyeh started to laugh.
“Two years ago. What I’m saying is that just because you can, doesn’t mean you should. There’s probably some higher quality stress relief techniques out there that don’t involve destroying your body.”
Feeling lectured, R’lyeh blurted out, “Like what?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” Miranda and Elizabeth started up the crumbling hill. “Talking seems to do the trick.”
After they were back in camp, Elizabeth, their designated cook, started a fire and began on breakfast. While she did this, Miranda headed into the woods again; this time, to explore the western bank of the Divide and determine if Eldrus did have some sort of army waiting in the mist.
“I think I saw the vermillion veins on the western bank,” R’lyeh told Elizabeth.
“Don’t get any ideas about eating them,” Miranda shouted, as she plodded down the hill.
“I wouldn’t.” R’lyeh had considered telling them about the Thanatos and the Death’s Dilemma, and how she hadn’t eaten those, but stopped herself. She figured they wouldn’t have believed her anyways.
With Miranda gone and Elizabeth’s face in the fire, R’lyeh went over to their horses to see how they fared. They weren’t tethered, and they were nothing special; just skinny, brown beasts that had taken their sweet time getting them this far.
“You’re good with them,” Elizabeth said, not looking away from the fire.
R’lyeh ran her hands along her horse’s coat, picking out the bugs that had made a home there. “Thanks. Elizabeth?”
“Yeah?”
“Why do you all call the Skeleton those names? Bag of Bones, King Boner, Bone Man.”
Elizabeth snickered. She reached into one of the bags beside her and took out a few eggs. “Makes it easier not to be scared of him.”
R’lyeh patted the horse, and then joined Elizabeth at the fire. A warm, itchy feeling spread across her cheeks as its heat washed over.
“He’s a walking, talking, immortal skeleton,” Elizabeth said, “who is carrying the heart of the Black Hour. If that’s not freaky, then I don’t know what is.”
“I’ve seen his rib cage. There’s this weird black moss growing all over it. That’s where he keeps the heart, isn’t it?”
Elizabeth took out an ancient skillet and cracked the eggs against it; she poured the yolk out onto it and held the warped piece of metal over the fire. “Definitely. You don’t keep something like that anywhere else but on you at all times.”
“You think it’s getting to him?”
“I don’t think the Skeleton was ever really right in the head.” Elizabeth handed the skillet to R’lyeh, then fished out some bread and oats from the bag. “It’s mostly Hex’s show, anyways.”
R’lyeh’s stomach started growling again, but this time, it was for all the right reasons. The breakfast, even in its early stages, smelled fantastic.
“But since she tried to kill you, we’ll have to see what happens next, yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“I think the Skeleton would do anything to give up on the Marrow Cabal, but things are so bad now that he can’t.” Elizabeth took the skillet back from R’lyeh. “Leading the Marrow Cabal might be the only thing keeping him sane. The heart talks to him, you know? I’ve seen it happen before, yeah? I feel bad for Dusty Bones. I don’t see how this will end well for him. If the shepherds ever snatch his wife and son again…” Elizabeth shook her head. “After all those gloom caps, are you still hungry?”
R’lyeh laughed and finally took off her octopus mask. “I’m starving.” She set the mask on the ground, close to Elizabeth.
“I like that about you Night Terrors, the whole mask thing.” Elizabeth took the eggs out of the fire and tilted the skillet until they poured off into R’lyeh’s bowls. “I have twenty-eight tattoos, but I think I’d trade most of them for one sweet-looking mask.”
“I could make you an honorary Night Terror,” R’lyeh said, smiling.
“Well, yeah, why not? I’ve killed plenty of ‘Corrupted,’” Elizabeth said with a snort. “I think I would fit right in. I bet you if I finished covering my Corruption in tattoos, you Night Terrors wouldn’t even notice I wasn’t one of you.”
“Yeah, probably not,” R’lyeh said, watching Elizabeth go to work on making the porridge.
“People always debate whether Night Terrors are really all that different from humans, but you know what?”
“What?”
“I wonder if people have it all wrong. Maybe it’s not whether Night Terrors and humans are all that different. Maybe it’s if Night Terrors are all that different from something else. Might be we’re making you guys out to be something you’re not.”
Even though Elizabeth had the best of intentions, R’lyeh was beginning to feel as if she were being picked apart. So she said, “You might be right,” and then didn’t say anything else until breakfast was ready.
Miranda must have had one hell of a nose, because by the time breakfast was being divvied up into the bowls, she was back from her patrol, licking her lips and rubbing her stomach as she practically skipped up the hill to camp.
“Smells delicious, Liz,” Miranda said. “It might actually give us away, because the Divide is rank today.”
Elizabeth handed a bowl to Miranda as she passed behind her and R’lyeh. “What did you find?”
“Vermillion veins on the western bank.” She took off her sword, laid it on the ground, and then loosened her armor some. “The rebellion didn’t do a thing to stop Edgar from planting them everywhere.” She sat down beside R’lyeh, so that the Octopus was sandwiched between her and Elizabeth. “I didn’t see an army, but like we saw with Bone Daddy back at Carpenter Plantation, those things can be weapons themselves.”
R’lyeh, with a handful of eggs and mouthful of porridge, said, “Huh?”
“Some of the veins explode outward, impaling anything in their path.” Elizabeth took a drink out of her flask and then burped. “I guess you don’t need an army when you’ve got the whole edge of the Heartland booby trapped.”
Miranda nodded, chomped into her bread.
“In Bedlam, when I was with Will, I saw a priest put a ‘seed of Heaven’ in someone. It did that. Made the vermillion veins explode out of the person,” R’lyeh said.
Miranda said, “I guess if all else fails with the Disciples of the Deep, King Edgar can always turn his followers into suicide bombers.”
Bombs? R’lyeh remembered the piece of parchment she had seen on the Skeleton’s desk before she left Gallows. Aside from the drawings of Old World buildings on it, the word ‘bomb’ had been written. Was that what he had been getting at? The vermillion veins as weapons?
“Penance has a whole mess of people on the eastern bank, and ships, too,” Miranda said. “It might just be for intimidation. Most of the soldiers looked like regular citizens who had been conscripted on the way here.”
Elizabeth, two egg-covered fingers in her mouth, said, “They’ll still fight like hell, yeah?”
“Of course.” Miranda slurped up some porridge.
R’lyeh was the first to finish off her breakfast. She literally licked the bowl clean. As she sat there watching the other two women stuff their faces, she cleared her throat and said, “Do you think there’s really two gods out there?”
Miranda shook her head immediately; the answer to the question probably as obvious as the color of the sky.
But Elizabeth hesitated. Taking off her chest piece, so that she was down to her ratty, long-sleeved shirt, she said, “I don’t know, R’lyeh. What do you think?”
Shit, she thought. She liked it better when she got to ask questions rather than answer them. Fiddling with the Cruel Mother’s talons at her waist, she mumbled, “No. I think the Disciples and the Holy Order are both liars.”
“Just because it’s a god, doesn’t mean it deserves to be worshipped, yeah?” Elizabeth removed her bracers; her forearms had long-since stopped bleeding, but they were covered in slashes from the razor nettle. “Gods have to be held up to standards, too, you know?”
Miranda said, “That’s right,” and set her bowl down. “If King Edgar came up to you right now, R’lyeh, and punched you in the face, would you let it slide because he was king?”
“Hell no.”
“Then the same should go for any god. And if they don’t like it, then tough shit. They’re gods. If they can’t take a little criticism, then they aren’t worth our time.”
R’lyeh smiled as she nodded in agreement. She stretched out her legs and fell back on her palms. She could feel the fire in the balls of her feet, working its way into her bones. This is nice.
“Liz, I did see some very thick spider webs not far from here,” Miranda said.
“Arachne?” Elizabeth asked.
“Looks like it.”
“Rattle Bones did say something like that might happen.” Elizabeth turned to R’lyeh. “Ever been to the Nameless Forest?”
R’lyeh sat up. “I’ve seen it from a distance, I think. Have you?”
Miranda moved her paralyzed arm onto her lap and said, “We lived there.”
The hell? R’lyeh brought her knees to her chest. “Seriously?”
“Our Ladies of Sorrow academy,” Elizabeth answered. “Yup. It was an orphanage. We grew up there. Surprised, yeah?”
“Uh, yeah.” R’lyeh couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Did anyone else know about this? Was this something they were sharing with her in confidence? It had to be, right?
Elizabeth continued on. “Yup, lived there until we were fifteen, then we left about fifty years later, when we turned sixteen.”
R’lyeh started to laugh. Then, when she realized Elizabeth wasn’t joking, she said, “Wait, what?”
“Do you know what vampyres are?” Miranda asked.
No, they’re screwing with me. But instead of saying that, she said, “They’re bloodsuckers. Bite people’s necks to turn people into them. They do everything at night, because they can’t go out in the sun. Some of the kids back… home used to say the Frozen North was full of them, but… you’re not saying you’re vampyres are you?”
“Not anymore,” Miranda said.
“Not anymore,” Elizabeth repeated.
“Please, guys, don’t mess with—”
“We grew up in the Orphanage. We weren’t born there, but mothers in the Nameless Forest sometimes leave the children at the academy to keep the vampyres living there happy,” Miranda explained. “Mine and Liz’s mothers left us there. Nowadays, all vampyres are children.”
“Or teenagers,” Elizabeth added.
“Vampyres don’t bite necks. The mouths they use to bite are in their palms.” Miranda flexed her hands, and for the first time, R’lyeh noticed the faint vertical lines on her palms. “The sun weakens them, but it won’t kill them. They can’t spread the disease, either. They have to bring initiates to their master, Camazotz, for that.”
R’lyeh’s hair blew in front of her face. She quickly pawed it out of her eyes. “Camazotz?”
“The massive bat they have suspended in the academy. They have to feed on its blood to keep their immortality. If they stop feeding, they will eventually start to age again.”
“At fifteen, the headmistress, Gemma, said that me, Miranda, and our friends Jessie and Emily, were ready to become vampyres.”
Mouth hanging open, R’lyeh said in disbelief, “You really drank the bat’s blood?”
Elizabeth and Miranda nodded.
“Did you get mouths in your hands?”
Again, they nodded, and they both showed the scars on their palms.
“Holy shit. I had no… but you said after fifty years you started aging again?”
“We did. We stopped feeding. We didn’t agree with Gemma and the way she was handling things at the academy,” Miranda said.
“And then the Bad Woman came,” Elizabeth said.
R’lyeh raised an eyebrow.
“Her.” Elizabeth raised her shirt and showed the tattoo on her lower back. It was of a demon-faced nun who held Helminth’s Way in one hand, and a rosary made out of teeth and eyeballs in the other. There were four stones—red, white, pink, and purple—at the nun’s feet. “The Bad Woman.”
“No adults had been allowed into the academy ever since the Trauma,” Miranda said. “That’s what we had been told.”
“But that little shit, Gemma, let the Bad Woman in and she took over. She promised to rejuvenate Camazotz; said if she did that, the vampyres could escape the Nameless Forest. She lied.” Elizabeth lowered her shirt. “She tortured all of us, and made that rosary you saw her holding out of Emily’s teeth and eyeballs. Miranda, Jessie, and I knew we had to get out of there, so we ran away. After a few weeks, the hands in our mouths healed and the disease disappeared.”
“We stayed in Threadbare for a few years, another village in the Nameless Forest. This lady there, Lotus, took us in,” Miranda said. “Then we found a spellweaver and went back to Our Ladies of Sorrow academy.”
R’lyeh leaned forward and whispered, “Why?”
“Sweet revenge, of course,” Elizabeth said. “We went back and beat the shit out the Bad Woman while Gemma was away. We dragged her ass back to Threadbare, and the spellweaver wove her into my skin.”
“W-wove her?” R’lyeh asked.
“Bitch was my first tattoo. She feels everything I do to her,” Elizabeth said, “and she’s not going anywhere.” She poked the spot where the tattoo was through her shirt. “She isn’t a part of me. She’s just hitching a ride. So when we caught you eating gloom caps, I understood, because you know what I do when I get anxious?”
R’lyeh shook her head.
Elizabeth took a knife out of her belt and pressed it to her lower back. “I always end up cutting too deep and go past her into myself. But it’s worth it, yeah?”
Miranda nodded, said, “Yeah.”
R’lyeh covered her mouth. She blinked her eyes hard and had a look around to remind herself they were still in the woods outside the Divide. The sun was high in the sky now, and wildlife was scurrying and flying all about them. It had to have been eight or nine in the morning, but after everything so far, R’lyeh was ready to go back to bed.
“We will wait until nightfall to cross,” Miranda said, standing up.
Elizabeth held out her hand, and Miranda took it to help her up. “East bank or west?”
“East,” Miranda said, offering her hand to R’lyeh, who took it, too, and came to her feet. “Penance isn’t so close to the Divide that we can’t sneak by. I’m not risking walking through a field of vermillion veins.”
Elizabeth and Miranda nodded and went their separate ways; Elizabeth to the tent, and Miranda to the woods to relieve herself.
R’lyeh, feeling left out again, then said, “What would you guys do if you saw Gemma again?”
Both women stopped what they were doing, but they didn’t answer. Their silence said it all.
At nightfall, they broke down their camp, loaded their belongings onto the horses, and rode the beasts to the Divide. To the east, the bank was aglow with torches from Penance’s encampment. There were voices coming from that area, but they were outnumbered and overwhelmed by the songs that were being sung from the makeshift masses that had cropped up around the base. There were a lot of people out tonight, R’lyeh thought, but if they had their heads in heaven for the next hour or so, then she, Elizabeth, and Miranda just might slip by.
Using the light of the moon as their guide, they followed along the edge of the Divide. Often, the horses would go off-course and start walking through the water. It wasn’t quite pitch-black, but it was close enough that they were practically riding blind through the night.
Halfway to Penance’s encampment, R’lyeh started to hear something move through the woods beside them. Using her ears, because her eyes were all but useless, she followed the noises. Whatever was out there, they were quick, agile, and were using the trees to get around, rather than the ground. The air smelled bad, too; like a mouth full of rotting teeth.
“What’s that?” R’lyeh whispered.
Someone, probably, hopefully, Miranda, shushed her.
R’lyeh focused on the darkness beside her, using the moonlight to solve its mysteries. The trees creaked and moaned, and a branch suddenly snapped and plummeted into the shadows. There was a groan, maybe a hiss; and then the noises were closer. Whatever it was, it was just out of sight, and it was going where they were going.
Once they were close enough to Penance’s encampment that the torchlight could give them away, Elizabeth, Miranda, and R’lyeh steered their horses into the shallows of the Divide and cantered very slowly down the river. The encampment was built on a steep embankment, and as long as they kept close to it, not even the sentry towers would see them.
R’lyeh tightened her grip on Vrana’s ax as they fully entered the encampment. Above them, only the tips of the nearest tents could be seen. Torches flared, and so did the sounds from the Masses. Shadows moved back and forth along the rim of the embankment.
They rode in silence until Miranda halted the procession and whispered, “Stop.”
A rush of anxiety wracked R’lyeh’s body so hard she thought she might curl up like a spider and fall off her horse. Stop? Stop for what? There were thousands of soldiers just over the embankment. All it would take was one of them to see them, to round them up, to march them through the encampment and make them—
“Ah, that’s what I’m talking about,” a man’s voice said ahead.
R’lyeh squinted. Two shapes were standing on the embankment a few feet ahead. They had their dicks out, and they were pissing into the wind.
“I was about to explode,” the second man added. He shook himself a bit, and then wiped his hands on his trousers.
The first man grunted in agreement. Still pissing, he said, “Ragtag group of soldiers they got here.”
“Yeah, but feels kind of like a big family get-together,” the second man said. He started away from the embankment, then turned, so that he was directly facing R’lyeh and the others.
Fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, she thought. He’s going to see us. She pressed herself against her horse. Elizabeth and Miranda did the same.
“Everyone from everywhere. Seen a lot of faces I haven’t seen in forever,” the second man continued.
“Ah, you know why everyone’s here.” The first man finally put his dick away. “I mean, how often do you get a chance to actually see the Mother Abbess and the Holy Child?”
“Never. Once in a lifetime.” The second man clapped his hand on the first man’s shoulder. “Think they’ll be here soon?”
The first man said, “I hope so,” and walked with his companion back into camp.
But before they had gone completely, R’lyeh heard one of them say, “Can’t wait to see the Mother Abbess turn into an angel. Once she does that, all those Disciples will come crawling back. You’ll see.”




CHAPTER IX

One day into the Dires, and already Aeson wasn’t a fan. North of Caldera and east of Geharra, the Dires was all red rock and yellow earth; a flat, dusty territory that, without sand and scorching heat, seemed to be nothing more than a poor man’s desert. The place had a haunting quality to it. With it being so empty and vast, every brittle field and trembling wood suddenly became homes for horrors unseen. Aeson tried not to let his imagination get the better of him, but after hours riding beside Bjørn and not seeing another soul, it was hard not to. A place even as boring and inhospitable as the Dires couldn’t possibly be this empty; the only solution was that they were being watched, followed, and measured up for some forthcoming massacre.
Aeson told Bjørn his concerns, and Bjørn laughed at him and told him he was being paranoid.
“You’ve never been this far outside of Caldera,” the Bear went on, bobbing up and down in his horse’s saddle. “It’s alright to be scared.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Aeson said. “Damn, these horses are uncomfortable.”
The two horses they rode were conjurations the elders had created for them from what was left of Caldera’s fields. Made up of rock, wood, soil, and whatever unfortunate creatures had been in the field during the ritual, the horses were incredibly fast and impervious to exhaustion. Their time, however, was temporary. Aeson’s and Bjørn’s horses each had about three hours left before they would fall apart and return to the earth that had spawned them. After that, they’d have to find their own rides.
They rode for another two hours in silence, and then the Dires decided to do something different. The unending expanse of dead fields and dry thickets started to become healthier, fuller. Out of the unnaturally even earth, hills like fat, melted candles formed. Farther on, parts of the sky sat low to the ground, as if the clouds in it were weighing it down. The path they had been following once ran in every direction, but as the land sloped, it funneled them into a steep ravine.
“What do you think?” Bjørn asked, taking the vanguard.
“I feel like something bad is about to happen,” Aeson admitted.
The walls of the ravine shivered rocks around them, as if something were tracking their movements from above. Aeson’s eyes darted back and forth, searching for signs of a stalker.
Bjørn, undisturbed by this, corrected himself. “I mean being out of Caldera.”
Aeson’s horse let out a grunt. The spit it spat as it sneered wasn’t spit at all, but small seeds that whistled in the wind.
Bjørn shifted in his saddle. “You’re holding your own.”
“Oh, thanks.”
Aeson still couldn’t believe he was here, hundreds of miles away from home. It had all happened so quickly, so easily, that it made him wonder if it would have happened sooner if only he had asked for it. How much of his isolation had been self-inflicted? The elders had nurtured it, but he had been the one to impose it. Like the tree his parents had hanged themselves from, it was easier to let things be than to have them be anything else.
“It’s great,” Aeson said, catching up and riding beside Bjørn.
“What is?”
“Being out of Caldera.” Aeson smiled behind his mask. “We’ve been on the road for weeks now. A little late to ask, don’t you think?”
“Now we’re deep in it, that’s why. You can’t turn back,” Bjørn said. He stopped his horse as the ravine branched off into several different directions. “Which way, Skull Boy?”
“Northeast should take us to the Dismal Sticks,” Aeson said. Then, jokingly, he added, “Papa Bear.”
As if struck by lightning, Bjørn sat straight up in his saddle. Slowly, he turned his head and stared Aeson down.
“Do you mind if I call you that from now on?” Aeson asked, doing his best not to laugh.
“Do you mind riding the rest of the way with my boot in your ass?”
Aeson shrugged. “Can I get back to you on that one?”
“Take your time,” Bjørn said. He kicked his horse and took the ravine’s northeastern passage.
Words must have been a limited resource for Bjørn, Aeson thought, watching the big man brute-force his way through the ravine. He could get Bjørn to speak for a few minutes at best, and then he would go quiet. The strange thing about Bjørn was that he was the one who usually started the conversations, here and back in Caldera. It was like he wanted company and companionship, and then, when he got a hint of either, he hid.
By the time they emerged from the ravine into the woods beyond, the horses were literally on their last legs. Quickly, Aeson and Bjørn dismounted, removed all their belongings—bags, books, and swords—and gave the beasts a wide berth.
The horses wandered in circles around the woods, pieces of their earthy, makeshift bodies dropping off them in melted chunks. They slammed against the trees, neighing pathetically, as if they were experiencing pain they couldn’t possibly feel.
Aeson and Bjørn backed up; the horses kept trying to return to them, either for comfort or because these two men were all they had known.
“Don’t let them touch you,” Aeson said.
His horse plodded forward toward him. Its knees buckled and broke, sending it face-first into the ground.
“Anguis said that while they’re dying, if they touch you, they’ll sap some of your life force.”
“Why wouldn’t they do that earlier?” Bjørn went sideways as his horse clumsily charged toward him. It crashed into a tree, the impact liquefying its head and splitting its body like a wishbone.
“Most things don’t think about living until they’re dying.”
Both horses had one more go at trying to reach their masters. They made it about two feet before their bodies separated into the substances of their making. Like the threads they were, all the rocks, roots, bones, branches, crops, and animals that bound the horses together broke, and the beasts were instantly reduced to piles of stinking muck.
“They can call them whatever they like,” Bjørn said, “but those things aren’t what the elders said they were.”
Aeson nodded, took up his bags. He tightened the scabbard at his waist. He turned away from the steaming conjurations and set his sights on the woods they were now stranded in. They still had all the telltale signs of the Dires—dusty earth and a dearth of life—but there appeared to be some sort of drop-off ahead, right past where the trees were at their thickest.
Bjørn had seen it first, and because he was Bjørn, he went first. Bastard sword out, fist tightly balled, he barreled through the woods, breaking on his body any branches that got in his way. Aeson trailed after him, the bags and his sword already making him short of breath. He had been training with the Bear every chance he could get, but the fact of the matter was he was still one hundred and forty pounds of skin and bone. He had a few measly muscles to show for the effort, but they were so sore all they did was slow him down.
Reaching the thicket before the drop-off, Bjørn said, “Is that it?”
“Is… what… it?” Aeson panted, several feet back. He stopped, bent over, and shook his head, embarrassed. “What the hell is wrong with me?”
Bjørn doubled-back. Straightening Aeson up, he said, “You look like one of those horses.”
Aeson laughed, wiped the sweat out from under his skull mask. “What do you think Vrana would say if she saw us like this?”
“Probably yell at me for being an asshole. Probably make fun of you for being a wimp.” Bjørn turned toward the drop-off. “Come on. Think I saw the Dismal Sticks just over this ridge.”
Aeson pulled himself together and pushed onward. They were at the top of a chain of hills that loomed over the shadowy valley beneath them. Carved out of the wilderness at the valley’s center sat their destination, the Dismal Sticks.
The Dismal Sticks was a backwoods farming community that ran diagonally across the valley’s floor. The so-called “state” was divided equally into six “counties,” with each county represented by one of the six families settled there. To the northern side went the counties of Misery, Gloom, and Ache; directly across from them, separated by the large lake between them, sat Grief, Woe, and Stitch. The Dismal Sticks was the only known community thriving in the Dires. According to the records Aeson had read, they took pride in their ability to weather the suffering of their surroundings. They wanted others to know the misery, gloom, grief, and woe they felt on a day-to-day basis; they wanted others to feel the ache in their hearts, the stitch in their sides. But most importantly, and Aeson was beginning to realize why the Dires made him so uncomfortable now, these farmers wanted others to know they were better than everyone else, because they had taken torment like a tonic for so long they had developed a taste for it.
“You pick a person?” Bjørn mumbled.
Aeson had heard him, but not really. He was too busy watching the Corrupted move across the six farms, in and out of the corn fields. There were so many, and many of them he probably couldn’t even see because of the growing dark. Other than the odd prisoner here and there, he had never really seen a Corrupted before, and never up close. And those from the Dismal Sticks were a brutal bunch. They could try to sneak through the “counties,” but Bjørn didn’t strike him as the sneaking type. If they got caught—
“Skull Boy.”
Aeson snapped out of it, said, “Sorry,” and then: “Person?”
“From your–” Bjørn snapped his fingers, trying to think of the word, “registry. The Children of Lacuna.”
“Oh, yeah.” Aeson swung his bag in front of him and removed the registry. Reading from it: “Charlotte Breckin, Ichor, Grant Erickson, Erick Grantson—”
Bjørn laughed. “The hell?”
“Hey, it’s the country.” He shook his head, smirking. “That’s all of them; all of the Children in the Dismal Sticks. Charlotte should be in Misery, Grant in Woe, and Erick in Stitch.”
“Hmm.” Bjørn leaned away from the ridge, clearly searching for a way down. “You’ve got your heart set on that Ichor character, don’t you?”
“The description says Ichor has blue hair. And his name is Ichor. If anyone is going to help us, I’m guessing it’s him.” Aeson placed the registry back into the bag. Taking a deep breath, he added, “What’s the plan?”
“This is a close-knit community out in the middle of bumfuck nowhere.” Bjørn stuck the tip of his bastard sword into the soil. “So we’ll wait until the sun sets and go in and give them some night terrors.” His bared teeth glistened with spit inside his bear mask. “Sound good?”
No, no it doesn’t, Bjørn, he thought, watching the giant man nimbly make his way down the side of the ridge. “We just need to get in and get ahold of Ichor. No one needs to die.”
Bjørn stopped. His shoulders tensed. The falling sun framed his old musculature in a reddish, hazy glow. “You’re a Night Terror, aren’t you?” he asked, not turning to address Aeson.
“Yeah.”
“They’re Corrupted, aren’t they?”
“I mean, other than the Children… yeah.”
“Been a long time since some balancing has been brought out here.” Bjørn lifted his bastard sword and rested its blade on his right shoulder pad. “Someone most certainly needs to die.”
The ridge must have been used by the citizens of the Dismal Sticks at some point, because the farther Aeson and Bjørn went down it, the more hints they found of past expansions. Amongst the dead leaves and wild weeds, they found signs of steps built into the sides of the hills, and bridges, too. There were shacks as well – dilapidated, of course—and shallow caves that might have been meant for mining at some point. There were even half-finished observation decks protruding from the incline, some of which had been equipped with busted Old World telescopes. Bjørn ripped one off its post; the lens dirty and fractured but manageable.
Twenty or so feet from the valley’s floor, Bjørn stopped in front of what was clearly the unfinished foundation of someone’s house. They had built the beginnings of it into and against the hill, but hadn’t gotten much farther than a few layers of brickwork. There were three skeletons at the center of the would-be home—two adults, and one child; each of their skulls had been bashed in with what must’ve been a hammer.
“About thirty years ago, some people from Dismal Sticks reportedly tried to move out of the valley,” Aeson said.
Bjørn stepped over the foundation. He went to his knees and stared at the bones lying where beds could have been. “Something from the woods stop them?”
“Not exactly.” Aeson turned to face the Dismal Sticks. “Friends and family killed them. They were afraid if too many people left, the community would die out.”
Bjørn’s hand hovered over the tiny skull of the dead child. “And they left all this here as a reminder for future generations, I take it?”
Aeson shrugged. “People who are one thing and one thing only don’t know what to do when someone comes along and tells them they could have been something better. When you do that, you may as well be insulting their existence.”
Bjørn said, “Yeah,” came to his feet, and joined Aeson in surveying the Dismal Sticks. “You start reading that book Anguis gave you?”
The cool evening wind rolled over the hillside, teasing out goose bumps from Aeson’s flesh. “Just the inscription, which I’m pretty sure is the title.”
Bjørn slid his sword into its sheath and crossed his arms. “What is it?”
“The Blood of Before.”
“Hmm.”
“Yeah. I don’t know what that’s about.”
“You said your parents were the last to write in it?”
Aeson’s body jerked. “Yeah, other than Adelyn. Hey, you see—”
“You afraid to read what they wrote?”
He closed his eyes, pressed his hand against the skull mask; a spider there skittered across the bone and onto his knuckle.
“You afraid you might find out why they killed themselves?”
Aeson’s eyes snapped open. Without thinking, he shoved Bjørn as hard as he could. The Bear didn’t move but an inch.
“I don’t know, either,” Bjørn said. “Just figured you might be getting tired of being one thing.”
Aeson’s arms tightened, but he resisted the urge to shove the son of a bitch again. “I’m here, aren’t I? I’m here, trying to save Vrana with you. Where the hell do you get off—”
“Anguis gave you that book for a reason, Skull Boy. And it wasn’t to haul it across the continent to see how much dust you could gather on it.”
“I have been training with you. I have been doing my best to keep up with you every step of the way. We are here, outside the fucking Dismal Sticks, and I’m pretty sure you’re going to make me fight and kill some Corrupted tonight. What’s your problem with me? Quit—” This time, Aeson did shove him again, but it was like shoving a boulder. “Quit fucking with me. I’m terrified, alright? I don’t know how we’re going to pull this off. And yeah, I’m afraid to read the book. Alright? I barely remember my parents. If I start The Blood of Before and it’s a recount of their last dark days before they killed themselves… I don’t think I can—”
“You have to,” Bjørn said. “I’m not insulting your existence, Aeson, but you need to be more if we’re going to bring Vrana back.”
“So just put myself through hell for the hell of it? I don’t think you realize what it was like to live for years under Caldera—”
Bjørn, ignoring Aeson and pointing to the Dismal Sticks, said, “What’s that?”
Aeson huffed, shook his head; he wanted to fight for the sake of fighting, even if it wasn’t a fight he wanted to have to begin with. “What, Bjørn?” he said through his teeth.
“On the farmhouses; the icon of Penance.”
It was getting almost too dark to see across the few mile stretch between here and the Dismal Sticks, but Bjørn was right. Taking the telescope from him, he saw painted on the roofs of Misery, Grief, and Woe were white circles inside which diamonds and crucifixes were held.
“Yeah, so?”
Pointing to the opposite end of the Sticks, Bjørn asked, “That’s the Disciples of the Deep’s calling card, right?”
It was harder to see the icons on the even farther away farmhouses of Pang and Stitch, but again, Bjørn had been correct. On their roofs, the icon of the Disciples of the Deep—an eye crowned with a crescent moon, and a wreath of tentacles—had been rendered in purple, almost phosphorescent, paint.
“I’m guessing the Sticks is a god-fearing place,” Bjørn said. “I’m guessing they didn’t feel the need to start announcing holy devotions until the Disciples moved into town. We might have come at the right time. They’ll be so busy one-upping each other’s god, they may not even notice us. Which house does Ichor belong to?”
“That one,” Aeson said, his voice shaking as he directed the telescope to the farmhouse that sat in the middle of the Sticks, between Misery and Pang, and across from Woe.
“What’s that one called? Gloom?”
“Yeah.”
“I can’t tell—” Bjørn sounded strained; he took the telescope and leaned forward, “—but I don’t see any anything painted on Gloom. What do you think that’s about?” He laughed. “The Sticks’ first atheistic family?”
“Ichor’s a Child of Lacuna,” Aeson said, shaking his head. “And there is an icon. See it? On the front door?”
Bjørn started to say, “No,” and then: “Oh, yeah. Yeah. Looks like it was written in blood. But I don’t recognize the symbol, Skull Boy.”
The icon was splattered across the front door of Gloom. It was simple, crude; a stick figure with four arms and four legs, with two heads from which long, crooked lines ran. Aeson had never seen it before in his life, and he was grateful for this, because every second he spent staring at it, it felt as if nails were being driven into his eyes. And yet, despite the pain, it was almost even more painful to tear himself away from the savage imagery.
“If I had to guess,” Aeson said, tearing his gaze away from the agonizing gateway, “I’d say that’s the Cult of the Worm.”
“A lot of gods running around these days,” Bjørn said, unsheathing his sword. “Did the Night Terrors ever follow a religion?”
“Yeah, for a while after the Trauma, I heard. They used to worship the Lord animals.”
Bjørn ran his fingers along the bastard sword’s edge, cutting them. “And now we wear their heads.”
“Yes we do.” Aeson paused, and then added, “I’d like to wear the Witch’s head.”
Bjørn nodded, clamped his hand down on Aeson’s shoulder. “I think Vrana may have dibs on it. How about her guts?”
“Those’ll do, too.”
The plan was to wait until nightfall, but by the time they made it into the valley, they saw an opening that was too good to ignore. They had come down from the hills behind Grief, Woe, and Stitch; to reach Gloom, they would have to pass through the corn fields behind the farms and find a way around or across the lake that sat in the middle of the Dismal Sticks. But as they crept through the corn fields at the back of Stitch, several Corrupted emerged from the farmhouse with lanterns in their hands. They spread out across the property, and kept pointing to a series of smaller houses that lined the lakefront.
“What’s going on?” Aeson asked, he and Bjørn slowly pushing through the field. “Can you make out what they’re saying?”
Bjørn kept running his hands against the stalks, as if the sensation calmed him.
“It looks like a lynch mob,” Aeson said, heart pounding so hard in his chest he could hear it in his ears.
Bjørn brought out the telescope, said, “There’s seven of them; hard to tell this deep in the field,” and stowed it back in his bag. “Let’s go.”
Aeson took a few deep, controlled breaths, and then, with Bjørn’s silent insistence, he took the lead. He waded forward, parting the dry stalks and taking them into the thinner part of the field. As he went, he noticed a cold green hue started to form like a film over the Dismal Sticks. Looking past Woe Farmhouse, he noticed that the light was lifting off the surface of the lake, as if it were being extracted from the waters by the moon above.
It was no wonder that the Dismal Sticks thrived in the Dires; it had been built on the grounds of a luna lake. The lakes were extremely rare, so much so that they weren’t but a few tall-tales away from pure myth. Whereas Echoes were believed to be the Earth’s dreams of the past recollected in real time, luna lakes were said to be distilled reveries from the Earth’s hope for a better future. Anything planted in the vicinity of a luna lake was guaranteed to prosper, and anyone who drank from it was rumored to be gifted an extended life and increased fertility.
“This is their secret,” Aeson whispered.
They stopped a few feet from the end of the corn field. Aside from what was blocked by the back of the three-story Woe Farmhouse, they had a pretty good view of the Sticks from here.
“That’s how they’ve lived out here so long. You’d have to be an idiot not to prosper next to a luna lake.”
The seven Corrupted swung their lanterns back and forth in heated debate. Three broke from the pack and headed for Stitch Farmhouse, which was about a quarter of a mile east of Woe. The other four kicked some dirt around, and then followed after.
“There’s more coming,” Bjørn said, nodding to the west, where a group of ten was pouring out of the Grief estate.
In a matter of minutes, the light from the lake had grown exponentially. It was now radiating outward in every direction, blanketing the Dismal Sticks in a dim, miserable wash that left all lighter tones green and all darker tones black. To Aeson, it looked somewhat like one of the day-for-night film scenes he’d seen in the movie reels stored in the Inner Sanctum. It gave to the Dires a kind of natural camouflage that might have been, in some ways, better than darkness itself.
Apparently, Bjørn felt the same way. “This is good,” he said, admiring the way his body and the cornstalks seemed to blend into one another. “I see boats up by the shore, past the lake houses. If we could steal—”
Half a mile west, twelve lanterns flared on the property of Grief estate. The light from the lanterns was so severe the farmers may have been carrying fragments from fallen stars. Like those from Woe, these twelve of Grief took off toward Stitch, but instead of going by foot, they went by horseback.
Nervously, Aeson asked, “What’s going on?”
The twelve horses thundered past Woe. Aeson’s legs trembled with each rumbling gallop. Immediately, he went for the hilt of his sword, but his sweaty hand was doing him no favors.
“Stop,” Bjørn said, grabbing his wrist. “They’re gone.”
Aeson nodded, let go of the sword. “We can’t take on that many.”
“We’re not going to. Something has this place spooked.”
“You think they know we’re here?”
Bjørn pushed forward a few feet and stuck his face out of the fields. “No,” he said, scanning the area. “More coming from across the lake. Come up here. No one’s going to see you.”
How the hell do you know that? Aeson thought but kept to himself. Carefully, dead crops crunching under his feet, he went to the end of the field and cast his gaze across the misting lake.
What was going on? The mist across the lake was quickly thickening into a fog, but even so Aeson could tell that there were more people gathered on the other side of the Dismal Sticks at farmhouse Pang. They were moving too fast to be on anything but horseback, and like those from Woe and Grief, they were headed toward Stitch. At the head of the procession, someone was ringing a bell.
Bjørn slipped out of the corn fields and into the open. He unsheathed his sword and skirted the side of Woe farmhouse. He waved Aeson over, and when Aeson went to follow, his legs locked up and a chunk of fear lodged itself in his throat.
“I can’t,” Aeson whispered, shaking his head. He kept looking back and forth between the lake houses and the farmhouse, waiting for someone to open a door or window and spot them.
Bjørn twitched. He stormed over to the corn field and wrenched Aeson out of it. Dragging him by the straps of his breastplate, Bjørn hauled him to Woe and flung him against the side of the farmhouse.
“God damn it,” Aeson hissed, his shoulder cracking against the brickwork. “Have you ever done anything gently in your life?”
Bjørn lifted up his bear mask. Flashing his glistening face, he said, “No,” and then nodded eastward at Stich. “How many people live out here in the Sticks?”
Rubbing his shoulder, Aeson said, “There’s not really a clear consensus. Maybe sixty or seventy?”
“Looks to be about twenty or thirty over at Stitch.”
“Yeah,” Aeson said, those from Pang having finally joined the throng of people outside Stitch’s fields. Thirty, it was closer to thirty the number of people there, congregating and cussing and moping about with their hands shoved deep in their pockets.
“Those are the bigwigs,” Bjørn said. “Place like this, only they get to ride out big and fancy at night. Notice how nobody came out of Gloom?”
“Yeah,” Aeson said. He tried to look across the lake at the farmhouse where Ichor lived, but with the fog, it was impossible to see that far anymore. “No lights on there, either.”
“Three houses sworn to the Holy Order of Penance, and two to the Disciples of the Deep. They should be fighting, and yet they’re all gathered together tonight.”
“Except for people from house Gloom. House Cult of the Worm.”
“Maybe.” Bjørn walked to the edge of Woe farmhouse. “If Ichor’s not there, we’ll catch him when he gets back. If he is—”
“We’ll get him alone before everyone returns,” Aeson finished.
Bjørn took off for the lake houses. Aeson, not wanting to be left behind, even though that’s exactly what he wanted, bit his lip and, with a burst of speed, sprinted after him. Out in the open and the thick of the Sticks, he could get a better bearing on their surroundings. The luna lake ran east to west; all long stretches and hard curves, he imagined it must have looked something like a diamond from space. The lake houses that ran along it were more like huts, and there seemed to be about nine of them in total between Woe and Grief. Two of them had a dock and rickety rowboats, and that’s where Bjørn was headed now.
The Bear hoofed it between two lake huts and onto the small, fog-covered dock. Aeson, bent over to avoid passing in front of windows, followed after him. He could hear people in the huts beside him; quiet murmurs following indistinct questionings. A part of him wanted to stand, to look through the glass and see what sat on the other side of the sill. But he was a chickenshit, so he slid through the grass like a simpering snake and ambled clumsily onto the dock.
“Get in,” Bjørn said, standing near the rowboat.
Aeson did as he was told. The boat rocked back and forth as he stepped into it and sat. Small ripples of icy light broke across the water beside him. He leaned over the rowboat, peered into the depths of the luna lake. Petals of light bloomed in that emerald darkness, folding and unfolding, living and dying for the glory of the great moon above.
“Ever been in a boat before?” Bjørn asked. He sat down in it, and the whole thing almost capsized.
“You know—” Aeson hung onto the sides as Bjørn situated himself. “You know I haven’t.”
Bjørn took up one oar, and handed the other to Aeson. “Bet you’ve done a lot of things I haven’t.”
“Are you trying to get on my good side after treating me like shit all night?” Aeson dipped the oar into the water. “Am I doing it right?”
Bjørn snorted, started to row. Aeson mimicked his every movement, albeit much more slowly, and far less gracefully.
“You disappointed we haven’t killed anyone yet?” Aeson asked, not letting his voice rise much higher than a whisper. They were out in the lake now, under the cover of the cotton-like fog, but even still, they had to be careful. Who knew what waited for them on the other side?
“There’s still time for killing,” Bjørn said, muscles bulging, as if he were trying to murder the lake itself with the oar. “Try not to freeze up again.”
The lake gurgled. Tiny bubbles rose to the surface and popped, expelling a fetid odor.
Cringing from the smell, Aeson said, “Trust me, I’m not doing it on purpose. If things could just keep going this way the whole way, what with people rushing off to secret meetings and—”
“They won’t.” Bjørn rowed faster; they had reached what must have been the middle of the lake. “Be ready for that.”
“Why are you so determined to see me kill?” Aeson twitched; something had scratched against the bottom of the boat.
The fog rolled over the boat, and in it, Bjørn disappeared for a moment. “You need to know you can,” he said, nothing more than a disembodied voice. And then, reappearing: “If you wait until the Witch to do it, you won’t.”
Again, more scratching from underneath the boat. Aeson moved his legs away from the center, afraid something might burst through.
“You saw her when she attacked Caldera, didn’t you?” Bjørn asked.
“Yeah.” The question took him back, took him back to the heat, to the screams; to the Maiden of Pain staring him down, Caldera burning behind her; her claws splayed, her mouth open, a sick, clucking laughter coming out of her throat as if it were stuffed with bones. “She could have killed me. She just laughed, instead.”
“She ran that night,” Bjørn said.
“Back to the Void, I guess,” Aeson said.
“We have to keep her away from it to kill her?”
“From what I’ve read from those who have gone toe-to-toe with her, yeah, I think so.”
Bjørn scratched his neck. “Keep her away from it? Or cut her off from it?”
“I don’t know,” Aeson said, shrugging. “I hope it’s not the latter. We’re not prepared for anything like that. I think there’s a way—”
“What?” Bjørn interrupted.
“I was thinking we could slip her some Death’s Dilemma, but that’s not going to happen.”
“No. What else?”
“A Red Death weapon,” Aeson said.
Bjørn let out a mocking laugh. “You plan on calling in a favor with Death?”
“No, but you could. Didn’t you run into Death once?”
“Once was enough,” Bjørn said, not backing down from what most had agreed was a bullshit story. “Think of another way.”
Aeson, biting his lip, said, “I’m just… thinking aloud, Bjørn. Look at me. I can barely handle sneaking into the Sticks. I don’t want to see Death, either. It was just an idea, that’s—”
“Think of another way,” Bjørn said.
“You really met Death?” Aeson couldn’t believe how scared the Bear sounded.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Bjørn said. He wrapped his arms around himself. “Not now. Not until this is over.”
“The Sticks?”
“All of it. I’m not testing my luck.”
“What?”
Bjørn grunted, and that was the end of that.
The boat drifted for another minute or two, and then the fog finally broke, and they found themselves a few feet out from the shore. Beyond, across the road, Gloom stood, a haunted house if Aeson had ever seen one. The farmhouse was two stories of black wood and cobwebbed glass; the porch, which wrapped around the estate, was in pieces; where it wasn’t splintered, it was warped, and where it wasn’t warped, weeds had taken over. A rotted apple orchard twisted out from behind the house and wrapped around the back of it like hair. In the front, the house had all the features of a face; windows like eyes, a chimney like a nose; four small doors, each of which was covered in the bloody symbol of the Cult, formed the building’s lurid teeth. But the resemblance to a face was a resemblance to a face after a stroke, after a terrible shock; it was the face of a place calling out for help, because it knew its owners no longer could.
As the boat began to make landfall, an infant cried out from the gloom around Gloom. Aeson turned. This time, when he reached for his sword, Bjørn let him draw it.
A man with nothing on but a silk nightgown shuffled out of the shadows and went straight for the shore. In his arms, he held a newborn still wet and steaming with afterbirth. Everything was green in the Dismal Sticks, but by the man’s age and striped Corruption, it had to have been Ichor.
Not seeing them there, or not caring, Ichor knelt down beside the lake. He lifted the baby up to his face, inspected it. Its shrill, shaking cries set Aeson on edge. He looked back at Bjørn, and then heard something go into the water.
Aeson whipped around. Ichor was still kneeling on the shore, except the baby was now under the water, kicking and screaming and filling its tiny lungs with that drowning light. Aeson moved forward, ready to lunge out of the boat, but again, Bjørn grabbed his wrist.
“I do not enjoy this one bit,” Ichor said, sinking the dying baby deeper into the lake. He moved one hand off its chest and pressed it against the baby’s face. “Sometimes I wonder if there is a better way, but it isn’t our place to wonder, is it?” He cocked his head, having seen something Aeson and Bjørn hadn’t. “Ah, here we go.”
Ichor jerked his hands out of the water. The baby lay there in the shallows, its movements sluggish, pained. Tiny bubbles crowded around it; when they popped, a patch of decay, like a trampled bed of roses, formed, coating the surface in a sticky residue. A hand, pale with long fingers, shot out of the water, the near-dead baby in its clammy grasp. There was a giggle, a kind of deviant glee, which rose out of the waters from something below.
The hand held the child there a moment, as it coughed up lake water and fought to live. And then, when it seemed it would come to, the hand took the baby back into the water, back into the dark depths from which the creature had come.
“Whew,” Ichor said, “glad that’s over.” He struggled to his feet, and then waved at Aeson and Bjørn. “Night Terrors? In the Dismal Sticks? My prayers have been answered. Please, please come ashore.”
Aeson looked back at Bjørn, but the Bear kept his gaze fixed on Ichor. “Okay,” he said, taking the rope and tossing it to the Child of Lacuna.
Ichor smiled, started to tug them in. Silk nightgown aside, the man was deranged. His blue hair had been chopped into, as if by some barbarous barber with blunt tools instead of knives. Dark circles, which were made darker by the luna lake’s light, crept beneath his eyes, like two black holes. Both of his arms were caked in grime, from the tips of his fingers to the ends of his elbows; and his legs were wiry twigs covered in scabs and bruises. He had seen better days, but when, probably no one could be sure.
Ichor pulled the boat as hard as he could. It slid through the patch of decay, where the hand and the baby had been, and then lodged itself with a thump into the shore.
“I’ve been trying to reach out to the elders up in Eld for help here,” Ichor said. He dropped the rope and offered a hand for Aeson to take.
Aeson gathered up his bags and quickly moved past Ichor.
“The locals have been patient so far, but I’m not sure how much longer that’ll last.” Ichor offered his other hand to Bjørn.
Bjørn ignored the man. He drew his sword and stepped out of the boat.
A scream broke across the front lawn from somewhere deep inside Gloom. The wind kicked up; a cold front washed over them, making sure that all three of them were shivering by the time it passed. Across the lake, the numerous lanterns began to extinguish; either the meeting was over, or the night work had just begun.
“What’s… going… on?” Aeson asked, looking back at Bjørn with every word he spoke.
Ichor clapped his hands together, those filthy, long-nailed, root-like appendages. “Well, they saw you coming. I think they thought you were here to kill me.” Ichor laughed, went to nudge Aeson, and missed. “Also, a little girl and her mom and dad were sacrificed over in Stitch a few weeks back. They’re still a little sore about that. Hey—” he started for Gloom, “—let’s head inside fellas. I want to show you around.”
“Ichor,” Aeson said, staying still.
“Yeah?”
“We’re here for the Cult of… the Worm.” Aeson could feel the heat pouring off Bjørn now; the tiny explosions that accompany a proper bloodlust.
“Yeah? Yeah, I know.” Ichor smirked. “That’s why I’m happy to see some friendly faces. Well, I’m sure they’re friendly beneath your masks. Ha. Anyways, where did you say you’re from? Eld?”
Aeson started: “Cal—”
And Bjørn finished: “Yeah.”
I’m not going in there, Aeson thought.
A candle flickered to life behind one of the first-floor windows.
I’m not going in there. Behind the house, the dead orchard rattled, the wailing wind serving up a buffet of fetid apple and wet manure for them to sample.
Was that her? Was that the Witch’s hand? I’m not going—
Ichor stopped at the bottom of the porch and turned around. His ass and cock were pasted to the nightgown now, both of which looked like old meat behind the silk. “Hey, weird question, but any chance you’ve heard about my sister?”
Bjørn asked, “Who’s that?”
“Hex. She has Corruption on both her arms. It’s just… last I heard she was with the Marrow Cabal, but since the Worm network went down, I don’t…” He smiled; a few of his teeth were missing. “So she’s not around?”
Aeson shook his head.
“Oh, well—” Ichor started up the porch, stepping on every splinter he could find, “—that’s good. Good. She’s always looking for me, trying to kill me. I thought coming out here in the Sticks would get me away from… Hey, never mind all that. Come inside. We’re good company.”
Aeson dug his feet into the ground. “We?”
“Yeah.” Ichor stopped, leaned against the porch’s railing. “The Choir.” He snorted, waved them off. “Shit, they really do keep us Night Terrors in the dark, don’t they?”
“You’re Corrupted,” Bjørn said, pointing to Ichor’s arm, which, like everything else, was green; nevertheless, the crimson defect was still there.
“Ah, yeah.” He rubbed the back of his head. “But only on the outside. Really, though, you should come in. If the rest of the families see us out here conversing, then they might just attack. Let’s not give them a reason to, you know? I’m running out of excuses to keep them at bay.” He went across the porch to the front door; the blood-writ icon of the Cult glowed as he touched the knob. “You coming?”
Aeson stared at the Child of Lacuna, while a thousand questions raced through his mind. Was that the Witch’s hand? Where is Vrana? Have you seen Vrana? Where will the pilgrimage take place, and will Vrana be there? What the hell are you doing inside the house? Where is Vrana? Have you seen her? Is she okay?
Bjørn walked toward the house, his sword arm tensed, his focus fixed on Ichor. “What just happened there in the lake?”
Ichor opened the front door halfway, and then turned. A pathetic laugh left his lips. “Ah, uh, yeah, I guess you wouldn’t know about that.”
Aeson readjusted the bags at his waist and over his shoulder. For being leather, the armor he wore may as well have been stone. It was starting to suffocate him, weigh him down. The stress spreading throughout his body had him so tense he hurt, like tiny drops of acid had been dribbled onto his muscles. Ignore it, he told himself, but he couldn’t. Not with Bjørn holding his sword like that. Not with Ichor grinning on the porch like that. Something bad was about to happen. And who was that in the doorway? What was that thing in the doorway, in the shadows? This was a trap. This was too easy. Why didn’t Bjørn see that?
“That was Joy,” Ichor said. “The defective go to her. That’s what they did on Lacuna, right? Fed the defective to the Blue Worm?”
“You’re… breeding Night Terrors and Corrupted?” Aeson asked, going to the bottom of the porch. “You mean Pain, right? The Maiden of Pain?”
“Pain? Oh no, no. She doesn’t come around much. She leaves the Dismal Sticks to her sister most of the time. I guess the messages weren’t clear, Worm Network being done and all.” Ichor slapped his forehead, screwed up his face. “Yeah, guys, we’re keeping the good work going here and elsewhere.”
She’s real? The Maiden of Pain has a mother fucking sister? Aeson looked at Bjørn, and Bjørn’s wild eyes seemed to say he was thinking the same thing.
The thing in the doorway behind Ichor moved; the floorboards creaked, and a shadow lengthened across the porch.
“For the Cult?” Aeson asked.
“Everything for the Cult,” Ichor said.
“You fed a flesh fiend to the Witch’s sister,” Bjørn said.
“No, of course not. I fed her a human. What’s more defective than a human? And not really fed. I don’t know what she does with them. We keep the flesh fiends. They’re our angels. They’re our Choir. You can’t hear them. They’re locked up right now, but they’re inside, singing beautiful songs to God. We don’t choose a side, you see. Holy Order, Disciples of the Deep. Doesn’t matter. Pain and Joy are God’s servants. They just want to make God feel welcome when It finally comes. A song brightens everyone’s day. We’re going to have songs being sung everywhere soon.
“Come in, please, come in. I’ll show you. You have to see it for yourself.”
Aeson and Bjørn headed up the porch and stopped at the front door. Several more candles ignited in the windows. Now that the door was open, and they were close enough to the threshold, they could hear something coming from inside the house. Something sorrowful, something wracked with anguish; a haunting chorus that befitted this haunted house. It was screaming, there was no doubt in Aeson’s mind about that, but the way the pained cries came together, they formed a kind of unholy union that turned those terrible notes into something melodic, into something that, like Ichor had promised, sounded like music.
The Witches are parasites, Aeson thought, as Ichor flung back the front door. Attaching themselves to the major religions to build a following of their own. Fuck. But why flesh fiends? You can’t control–
A creature limped across the threshold. A flesh fiend. It was dressed in an Old World suit, something that a man might wear to a dance or a prom, with scuffed-up shoes on its feet and dirty white gloves on its hands. But it was the fiend’s face that Aeson couldn’t tear himself away from. The flesh fiend’s head was grotesque; a pink, encephalitic swell that housed two white eyes and a mouth so torn apart the beast’s diet for the last two weeks had to have been nothing more than bone and glass. It had no hair, but that’s not to say it didn’t make an effort; across its scalp, long, stringy tendons had been nailed into place; they ran from the flesh fiend’s cracked cranium to its crooked neck, and were still wet from the blood of the poor creature they had been stolen from.
“This is Ezra,” Ichor said.
The flesh fiend bowed its head to Aeson and Bjørn. Like an animal sick with rabies, thick slobber poured from its mouth, and left foam across its lips.
“He and Belia will show you to your rooms. Where is Belia?”
Ezra shook its head. The tendons whipped back and forth, slinging bloody specks.
“You… you said a little girl and her mom and dad had been killed here?” Aeson asked, giving everything he had to hide his repulsion. “Did… one of your… Choir escape?”
“No, no.” He snapped his fingers, and Ezra turned and went back inside Gloom. “Pain and Joy wanted to show the Sticks the power God had given to them. They sent their weapon down, and well, I think they got the hint. I mean, here I am, still alive!”
Bjørn was trembling, had been ever since the flesh fiend showed up. He grabbed onto Aeson for support. “Weapon?” he said.
“Yeah, Vrana.”
Aeson’s heart stopped. “V-Vrana?”
“Yeah, you got it. Listen, guys, I’ll tell you more later. I really want to show you the place. Besides, Joy will probably be back soon. So if you don’t mind the Choir singing all night—they have a lot of practice to do—you can ask her anything you’d like. She’s very sweet. Feels like one big, happy family with her around. Better than Lacuna ever turned out.
“So what room do you want to see first? The feeding pit or the fuck pens?” Ichor snorted like a pig, wiped a tear from his eyes. “I’m just joking. They’re the same thing.”




CHAPTER X

For a man who was all bones, the Skeleton wasn’t much when it came to boning. It was midnight, and he and Clementine were in bed. Fleshless digits between her legs, he was using every trick in the book to make her feel anything than the repulsion she must have felt right now with this dead thing inside her. He wanted to stop, but he knew she’d throw a fit if he tried. It wasn’t right to be touching her like this; it wasn’t right to be touching her at all. He had the power of the Black Hour in his fingertips, and here he was, putting death deep in her cradle of life.
Clementine let out a moan. It sounded genuine, but the Skeleton didn’t have any ears anymore, so the jury was still out on that. He leaned in closer, his lidless eyes beaming down on his wife’s glistening neck. She wrapped her hands around the back of his skull and pressed his face to her flesh. He knew what she wanted, so he opened his sneering mouth and let his black tongue loose over her breast. She let out another moan. It would be over soon, like it always was, and in the end, everything would be the same.
The Skeleton lifted his head away from Clementine’s chest. She was staring at him, a smile a small crack in her otherwise frigid face. Her eyes were dull, distant; still set on some sick sight back in the Membrane. The Skeleton cupped her face, ran his fingers over her lips. She bit at them playfully, but only because she knew that was what he was expecting her to do, and what she would have done before she died years ago.
“Are you sure there’s nothing I can do for you?” Clementine asked, rubbing his spinal column.
“Being with you is enough.” The Skeleton climbed off her and settled into his spot on the other side of the bed. “Clem?”
She wiped herself off with a sheet—hygiene wasn’t exactly something she got hung up on anymore—and rested her head against his ribcage. A few inches above her head, the Black Hour’s heart sat in a cocoon of the very same black moss that had spread to some of his ribs. He tried to shift her away from the foul growth, but like with most things, Clementine would not be moved.
“Yes?” she said, pulling the blanket up to her neck.
“What do you see when I touch you?”
Clementine groaned. She flicked a rib with her finger and shook her head. “Enough. Ask me something else. We’ve talked that topic to death.”
The Skeleton’s bloodshot eyes wandered around the room. Red waves, sanguine refractions from Gallows’ blood lake outside, were coming through the window and washing along the walls. There was a bookshelf and a desk; some rug they had wrung a fraction of the Red Worm out of, and a chest of drawers that was filled with Clementine’s clothes, on account of the Skeleton not needing clothes himself. It had been Clementine’s idea to make the room look like their room back home, but she gave up that ghost about a week into the project. She said she didn’t have the time, but the Skeleton knew it wasn’t time she was lacking. The woman had all the time in the world. It was memories she had a shortage of. Her body had come back from the Membrane, but not much else.
“Will’s still raw about me grounding him,” the Skeleton said.
Clementine sighed. She threw an arm around him and held onto his bones tightly. “I think—” she yawned, “—he’s a little more upset with R’lyeh than anyone else.”
“He just can’t go on anymore missions. He likes her, don’t he?”
“Will likes any pretty little thing that shows him an ounce of attention. Don’t you like her? You sent her out on something important. Can she fight that good?”
There was a commotion on Gallows’ platform. It sounded like several of the cabalists were getting into it about something. The Skeleton had half a mind to break it up, but this wasn’t the farmhouse; this wasn’t home.
“Don’t know. She’s a Night Terror, though. The only one we got. If she can snag Audra, then we’ll be in good shape.”
“Yeah. How you plan on using her?”
“Don’t know. This was mostly Hex’s idea. If King Edgar catches wind of his sister here, he’s going to rain hell down on us.”
“How is she?”
The Black Hour’s heart twitched. Instinctively, he clutched his chest, as if the thing were giving him a heart attack. The damn thing wanted to speak to him, but this was his time with his wife. Like everything else, it would have to wait.
“Don’t know—”
Clementine snorted. Looking up at him, she said, “Don’t know, don’t know, don’t know. Is that all you know how to say?”
“Don’t know.”
“Bah.” She nestled her head harder against him. “She isn’t right. Hex, I mean.”
The Skeleton pulled Clementine into a hug and held her there. “Don’t I know it.”
“It’s been weeks now. People follow you, Atticus, but I think they’re getting antsy wondering where Hex is at. Most sicknesses would’ve passed by now. You need a new excuse.”
A new excuse? The Skeleton wondered to himself what excuse would fly if he started flaying Hex. Their relationship was a complicated one; one that swayed back and forth between cross-eyed hate and begrudging tolerance. Hex wasn’t a bad woman; what she wanted was just, and what she had created with the Marrow Cabal was commendable. But she had taken advantage of the Skeleton. She had seen him for the monster he was and the bloodlusts he possessed, and used this knowledge against him every chance she had. The Skeleton was too valuable to cut loose, and he understood that. Their connection had been built upon using one another. Now, she was useless to him, and she had infinite uses for him, the Skeleton, their undead lord and savior.
“You’re doing good,” Clementine went on, speaking in the syllables of sleep. “You’re doing… good.”
The Skeleton waited a minute until his wife was out; and then he moved her off him and onto her side. Clementine slept a lot these days. She used most of her energy on tiny tasks that didn’t amount to much. It was only when she was asleep that the Skeleton could really get a look at her. He could see the texture of her skin, the thoughts coming out as creases across her brow. He could smell her to make sure she wasn’t rotting or that something wasn’t growing inside her. Sometimes, Clementine would speak in her sleep, and the Skeleton would listen to those dream-driven ramblings, for in them were unguarded truths.
His wife assured him every day that nothing was wrong with her, but he knew better. You didn’t go to bed with a pile of bones and the Black Hour itself and come out unchanged. Not a day had gone by that the Skeleton hadn’t considered leaving Clementine and Will, but what he couldn’t figure was what would hurt them more. Staying with them? Or abandoning them for good? Sometimes he wondered if they could die, and if they couldn’t, sometimes he wondered if he would love them more for it.
“I got to go,” the Skeleton whispered an hour later, when Clementine was good and comatose. He kissed her cheek with his sneering teeth.
“Check on Will,” Clementine said, from somewhere deep inside a dream.
The Skeleton threw on his tattered cloak, fastened it, and slipped out of the bedroom. Outside, in the hall, a lantern was suspended from the ceiling, the candle inside it all but gone out. This “home” of theirs had been made out of the remains of the town hall. It was the largest building in Gallows, and even though they shared it with Hex, it was still by far the emptiest place in town. The Skeleton and his clan had their own corner, and the blue-haired Lacunan had hers; the rest was for the bugs and the cobwebs that caught them. It wasn’t a place meant for roots; they wouldn’t take.
Atticus stopped outside Will’s room. The door was shut, but there was a little light coming out from underneath it. He reached for the doorknob and—
Bound and gagged, Hex is yours for the taking. Bleed her until she’s yours, or until she won’t bleed anymore.
“Quiet,” The Skeleton snarled to the Black Hour inside him.
He turned the doorknob and let himself into his son’s room. The fourteen-year-old was sleeping fitfully in his bed. Holding onto his pillow, with the sheets snaking between his legs, Will shivered and said nonsensical things under his breath. He was sweating badly. Every few seconds, he would reach out to the wall beside his bed and beat his fist against it. Three slow thuds. Thump, thump, thump. A pause, and then three more. Thump, thump, thump—the same sound the shepherds would make every time they had banged their crooks on the ground.
“Hey,” the Skeleton said, going to the side of his son’s bed.
Will jerked awake. His eyes fought to blink out the crust at their edges. With a shout, he pressed himself against the wall, because even now, the sight of the Skeleton was still too much of a shock.
“Dad?” Will let out a nervous laugh. “What… what’s wrong?”
The Skeleton shook his head. He did a once-over of Will’s room. It had no windows, nor closets; just four bare walls with an empty floor in between. The only thing Will had to call his own was his bed and his clothes, which he kept under it. Like the Skeleton and Clementine, he had brought nothing here. Everything they’d ever had, it was still back at the farmhouse, in the kitchen where they’d died.
“About to head-off,” the Skeleton finally said.
Will yawned, scratched at the stubble on his face. “To work? You’re always working.”
“Yeah.” The Skeleton sat on the edge of Will’s bed. “Can’t sleep, even if I wanted to.”
“Mom wants you with her at night.”
“Too much going on to stay in bed with your mother. She understands.”
Will nodded, even though it was obvious by the look on his face he didn’t agree with his dad. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. That happened a lot these days to him; efforts undone by the slightest unseen thing. The Skeleton had the Black Hour whispering insanity to him most of the time, that’s what distracted him. What distracted Will, though? What did he hear whispering in his mind?
“You, uh, dream about shepherds a lot?” the Skeleton asked.
Will’s jaw slightly dropped. He glanced around the room, as if he were trying to find something by which he could change the subject. He yawned, rubbed his feet together, but quickly gave up the tired act when he clearly realized the Skeleton wasn’t having it.
“You dream about the Black Hour a lot?” Will shot back, living up to his current curse of adolescence.
The Skeleton ignored him. “How long you been having these dreams.”
A lie: “I don’t know.” And then: “Since you got us out of the Membrane.”
“What’re the shepherds doing in your dream?”
Will laughed uncomfortably. “They watch me. Like, they, uh, look right at me. Like they can see me through the dream. We’re in some hot place in the dream. I’ve never seen it. The sky is really gray, almost black. There isn’t a lot around. Just me and the shepherd.”
“Just the one?”
“One, yeah.”
The Skeleton scratched his ribcage like an ape. “You seen another shepherd since Bedlam with R’lyeh?”
Will tightened his mouth. He puffed out his chest, as if preparing himself for a beating. He didn’t say anything else, but he didn’t need to.
“Where Will?” the Skeleton went on. “When and where?”
“Outside Gallows.” He swallowed hard. “I… saw Mom talking to one once.”
The Skeleton shot out his hand and took Will by the arm. He squeezed him so tightly he left bone prints on the boy’s pale skin. These two were—
Clementine and Will came back wrong, and on the wrong side. They are the shepherds’ crooks now, and while your back is turned, they are going to ground you into dust.
“God damn it,” the Skeleton said, letting go of his son.
Will rubbed his arm as tears welled on his eyelids. He shook off scenes from the Black Hour.
“What do you mean… talking to one?”
“I… that’s what it looked like. I don’t know. I didn’t… I just saw the two of them out of the corner of my eye. When I turned around, it was gone.”
The Skeleton felt a heat in his bones. Ever since he’d started housing the Black Hour’s heart in his chest, it seemed as if new flesh were forming over him; invisible flesh fitted with invisible veins and arteries that throbbed with time and all the Black Hour’s putrid permutations.
“What did your mom do? What did she look like?” The Skeleton got to his feet, so Will was out of his reach.
“It was a few weeks ago. I don’t know. It was only for a—” Will dropped his head. “It looked like she was laughing.”
I can’t do this. The Skeleton turned away from Will, wished him goodnight, and headed through the doorway.
Halfway into the hall, Will cried, “When are you going to let me out of here?”
Laughing, the Skeleton turned around and said, “Boy, you must be joking. After what you just told me? Why you want to tempt fate?”
“The hell are you going to do with us? Keep us chained to you forever?”
“You don’t understand—”
“I don’t care!” Will gritted his teeth. “None of us are living. Hell, you can’t, so I’ll cut you some slack.”
“You’ll cut me some slack?”
He has the Membrane inside him. He is a carrier.
Will leaned over the side of his bed, to where the candle sat beside it. He gave the Skeleton the cruelest look he could muster and then blew out the flame.
The Skeleton stood there in the hallway, the after image of his son’s hatred hot in his brain. It should’ve hurt, but it didn’t, not even when he pretended that it did. Pain wasn’t something he experienced much anymore; like a man in a desert looking for water, he had to work for it. But like a desert is dry, the Skeleton’s scarring was deep. Sooner or later, the well was going to run out.
He had Hex held up in her room, which in the last two weeks had been repurposed into a cell. There was one way into the room, and it was double-locked and double-guarded by the Marrow Cabal’s finest. She hadn’t said much of anything these last few weeks; she’d come down with a bad case of guilt, and like a bookworm, it had chewed up most of her words.
The Skeleton skirted through the house like a wraith. Cobwebs and corners, that’s all the place had going for it. It was two stories of nothingness; a brightly lit warehouse that held a few bodies and bated breaths. Part of it was their condition, this emptiness, and part of it was his strategy. When building it, they had chosen the creakiest wood and noisiest doors; everything was an alarm. There were no hiding places, nor was there anything to become attached to. Their home was a cage meant to catch shepherds. It never really occurred to the Skeleton until now that he was using his family and himself as bait.
He passed through the foyer—two guards outside the front door, as ordered—went down the hall that led to Hex’s side of the house. The rooms attached to the hall were shut, locked up tight.
Hex has a lot of skeletons in her closet. How long will it take until you join them?
The Skeleton rounded the corner. He shook off the Black Hour’s threats. About a month back, it had stopped showing him disjointed images and started speaking in full sentences. It had developed a consciousness, or maybe it had borrowed a little of the Skeleton’s. He couldn’t say.
The Skeleton stopped. Hex’s room, or rather Hex’s jail cell, sat behind the double-locked door ahead. Except the door wasn’t double-locked. It was open. And the two of the Marrow Cabal’s finest? They were gone, too. And there was something else.
The Skeleton took a step forward and strained his non-existent ears. There was someone in the room with Hex, talking with her. He broke into a sprint, his fingers outstretched, clawed. He didn’t need a weapon to kill a thing anymore. His hands were better for it, anyway; a sword could only split a soul; with his hands, he could grab it whole.
The Skeleton burst into the room. A mountain of wasting muscle barred his path between him and Hex’s bars. It was Warren, and he was looking at the Skeleton as if he were offended he was here.
“What are you doing?” the Skeleton asked, planting his feet to stop himself from pouncing.
Hex lingered behind the bars of her cell. The strands of her blue hair were pasted to her forehead, because sickness made the best adhesive. She looked better than before, but not by much. There was a glow to her eyes, too; specks of sapphire that burned like embers. They hadn’t gone out since she’d tried to kill R’lyeh.
“Keeping watch, Bone Daddy,” Warren said. He smiled, stepped out of the Skeleton’s way. “I’m going to get some sleep.”
The Skeleton put his hand on the big man’s chest.
As if stabbed through that spot with a sword, Warren immediately stopped. His face contorted. Air caught in his throat. A seed of chaos from the Black Hour’s heart had buried itself into the big man’s brain.
“Atticus,” he said, shaking.
The Skeleton let go of Warren. Behind him, Hex backed away from the cells, so she, too, couldn’t be touched by him.
“Goodnight, Warren,” he said, having so successfully reduced the mountain of muscle to nothing more than a whimpering puddle.
Warren looked back at Hex. She gave him a half-hearted shrug and waved him on.
“I’ll be fine,” Hex said, her throat somewhere between sore and dehydrated. “Can’t do no worse to me.”
Warren nodded. He moved as if to intimidate the Skeleton, then moved past him, instead.
The Skeleton waited until they were alone. When it was clear that the coast was clear, he went to the corner of the room, grabbed a stool, and took a seat in front of Hex’s cell. King Edgar had done the same to him once, when he was locked up underneath Ghostgrave, before he let loose the flesh fiend. It felt good to be on the other side of the bars for once.
“Warren said you sent R’lyeh away,” Hex mumbled. She wandered around the cell and then sat on the edge of her bed. “That was smart.”
“Best hope we have getting Audra to come to our side,” the Skeleton said.
“Something’s taken over new management of the Children of Lacuna.” Hex leaned forward onto her knees. “It wanted me to kill her. I think it might be the same thing that took her friend—Vrana.”
“Yeah, the girl being marked made it easier to send her away. That, and she’s a Night Terror.”
“You going to tell her it’s the same Witch?”
“Maybe not.” The Skeleton shrugged. “Not until we know it is.”
Hex nodded, pinched the bridge of her nose. “What do you want, Gravedigger?”
Gravedigger? Haven’t heard that in a while.
“Come in here acting tough with Warren, and now you want to be cordial? You got me locked up. Warren said you’re saying I’m sick. What do you want?”
“See if you’re still sick.”
Cut her open, and you can find out for yourself.
The Skeleton shook off the suggestion.
Hex laughed. “Don’t you like it this way? With me out of the way?” She leaned forward, pointed her finger at his heart. “Bet your ticker is happy. Bet you two are getting real chummy nowadays.”
The Skeleton growled. He stood up, undid his cloak, and dropped it on the ground.
With a gasp, Hex said, “Atticus, it’s getting—”
“Worse?” The right side of the Skeleton’s torso, from his clavicle to the bottom of his sternum, was covered in a thick, black moss. The ribs there were gone, completely overtaken by the overgrowth. Where his heart had once been, the Black Hour’s was now suspended, its beating being what kept it afloat; a machine of perpetual and perpetually polluted energy.
“Does Mr. Haemo know?” Hex asked
“He’s not happy about it, but the blood keeps him quiet.”
“For now.”
“Until it’s time.”
“No.” Hex waved her hand. “No. We are sticking to the plan with Audra. What you and Herbert and that fucking bug are up to—”
“Then get better. Let me and mine go. I’m done being your symbol.”
“And if I don’t? What’re you going to do? Sabotage everything we’ve worked for?” Hex went to the bars, pushed her arms through them, as if daring the Skeleton to touch her. “Go, if you want to go. I can’t stop you.” She grabbed at him.
The Skeleton took a step back.
She smiled, dug her teeth into her lip. “You can’t die, Atticus. Nobody’s pulling your strings. You just like to pretend. Give you something to get good and bothered about. Hate me if you like, but when you’re with me, you’re right. When you were left alone?” She nodded at him. “You came back nothing but bones.
“Get that shit out of your chest.” Hex hit the bars and backed away. “Keep me in here until the end of the week. I need to know I can trust myself. Are your friends here?”
The Skeleton picked his cloak up off the ground. Touching it, he still could hear Blythe dying in its threads. “Soon, I expect.”
“How’s your wife and son?”
The Skeleton shook his head and said, “Seeing shepherds everywhere they look.”
“Ever figure out what they see when they see you?” Hex plopped down onto her bed. “Might be a shepherd yourself. Wouldn’t that be a son of a bitch?”
The Skeleton slipped out of the house at 3:30 AM. The two guards stationed outside it gave their usual respects. This early in the morning, Gallows was dead. Those that weren’t asleep in bed were most likely asleep at their posts. The blood lake, that final portrait of Geharra’s and Alluvia’s people, was quieted, too. All that was left were the beasts that hunted in the dark, the things they killed, and the Skeleton himself, who still couldn’t figure where he fit into the fold.
On his way to Operations, he reviewed the state of things. The Disciples of the Deep were deeply entrenched in the Heartland. Reports from his scouts in the field stated that the Disciples were co-existing with members from the Holy Order of Penance. The takeover was taking its time, but it was taking; whereas the Holy Order demanded faith, the Disciples only asked that the people watch, and listen. Miracles were being performed on a daily basis across the Heartland, from the Blasted Woodland to the foothills of Kistvaen. Generally, the miracles were always the same; some sort of feat performed with the assistance of the vermillion veins. It was a show that should’ve gotten old, but it hadn’t, because gods didn’t dull.
The Holy Order of Penance had mobilized an army, and it was now currently stationed on the western banks of the Divide. There were reports that the Mother Abbess and Holy Child himself were headed to the frontline. Whereas the Disciples of the Deep were peacefully integrating into each town and village, the Holy Order was resorting to violence to force out the invader parasites. Last week, fifty people had been killed in Cathedra, most of whom were self-proclaimed Disciples. All signs seemed to point to war; a war Penance seemed desperate to start. Eldrus, on the other hand, wasn’t interested in taking the bait. The city-state had an army of its own, and yet it was nowhere to be found.
The strangest thing the Skeleton had read reports of were the vermillion nests scattered across the continent. They were sometimes a mile long, and looked like deadfalls, except they were teeming with vermillion veins. At first, the Skeleton had thought it was King Edgar’s new Nameless Forest coming to fruition, but the way the scouts described the scene, it sounded as if the veins weren’t growing in these places, but rupturing out of the ground, as if something was being awoken.
The Skeleton crossed the wooden platform to Operations and tore off the lock from the door. He had forgotten the key and didn’t want to go back home. Navigating the pitch-black building, bumping into what seemed like every table and chair, he finally made it to his desk at the back and dropped into his seat. He sat there a moment, gathered himself, and then lit the candle.
You can’t stand her.
“Who? Hex?” The Skeleton rummaged through the drawers for the notes from Herbert North. He had read them a thousand times over, but even still, that wasn’t enough. Everything needed to be accounted for. He wasn’t smart enough. Not yet.
Hex hates her brother so much she tortures him. She’s adopted you and yours for when he’s not around.
“What’s between her and Ichor has nothing to do with me.” He stopped looking for the notes, buried his skull into his boney palms. “I can’t be myself, not with you inside of me.”
You’re exactly what you’ve always been. Flesh makes fiends of us all.
The Skeleton ripped a dagger out of the drawer. “I’m going to cut you out.”
Then how will you save them?
“I don’t need you.”
You did back then.
“Not anymore.”
Not right now, you mean.
“You need me.”
A nice thought, isn’t it? Indulge, and I’ll show you our intentions.
“No, you won’t. You can’t show me nothing.” He pressed the dagger past his ribs, directly into the Black Hour’s heart.
Don’t be stupid. You could drop a nuclear bomb on us and we still wouldn’t flinch.
“Don’t know what that is.” The Skeleton shoved the dagger into the Black Hour’s heart, but it kept on beating.
You will, or something like it, when all else fails. Pillage the graves of cities, and see what you will see.
The doors to Operations flung open and snapped back against the walls. The Skeleton’s eyes widened as dawn crept inside the building. In the doorway, four or five cabalists stood, their weapons drawn, their hands shaking.
“Sir?” one of them called out.
The Skeleton scratched his corneas. What time was it? How long had he been speaking to the heart? He stood and stepped out from behind his desk.
“What is it?”
“There’s, uh, there’s—”
A second soldier: “Something’s coming.”
And a third: “It’s… it’s—”
Finally, the fourth blurted out, “A giant bat, sir. We’re under attack!”
The Skeleton stormed out of Operations and joined the crowd of cabalists at the edge of the platform. Across the lake, beyond the edge of Gallows and past the sentry towers, a gigantic, twenty-foot bat was tearing across the countryside, crawling on its hands at a rate of twenty or thirty miles per hour. On its back, hanging onto its blood-encrusted fur, were what appeared to be at least sixty or seventy children in school uniforms.
Over the cries of the cabalists, a buzzing could be heard. The Skeleton tore his gaze away from the sight of the feral bat and saw that Mr. Haemo was hovering above him, his skin cloak hanging looser than usual off its insect body.
“Don’t see that every day,” Mr. Haemo said. He landed beside the Skeleton, and the rest of the cabalists ran to the lower level of the platform. “What? Do I stink or something?”
“That’s Camazotz,” the Skeleton said, pointing to the bat, which was now on the outskirts of town, navigating the bloody, body-choked swamp that surrounded it. “The vampyres from the Orphanage are here to help. Do you mind sharing your blood well with the bat?”
“Share with Cammie?” The mosquito laughed. “No, not at all. Don’t think she’d give me a choice, anyway. Home girl and I go way back.”
Camazotz barreled past the guard towers. The humungous, sore-swept bat went headfirst into the blood lake and waded forward, sending wave after wave of gore like bloody baptisms onto the children on its back.
“Must be nice to finally be out of the Nameless Forest,” Mr. Haemo said.
“Must be,” the Skeleton agreed.
Camazotz stopped directly below where the Skeleton and Mr. Haemo stood. A child amongst the tens of children on her head came to their feet, waving. She was wearing a green dress with a red collar, and the slits in both of her palms were gawping.
“Hi there,” Gemma shouted to the Skeleton.
And the Skeleton nodded back.
“Nice place.” She levitated upward, off Camazotz’s head, until she was on the same level as the Skeleton. “Hope your men don’t mind us.” She extended her hand to shake the Skeleton’s, and when he went for it, she pulled it back and said with a grin, “Too slow, Old Bones.”
“Where’s the Arachne?” the Skeleton asked.
Camazotz bucked in the blood. The Orphans on its back hopped off and disappeared into the sanguine waters.
“Yeah, bad news.” Gemma floated down from the air and landed beside him and Mr. Haemo. “They went a different way.”
“What do you mean?”
“Lotus convinced them to side with King Edgar. All three thousand of them.”
“Gemma.” The Skeleton made a fist. “Where are they now?”
“Good question.” She smiled, shrugged. “Headed for the Heartland, I imagine.”




CHAPTER XI

R’lyeh was literally freezing her ass off. Sitting there in the snowdrifts outside the Night Terror village of Rime, she could feel her butt cheeks hardening into two crystalline hunks. All it would take was one bad bump into something and they’d surely shatter. She looked to Elizabeth and Miranda for support, but they didn’t so much as move; they were about an hour away themselves from turning into full-blown ice sculptures.
The razor-sharp wind cut across the drift, sending wave after wave of stinging snow at them. R’lyeh pulled her furs and faerie silk cloak closer. Overhead, the sun shone brightly through a cloudless sky, and yet not even a fraction of its warmth reached them. It was bullshit.
Rime was about a quarter of a mile from where they waited. The village was a wooden sprawl of coffin-shaped buildings that had been built on (or unearthed from) the desolate plains that surrounded it. Dozens upon dozens of people moved through and out of the village, into the rickety woods behind it, or toward the tundra further still. There was a storybook quality to it; be it the wood the buildings were made out of, the fires that blazed so closely to them, or even the damn snow glittering on every rooftop. Dream-like and comforting, it called to R’lyeh’s mind the tales Mom and Dad used to read from the Old World children’s books she had liked so much.
It was obvious that the place had no problems with its obviousness. Caldera had Kistvaen to protect it, and Alluvia had the Elys to shield it; Rime, on the other hand, had the elements, and the assumption no one would be stupid enough to risk hypothermia to come all the way up here and attack it. And yet here they were—R’lyeh, Elizabeth, and Miranda—three women who took orders from a psychotic Lacunan and a walking, talking Skeleton.
When it comes to stupidity, R’lyeh thought, we probably have it in spades.
“You’re g-g-good g-g-going in alone, y-y-yeah?” Elizabeth asked.
The morning sun’s brightness flared; its light bounced off the snow and blinded them. Together, they moaned in pain and buried their heads into the crooks of their elbows.
“No, n-not really,” R’lyeh said, peering out from behind her arm.
“L-l-listen, we would come, but I d-d-don’t think we’re g-g-g-g-g—”
“Going?” Elizabeth teased.
“Fuck you, it’s c-cold,” Miranda snapped back. “We’re not g-g-g—”
Elizabeth snickered.
“—going to find two Lord animals nearby.” Miranda shoved Elizabeth face-first into the snow. “Cold, yeah? Yeah?”
“Yeah,” Elizabeth said, her face splotchy and red, the snow melting down it. “You’ll do fine, R’lyeh. These are y-your people.”
They are, aren’t they? And yet to R’lyeh, it didn’t feel that way. The snow crunched beneath her as she crawled back to the top of the snowdrift. Rime was a quarter of a mile away, but even from this distance she could say that, yeah, Elizabeth was right—these were her people. Here, a bear skull, there a seal skull; Night Terrors wearing the heads of foxes and wolves moved in packs around the woods, animals and the efforts of their foraging slung over their shoulders and across their backs. In the plains, Eels in heavy furs rooted through the snow, checking traps and for the still edible, frozen dead.
Yeah, these were her people; not people she knew, but people she was supposed to belong to. And she couldn’t have been any less excited to join them.
R’lyeh said, “Y-you sure I should g-go alone?” and shook the snow off her octopus mask. The hollowed-out cephalopod had been coated and reinforced to prevent wear, but even the cold was taking its toll on it. “Why c-can’t—” she checked the Cruel Mother’s talons, took up Vrana’s ax, “—you two sneak in? Knock s-someone out?”
Crouching low, Elizabeth and Miranda slipped and slid down the snowdrift.
“We’re not Night Terrors,” Miranda said, throwing the hood of her coat over her head. “If our c-cover is blown, they’ll k-kill all of us.”
Elizabeth joined Miranda at the bottom of the drift. Tightening her gloves and chewing on her lip piercing, she said, “We’re Corrupted, yeah?”
R’lyeh nodded.
“I know you d-don’t see it because we’re so badass—”
R’lyeh smiled behind her mask.
“But—” Elizabeth rolled up her sleeve and showed her arm, “—we are Corrupted. They w-won’t show us kindness—fuck it’s cold—and if they f-find out you did, what do you think they’ll do?”
“I don’t know,” R’lyeh said with a shrug.
“You do, you know.” Miranda smiled. “If we come, you have to choose. Sometimes, it’s best not to have any other options.”
R’lyeh reached under her mask, wiped her dripping nose, and watched Elizabeth and Miranda head southward, one plunging lunge at a time, through the soft snow and layers of ice, toward the cave thirty minutes back—their hideout, and redoubt. She started after them and then stopped. They weren’t abandoning her. The Skeleton didn’t send them into the outskirts of Gelid territory to get rid of her. This was just a mission. This was just a mission, and she was the best person for the job. She had been through worse, and probably had worse to come.
R’lyeh shoved her shaking hand into a pocket and pulled out the last of the gloom caps she had brought from the Divide. Her jaw was too tight to chew, so she just swallowed the mushrooms whole. All the ice in her belly melted. The anxiety in her heart thawed. She had sworn off poisons to make Elizabeth and Miranda happy, but she needed them now more than ever. Because if she stayed in the shadow of Death, she would be invisible to It. The same had been true in Geharra, so what could possibly make Rime any different?
R'lyeh pulled the faerie silk cloak tight, stuffed the collar of it under her mouth, and bit into the fabric to stop her teeth from chattering. The plains were frozen over to the point that everything looked as if it had been caught in an eruption of ice. The rime, which was also the village’s namesake, was thick, spindly, and grew off the rocks, bushes, and snowpack like wild, white hairs. It crunched beneath R’lyeh’s feet like glass, and like glass, it made it impossible to sneak. She could feel the gazes of four nearby Eels tightening on her, sizing her up to decide if she was worth a sword point or an arrow shaft.
Thirty feet from Rime, the wind howling in her ear like a wraith, the gloom caps went to work in her gut. As the Eels in the plains started to converge on her location, she stopped, dropped Vrana’s ax in the snow, and held her stomach. Now wasn’t the time for weakness; she needed confidence and courage; and yet the best she could manage was a warm trickle of piss and hot diarrhea down her leg.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” R’lyeh said, the steam coming out of her pants. “I’m from Caldera,” she recited, the Eels, looking absolutely feral in their furs, drawing closer. “I’m from Caldera and I’m here to—”
She groaned, bent over, lifted up her mask, and vomited into the snow. The pale splat of breakfast etched itself into the top layer of ice. Glancing up, she saw that the four Eels were only a few feet away. They stood next to one another, their spears at their sides, mumbling. They weren’t threatened by her, but she sure was by them.
The Calderans were known for their savagery, but these people of Rime, with their heavy furs, thick leathers, and weatherworn masks, literally looked like animals themselves. Of all the Night Terrors R’lyeh had ever met, these four were the only ones who truly deserved the title. They were the way she imagined her people must have been years ago, before the Trauma had tortured them into being civilized.
“Who are you?” the Eel in the white furs asked. His voice was raspy, his words rounded; it sounded like two glaciers colliding. His mask was an eel’s skull with three bloody smears running down the face of it. “You’re not from here,” he said, pointing his spear at her. “I am Ghelys. Who are you?”
R’lyeh exhaled. “R’lyeh of Alluvia.” She yanked her ax out of the snow; the other Eels flinched, but Ghelys didn’t. “The only survivor of the Red Worm and Geharra.” Memories of the pit punctured her thoughts, but she kept it together. “I come from Caldera.”
Ghelys chuckled. “Another?”
Another? Another what? Survivor? Or person from Caldera?
“You sick?” Ghelys moved toward, his head moving up and down, as if he were sniffing the air. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Ate something bad.” R’lyeh stared at the other three Eels; they were smaller in size, not as thickly dressed, and far less intimidating than Ghelys. They didn’t speak. She figured they probably wouldn’t unless Ghelys gave them permission to.
“I don’t mean to be rude, but why you here?”
R’lyeh glanced back at the snowdrift, hoping that Elizabeth and Miranda were watching, waiting—preparing for an attack. But they weren’t there. They were back at the cave, warm and cozy, and probably cackling around a crackling fire. And here she was, shit running down her leg, her life on a quickly fraying line.
Finally, she said, “I… I… I have a message for your elders.”
Ghelys grunted. “Birds are better for delivering messages.”
The wind kicked up and sliced like a scythe through R’lyeh’s mask. “B-birds can be intercepted.” And then, out of nowhere: “B-by Witches, or e-even the Marrow Cabal.”
“Witches?” Ghelys ground his spear into the snow. “Hmm.” He looked at the other three Eels, and they nodded at him, silently.
“What do you know of Witches?”
R’lyeh shrugged, thought: Oh shit, is she here?
He gestured for the other Eels to return to their duties in the plains. “You’re small,” he said, watching the three go crunching through the snow.
“Yeah,” R’lyeh said, her heart beating faster.
Ghelys nodded and gave his spear the up-down.
“That’s great,” R’lyeh said. She brushed off her shoulder. “I get the point.”
Ghelys snorted. “You just might.”
R’lyeh took the lead, because with Ghelys at her back, his spear in her spine, she wasn’t in any position to do anything else. The field fought her every chance it could get. If R’lyeh wasn’t stumbling across the uneven terrain, then she was wrenching her legs out of the snow, breaking them free from the icy barbs that littered it, which seemed capable of freezing anything around them on contact. She glanced over her shoulder at Ghelys to see if he were struggling, too, but he might as well have been levitating he was walking so gracefully. These were her people, she realized, but this wasn’t her place. The field knew she was foul, and it wanted her out.
Rime was ready for her; this much R’lyeh could tell now that they were only fifteen or so feet away from the village. Hulking Night Terrors draped in furs and animal skins started to gather outside the village—a sinister welcoming party of Oxen and Walruses that breathed fog as if it were fire. Past the demonic bulwark, R’lyeh noticed smaller, more agile Rimeans darting back and forth between the bonfires at the village’s center and one of the coffin-shaped buildings. They were carrying rags and buckets, and heavy, lumpy sacks were slung over their backs. There was something else, too: the noises. It sounded as if whoever was in the building was tearing it apart from the inside, ripping up the floorboards, hammering through the walls.
R’lyeh dropped her voice to a whisper. “What’s going on?” She stopped, the guard of Oxen and Walruses now toe-to-toe with her. She searched their masks for eyes, mouths—anything to convince her they weren’t some grotesque parody of the creatures they resembled. But there was nothing. No eyes, no mouths. Just stolen flesh and pilfered bone, and the smell of blood on their steaming breaths.
“Another Calderan,” Ghelys said, smugly. “I’ll take her to him.”
The Rimean brutes didn’t budge. They weren’t equipped with any weapons as far as R’lyeh could tell. But with arms like tree trunks, what did they really need weapons for?
“Real’yuh,” Ghelys started.
She cringed underneath her mask.
“Show us your face and arm.”
R’lyeh dropped the ax into the snow. She rolled up the sleeve on her right arm to show she wasn’t Corrupted. Then, she tipped back her mask and revealed her clammy, wind-chafed face. Ghelys stood over her; he bent his knees and pushed his Eel skull against her forehead. It was then that she saw his eyes:  two black pearls in the skull’s sockets, wet and quivering.
“She’s clean,” Ghelys said, rearing up.
The Rimean brutes exchanged glances with one another, and then they broke apart, the Oxen going into the plains, while the Walruses headed into the village.
R’lyeh lowered the octopus over her head. “Clean?”
“Not sick.” Ghelys gave her a nudge with the tip of his spear. “Go warm yourself by that fire. You have rime growing out of your skin.”
R’lyeh pulled up her sleeve. He was right: on the underside of her forearm was a patch of thin, white needles protruding like hairs from out of her flesh. She freaked; with her other hand, she scraped the icy growths from out of her pores. They came out easily enough, but not before leaving behind a dull pain and a few droplets of blood.
She grabbed the ax out of the snow and hoofed it into Rime. Heading straight for the nearest bonfire, she tore off her gloves, stuffed them in her pockets, and pulled off her mask, too. Now that she knew about the growths, she could feel them all over; on her forehead, on her earlobes; along the edges of her neck; across the small of her back.
Rimeans stepped out of R’lyeh’s way as she ran up to and dropped down in front of the roaring bonfire. A wagon rolled past; the chop, chop, chop of butchers’ knives from some meat stall found her ears. Maybe it was the aftereffects of the gloom caps, but she couldn’t handle this shit right now.
There was a pile of wood next to the fire. Quickly, she hauled a thick trunk out of it, dropped it in front of the fire, and sat on it. She unfastened and unbelted all her layers, and then let the heat get to healing her.
“Rime Rot,” Ghelys said, coming up beside her. “Same family as Vein Rot, Mind Rot, and Morph Rot.”
Was that sweat dripping down her brow? Or blood? She wiped it: blood. Little vortexes of pain opened across her body as the icy needles were pricked by the warmth from her flesh.
“Thought you s-said I was clean.” R’lyeh leaned in closer to the fire. So cold, she had been so cold; she looked back just to make sure her ass was still there.
“The air in this part of the North is different.” Ghelys pointed to the back of the village. There, the black woods, like a crude charcoal drawing, began. “In the heart of the wood, there is a lake. It is completely frozen, except for one, thin crack. At the bottom of the lake, Onibi waits, trapped in the ice. Onibi is a spirit of the dead; it takes the form of a burning headstone. The North once belonged to it, until it hid in the lake to escape the Trauma.”
Ghelys nodded at the Rimeans rushing into the coffin-shaped house. “Now it stays down there forever, and the hateful breath it breathes through the crack is our wind. Onibi tries to kill us with the wind, to make our bodies frozen like its body, but we have lived here a long time. Like with many things, we Night Terrors are immune.”
R’lyeh craned her neck. The coffin-shaped house had gone quiet. Now that she was in the village, she could get a better look at it. It was a two-story row house, and its appearance did a pretty good impression of the side of a ship. Wiping the fire out of her eyes, R’lyeh saw that the house was covered in symbols; they had been carved, painted, etched, and burned into the doors and walls. The symbols were simple, child-like; a stick figure with two heads, four arms, and four legs.
R’lyeh tore herself away from the sight. The symbols made her uneasy, like she had fingers inside her stomach trying to get out.
“Madness. Little bits of blue in the iris, like diamonds.” Ghelys grabbed R’lyeh by the scruff of her armor and hauled her up with one hand. “Gibbering mouths. Talk about pilgrimages. Hallucinations.” He spun her around to face him. “That’s the sickness we seek.”
That’s what Hex had, R’lyeh thought. “W-what is it?”
Ghelys ignored her. “Don’t have a lot of bodies up here in the North. Everybody matters. You say you’re here to see the elders? What for?”
“To… to—” R’lyeh’s grip tightened on the ax, while her other hand slowly made its way for the Cruel Mother’s talons.
Ghelys grabbed R’lyeh’s wrist and twisted it a few centimeters away from a sprain.
“Ah!” she cried.
“I know you’re a Night Terror. I’ve heard of you. But I don’t know why you’re here.” The Eel’s black eyes squirmed in the mask’s sockets. “There is only one elder in Rime, and I’m it. Anguis, Faolan, or Nuctea would’ve told you that before they sent you here.”
He dropped her wrist and, in a flash, drove the spear tip into her neck, just barely breaking the skin.
“S-stop,” she begged.
“Those two Corrupted you were with—”
Oh, fuck. Elizabeth and Miranda. She turned toward Rime’s entrance and saw that several more Rimeans were in the plains, headed toward the snowdrift they’d spied the village from.
“—you’re not going to tell me they were Night Terrors, too, are you?”
R’lyeh shook her head as Ghelys twisted the spear into her esophagus.
“So, if you’re not with the Cult, who are you with?”
R’lyeh didn’t answer.
“Thought so.” Ghelys tore the spear away and punched R’lyeh in the gut. As she was doubled-over, wheezing, he straightened her out and said, “But you’re in luck. You have a fellow Calderan here who might be able to vouch for you. Come, R’lyeh of Alluvia—” he nudged her, “—before the Rime Rot ruins your perfectly good… skin.”
Ghelys stripped R’lyeh of her ax and daggers and shoved her past the bonfire, deeper into Rime. The cold crept back into her bones, and paranoia gave life to the Rot probably eating away at them. As she plodded down the main thoroughfare, Ghelys’ spear pushing against her back, the Rimeans there stopped to take notice of her. Bears and more Oxen; Foxes and Seals; jagged Ice Dweller skulls and pulpy Winter Wraith masks—with Rime being so spread out, it was hard to tell how many people lived here, but by R’lyeh’s guess, it had to have been two or three hundred. They were all armed, mostly with spears, and they were all intensely interested in her, the Octopus, who was so far from home, she’d have to go back in time to find it again.
With so many eyes on her, and with Ghelys marching her through Rime like a prisoner, bad thoughts started to brew inside R’lyeh’s brain. Dark memories, like beads upon a necklace, began to form, began to come into focus. She tightened her gaze on the black woods beyond and considered Elizabeth and Miranda.
I hope they’re okay. They are; they’re okay. A sour taste like snot and gum plaque washed over the back of her mouth. They’re not stupid. They can handle themselves. But what’re they going to do to—
The snowy stretch of Rime thawed, and out of the melt, Geharra grew. The coffin-shaped buildings disappeared into a haze of cobblestone and buckling wood; the ice-slickened paths cracked and gave way to winding streets and gutted gardens. Gone were the Rimeans; gone were their horrid masks and musky furs. In their place, soldiers stood, the icon of Penance pinned to their breasts. Looking back, R’lyeh saw that Ghelys had vanished; where the one Night Terror should’ve been, there were now hundreds shuffling behind her, swaying to the saccharine spell of the Crossbreed’s will. They were the people of Alluvia in all their bloodied, beaten, and bruised glory, and here they were once more, unearthed ghouls doomed to die again and again, day by day, in the graveyard of R’lyeh’s mind.
She stopped, sweat and tears a stinging mixture in her eyes. The spear stabbed her skin, but the flashback’s grip would not be broken. An invisible hand squeezed her breast; grimy fingers plunged into her pants. Sickened pleas sat in her throat, desperate to be let loose. She fumbled for weapons, but they had been taken from her. Like then, like now, everything had been taken from her.
“Move,” Ghelys shouted with a shove.
But R’lyeh couldn’t move. Maybe if she were still in Rime she could, but she wasn’t, not anymore. Breathing deeply, she could smell the dead fish coming in from the Western District. Listening closely, she could hear the rattle of the Marketplace, all those pretty, overpriced things being bullied off their carts by the wind. Was she a fool to think she had ever left this place? There was only one way to leave Geharra, she knew that. She had watched everyone do it; watched them do it every way that they could.
R'lyeh’s head went forward. Ghelys had slapped the back of it. Her vision blurred. Rime came into focus. There was a moment of relief; even the cold pricks of Rime Rot didn’t bother her so badly. Then, she started to shake, and suddenly, everything was off balance. Her ankle twisted. Her arms went limp. She fell into the snow. When she thought the ground should’ve stopped her, she kept going, through the snow, darkening layer by darkening layer, until all that had been pure was tainted, and all that had been full was now hollow.
The pit of Geharra lay before her like a dish, the mutilated meals of its serving all along its blackened rim. At the center, naked children splashed in a pool of blood, the limbs of their elders held high above their heads.
“—are you doing to her?”
Something inside R’lyeh. That voice; she knew it. Had it been Alexander Blodworth’s? A shadow stretched across the pit of Geharra; where it fell, intestines grew, like writhing roots; from the holes of those ragged organs, infants dropped, egg-like and mottled.
“R’lyeh? Can you hear me? R’lyeh?”
The voice was coming from somewhere else, somewhere outside of this place. R’lyeh’s arm shot outward as someone grabbed it. Her mask fell off her head. Flashes of Rime broke across the pit, but they were fleeting. In them, she saw another Night Terror trying to help her up. His face was… strange, and his hands were soft. He kept saying her name, but he didn’t expect her to hear him, did he?
R’lyeh’s body left the ground, but her mind never left the pit. Someone was carrying her. She wrapped her arms around them, pressed her head to their chest. She told herself it was her dad, but then she remembered he had no arms at the end. So she told herself it was her mom, but then she realized she wouldn’t be able to walk after what the soldiers had put inside her.
“Get out of the way. Move!” the voice commanded. A door was kicked open and then: “Hold on, R’lyeh. Hold on.”
Wasn’t that what she had been doing this whole time? Holding on? God forbid she should let go. And what if she did? What if she did? She was dead enough to be the Skeleton’s daughter. Hadn’t she heard he had one once?
R’lyeh’s body was laid out on the ground. First, there was heat—a wave of it; scorching, purifying—and then cold—a stinging splash; jarring, rectifying. Her eyes snapped open. Before her, a fireplace, roaring, blazing, and in its flames, Blodworth’s image wavered, lingered; his likeness immortalized in fire, from here to hell.
“No!” R’lyeh scooted across the ground and twisted around to get a measure of the place. It was a small room—a study, or a private library, most likely. There was a desk, a chair, and several shelves filled with books behind what appeared to be ice standing in for glass. The floor had been fashioned out of pale wood, but there were fresh scratches and deep gouges along the boards, as if a fight had broken out recently. There was only one door to the room, on the farthest wall. It was closed, and beside it, a painting hung; done in oils, covered in wood pulp, it depicted a field of yellow, dirty and distressed, with a single word scratched into the center: Want.
Mind finally clearing, R’lyeh noticed her mask on the desk. She came to her feet, grabbed it, and put it on. She stood there a moment, taking long, deep, controlled breaths. The pit was still inside her, like a rotting piece of food stuck in her bowels, but the sick sensations it served were subsiding. She breathed in—one, two, three, four, five—and exhaled—one, two, three, four, five. She breathed in—one, two, three, four, five—and remembered there was still some Canticle at the bottom of her pocket.
“Screw deep breathing,” she said, exhaling. R’lyeh reached into her pocket, pulled out the cubes of Canticle that had been in there for Holy Child knows how long. They were tiny rocks, almost like sugar cubes, and were a vibrant emerald green. She had found a ton of them when she and Will were on their way to Bedlam. Cults used to use them to assist their members into suicide, so that they could go to heaven and give praise directly to god. R’lyeh, on the other hand, had popped so many of the rocks, the most they did for her anymore was make her fingertips tingle.
She ate the last of the Canticle. Before it could even possibly take effect, she already started to feel better. These days, it was becoming less about the poison itself, and more about the gesture, the routine. R’lyeh really didn’t know what to make of that, so she didn’t make—
The door to the private library opened and a Night Terror walked through. Of all the people R’lyeh had seen in Rime, this one was the worst. His mask… his mask. She covered her mouth, started backward to cower in the corner. The Night Terror’s mask was a mangled patchwork of fur and stitching; a grotesque head that had chewed-up ears and one of the dead animal’s eyes still in its socket.
“Get back!” R’lyeh cried.
The Night Terror had her ax in one gloved hand, the Cruel Mother’s talons in the other. The mask… the mask. What the hell was it? The fur was encrusted with blood, and it smelled of shit and piss. It wasn’t any animal she’d ever seen before.
“R’lyeh, please, calm down,” the Night Terror spoke.
That voice; that had been the voice she’d heard earlier. The voice of the man who had swept her up and carried her out of Geharra.
“Take a deep breath,” he said.
The mask sat like a tumor on the Night Terror’s shoulders; something parasitic that wasn’t meant to be or be there. Maybe she had spent too much time away from her own people, but standing there now, R’lyeh realized how wrong they looked, how out of place they seemed, like creatures that should’ve died out years ago, and yet through sheer stubbornness kept on living.
“Get away,” R’lyeh belted. “I’m here from Caldera. That’s all.”
The Night Terror nodded and laid her weapons on the desk. “It’s me,” he said. “It’s me. It’s Deimos.”
R’lyeh cocked her head. “W-what?”
“New mask. I have not made it back to Geharra for my old one. It’s a bat—” he touched the side of the mask, “—and I made it out of the skulls of smaller bats, like my old one. But since I lost my mask, I have to start over. I have to earn the bone again.”
“Deimos?” R’lyeh remembered Deimos and Lucan marching through the marsh outside Geharra. They had set off to meet the soldiers of Penance, who were headed toward the city to investigate what had happened there. But even if Deimos showed her his face, that wouldn’t be proof enough. She didn’t know what he looked like. He had to be tested.
R’lyeh cleared her throat. “Where did we meet?”
“In Geharra, in the prison cells outside the pit. It was me, Lucan, Serra and… Vrana. After the Red Worm was born, I split the group up. Lucan and I went to Penance. Serra stayed behind to destroy the Crossbreed. You and Vrana went to Caldera. R’lyeh, I don’t know if you know, but something has happened to Vrana.”
“I know,” R’lyeh said, trying not to cry. “I was there when the Witch took her.”
Deimos closed the door behind him and took a few steps closer to R’lyeh. “I am so sorry. She is still alive, though. I am certain.”
“She is? How do… how do you know?”
“Lucan and I went to Penance and met the Holy Child. Vrana had been trying to contact him. They had crossed paths once. The elders had sent us there to find out more about the Red Worm, and then they told us we had to kill the Lacunans there. The Cult of the Worm. Did you see the building on your way in with the strange symbols?”
R'lyeh nodded.
“It’s the Witch. She is using Vrana to contact the Lacunans. The Witch is drawing them together, using them to create chaos. It’s happening in all the villages. Here in Rime, they have quarantined the Lacunans in that building… and also their… offspring. They were trying to get to Angheuawl.”
“Wait… offspring?”
Deimos ignored her. “R’lyeh, how are you here? Ghelys asked me to look at you, to see if I recognized you; otherwise, he was going to kill you. The elders in Caldera have been strange lately, but they would not have sent you. What are you doing here?”
“I, uh, I’m here to… to…”
It’s Deimos, she thought. Tell him. He’s the only friend I have up here, besides Elizabeth and Miranda… oh god, Elizabeth and Miranda.
“Who are those two women you were with?” Deimos asked, as if he had read her mind.
R’lyeh crept closer to the fire, in need of its warmth to clear away the Bat’s growing chill. “I don’t know.”
“They are bringing them into the village now.”
Outside, on cue, two women shouted and screamed, until they were cut short by fists and chains.
“No, stop!” R’lyeh ran for the door, but Deimos stood in her way.
“I cannot help them if you do not tell me who they are.” He held out his arms. R’lyeh backed away. “Who sent you here?”
In a flash, R’lyeh ripped the ax off the desk and swung her arm back, to cut Deimos down.
But Deimos didn’t move.
“The Marrow Cabal,” R’lyeh cried, the ax still cocked back. “They’re my friends.” She dropped her arms, teared up. “Please.”
“The Marrow Cabal sent you?”
R’lyeh nodded. “Yes.”
“Why?”
“To get—” she punched the side of the desk, “—to get Audra of Eldrus.”
“She is here,” Deimos said, surprised. “I would not lie to you. I brought her here after Lucan and I left Penance.”
“We need her to fight King Edgar,” R’lyeh said. “The Skeleton wants the same thing we do.”
“The Skeleton?” Deimos shook his head. “Oh, R’lyeh, I have met that man once, and I have heard what he has become.”
“He killed the Red Worm.” Again, more screams from outside. “He killed it! And he has the Black Hour. And he can’t die. He has a lot of men, and… he can’t die. He can do anything.”
“If he can do anything, why did he send a thirteen-year-old hundreds of miles north to bring back one of the most important people currently living?”
R’lyeh growled. “You’re not listening.”
“I have seen what Audra can do,” Deimos said, “and she should not be in the hands of someone like the Skeleton.”
“That’s not up to you!”
“You are right. It is up to her.” Deimos turned his head toward the door, as he heard footsteps approaching the room. “R’lyeh, do not tell anyone else why you are here.” He sounded panicked, scared. “I will do all the talking. If they find out—”
The door flung open, and Ghelys stood on the other side, the front of his furs drenched in blood.
R’lyeh screamed.
Deimos put himself between her and the Eel and said, “What’s happened?”
“The little bitch. The little bitch!” Ghelys drove his spear into Deimos’ chest and said, “How many did she bring here?”
“I don’t know.”
“Two,” R’lyeh said. “Two! Please, don’t hurt them.”
“Two?” Ghelys scoffed. “Two? Two? Who the hell is Isla Taggart?”
Deimos whispered, “What?”
“You know her?” Ghelys lowered the spear and took Deimos by the throat. “I took you in. I gave Lucan all our best medicines, and still he died on us all the same. Are you working with this little bitch?”
“Why… did you say… Isla Taggart?” Deimos rasped.
“Because she’s out there right now. Sixty men on horseback surround our village. They call themselves the Winnowers’ Chapter.”
“What… do… they want?”
“You tell me, little bitch,” Ghelys said to R’lyeh.
She shook her head, tightened her killing arm.
Ghelys pressed his mask to Deimos’ and whispered, “They want her. They want Audra. And after I kill you and this little bitch, I’m going to give them her.”




CHAPTER XII

Rfc Mqqsypw qfmsjb lmr zc fcpc. Mjb Umpjb kynq fytc amldgpkcb rfgq dyar, rgkc ylb rgkc yeygl, zsr rfc bcqrpsargtc nmucp md rfc Rpysky fyq kybc kylw qafmjypq mtcpjmmi rfc bcqcpr'q caaclrpgagrgcq. Pcaclr pcnmprq qseecqr rfyr rfc Mqqsypw gq lmr y bcqcpr gl rfc rpybgrgmlyj qclqc, dmp gr gq lmr amknpgqcb md qylb zsr zmlc. Dmp rfgq rm zc rfc ayqc, zgjjgmlq snml zgjjgmlq umsjb fytc rm fytc zccl bcagkyrcb gl rfyr uyqrc. Rfgq umsjb qseecqr rfyr rfc Rpysky kyw fytc qryprcb rfcpc, pyrfcp rfyl rfc Lykcjcqq Dmpcqr; fmuctcp, rfgq gq sljgicjw.
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Rfc Lykcjcqq Dmpcqr epcu msr md rfc Rpysky. Rfc Mqqsypw ynncypcb mljw ydrcp rfc Rpysky fyb clbcb. Rfc bcqcpr gq lmr rfc clb md rfgq amlrglclr, yq uc fytc qm jmle zcjgctcb, zsr rfc dpmlrgcp rm ylmrfcp. Ufcl mlc bmmp ajmqcq, ylmrfcp mnclq.

Aeson lifted his eyes away from The Blood of Before and, much to his dismay, found that nothing had changed. In the past, books had been his escape from those things he refused to let overcome him. At the Inner Sanctum, his subterranean home, books had been his shield, and words his sword; they were weapons anyone could wield, and if wielded well, they were weapons more fearsome than most. But he wasn’t at the Inner Sanctum anymore, and words wouldn’t get him far; not here, in the Dismal Sticks, at house Gloom, where downstairs, in the basement, thirty flesh fiends fed and fucked in filth and squalor, while the madman Ichor urged them on, desperate to draw from his quickly growing Choir every ounce of suffering needed to see the witches satisfied. No, this was no place for books or words; this was a place for no one, nothing; a place out of time, in a season of perpetual depravity—beyond books, beyond words; susceptible only to the one thing that had birthed it: heartless, horrendous brutality.
Ichor had set Aeson and Bjørn up in a room on the third floor of the farmhouse. With the two small beds inside it and the toys beneath each of them, it was obvious to Aeson the room had once been a room shared by siblings. When he asked Ichor where the children had gone, Ichor smiled and told him they had beautiful voices.
Bjørn was sitting on one of those beds now, his height and size making him look like an absolute giant against it. Bastard sword over his lap, he sat there in rigid silence as he sharpened the blade. For the last hour, his attention had been fixed on the door to the room, as if he were waiting for the moment for something to come crawling in. They were on the third floor of the house, but even up here, the sounds of the Choir had such a clarity to them they were impossible to ignore. Ichor had the flesh fiends singing a universal song, one that was sung everywhere, endlessly.
Aeson, too, sat in silence on the second bed, but only because he knew that, if he started speaking, it wouldn’t be long until Bjørn was shaking the insanity out of him. With the help of Ezra and Belia, Gloom’s flesh fiend servants, Ichor had given them a grand tour of the estate. In his studies, Aeson had read about hell more times than he could count; it was a constant across most Corrupted cultures. But in no way had his studies, nor Vrana’s recount of Geharra, prepared him for what waited in the basement. All five senses had been put to use. Each one had been decimated in a matter of seconds. There was being numb, and then there was being in a coma. Currently, he was in the twilight between the two—this book, The Blood of Before, the only shield he had to stop from himself from slipping into a maddening sleep.
It was easier for Aeson to act smarter when he was scared; his brain was the only muscle he could flex.
“You know what that mess says?” Bjørn asked, eyes never leaving the door.
“Yeah.”
Ignoring the screams coming from outside the room, Aeson grabbed a piece of parchment, quill, and ink out of his bag and started deciphering the text.
“It’s a Caesar cipher. It’s simple; barely even encrypts the text. The letters are swapped, A to Z; in this case, A to Y, B to X—that kind of thing.”
“Why do it then?”
“This was… Mom and Dad’s last entry.” He stopped decrypting the text and sighed. “Think they knew if they made it too difficult, the next writer would struggle. I don’t know. There were a few entries before this one from Adelyn. They were simple, too.”
Bjørn stopped sharpening and huffed.
“I didn’t say she was simple. I—” he paused, the tortured songs of the Choir drawing out images of the basement from his mind, “—can’t do this. I know this sounds naïve, especially coming from me, but how can something be so evil?”
Bjørn pressed him: “What did the other entries say?”
“Nothing we don’t know. The Blue Worm, the Red Worm, the attack on Caldera by the Witch; the rebellion in the Heartland, and our support of Geharra funding it; the death of King Edgar’s family and—”
“That one there is the first one you’ve read by your parents?”
“Yeah.”
“What’s it say?”
Aeson nodded and focused all of his efforts on the cipher. He didn’t process what he wrote; he just wrote, absorbing the information with machine-like indifference. If only he could have done the same for the birthing chamber downstairs.
When he finished deciphering the text, he realized that the reason the cipher had been so simple wasn’t so others wouldn’t be too confused, but so that he, Aeson, wouldn’t be too confused. His parents had expected him to pick up in the book where they had left off. It was a childish cipher meant for a child; a withheld legacy left to gather dust in the hands of others.
Aeson looked over at his sword at the foot of the bed. Suddenly its steel didn’t seem so intimidating. Bad thoughts bringing him back to Gloom’s basement, he returned to the parchment and read aloud to Bjørn:
“The Ossuary should not be here. Old World maps have confirmed this fact, time and time again, but the destructive power of the Trauma has made many scholars overlook the desert’s eccentricities. Recent reports suggest that the Ossuary is not a desert in the traditional sense, for it is not comprised of sand but bone. For this to be the case, billions upon billions would have to have been decimated in the waste. This would suggest that the Trauma may have started there, rather than the Nameless Forest; however, this is unlikely.
“The Ossuary should not be here, because it does not belong here. Scouts have reported disturbances in the deserts, but only during the Black Hour, which suggests the place and the event are somehow connected. The Dread Clock currently resides in the Nameless Forest; if there is a connection between the Ossuary and the Black Hour, that may mean that there is a connection between the Nameless Forest and the Ossuary, despite the many miles that stand between the Nameless Forest and the Ossuary.
“The Ossuary appeared only after the Trauma had ended. The desert is not the end of this continent, as we have so long believed, but the frontier to another.
“When one door closes, another opens.”
Now, Bjørn did take his attention off the door. “When did they write that? Twelve years ago?”
“Son of a bitch,” Aeson said, returning to the top of the text to read it over silently once more. “Son of a bitch.”
“What?”
“Practically the last thing Anguis said to me before we left was that King Edgar thought there was something in the Ossuary. Something for the Disciples of the Deep.”
“What is their Vermillion God? A Worm?” Bjørn asked.
“Probably, yeah, I think so. I don’t know. But twelve years ago, they knew something was in that desert and…”
Bjørn took the bastard sword off his lap and placed it between his legs, letting its blade fall against him. “What? What’s wrong?”
“You think that’s why they killed themselves?”
“Listen, I don’t—”
Aeson’s hand, still holding the quill, started to shake so badly, it splattered ink across the bed. He dropped the quill, sat on his hand; red speckles of embarrassment dotted across cheeks. His eyes went huge, and he looked at Bjørn through the tears pouring out of them. He smiled, laughed at nothing in particular, and then pressed his face into his other palm. In the humid darkness of his flesh, he saw the tree that had killed his parents, and there was sand amongst its roots.
More screams came up from the floorboards; guttural groans of ecstasy moved like rats through the walls. Wave after wave of sin and sorrow crashed into the door. The Choir hit an orgiastic crescendo, and then the notes of discord were stripped away, one cry for help at a time, until all that was left was an agonizing aria that closed in on the room, like mourners closing in on a casket, desperate to see Death in any way that they could.
“I can’t do this,” Aeson cried. He stood and went to the small window. “I have to get the fuck out of here.” And then, staring through the window: “Shit. We have to go. We can’t stay here.”
The light from the luna lake was gone, but it was no matter: there were now twenty-five farmers on the front yard of house Gloom, lanterns and torches burning brightly in their hands. Standing there, they looked scarecrows, and like scarecrows, it was clear they meant to scare Ichor and his Choir away, through whatever means possible.
“That’s good,” Bjørn said, leaning in over Aeson’s shoulder. “Better than we could have hoped for.”
Aeson twisted around, his body practically pinned by the Bear’s to the wall. “No, it’s not. They’re going to tear this place apart. Flesh fiends in the basement, those hillbillies in the front yard… We need to get out of here before Ichor comes back.”
Bjørn cleared his throat, backed off him. “You forget what we came here for?”
“No,” Aeson said through his teeth. “You know I haven’t.”
“This isn’t easy. It’s not going to be clean. Ichor’s insane, but if he’s telling the truth and the Witch does show up, or hell, even if it’s only her sister, that may be all we need to rescue Vrana. Let those yokels tear the house apart. Whatever they don’t finish off of the flesh fiends, we’ll take care of.”
Aeson’s mouth dropped open. “I… can’t go back down there.”
“I know you’ve read about flesh fiends, and I’ve seen what they can do.” Bjørn pointed to the door, as if the creatures were behind it. “If they get out, if they start spreading, we aren’t going to have to worry about some Worm coming out of the desert.”
Aeson hated how right Bjørn was about all of this. He turned back to the window; outside, the farmers were still there, not having moved an inch. He fought his thoughts, but his thoughts were stronger; they had been reinforced by sight and sound, taste and smell. He started to feel the hot stench of the basement creep up on him and settle into his pores. He tried to close his eyes, but not even in darkness, especially not in darkness, could he find an escape, for there he saw it, the Choir’s performance on its literal manmade stage.
He didn’t know how long this had been going on here in the Dires, but the fact that the town’s residents hadn’t put it down immediately gave credence to Bjørn’s claims. If these things were to escape, the Dires and the nearby Blasted Woodland would be the perfect environment for an outbreak of flesh fiends.
“The Witch needs to be separated from the Void, right?” Bjørn asked. He spun Aeson around to face him. “That’s where she draws her power from, right?”
“Yeah. If we can do enough damage and stop her from getting back there, we might be able to make a bargain or, I don’t know, break her spell over Vrana.”
“What do you know about Joy?”
Aeson laughed pathetically. “The feeling, or Pain’s sister?”
Bjørn didn’t answer. Instead, he strolled over to Aeson’s bed, picked up the sword, and came back and shoved it into his hands.
“About as much as I do about Pain. So… not much.” He held the sword tightly, felt a little bit better with it in his grip. “Joy has been known to obsess about having a family, whereas Pain creates her own tortured playthings.”
Donning his sword and mask, Bjørn asked, “So the flesh fiends are hers, then?”
“Could be.”
“Every mother wants to protect her child in some way, no matter how foul it is. Joy’s the witch we need. You can’t hesitate, Aeson.” He gave the bastard sword a swing. “They’re spellweavers. They can kill us from a mile away.”
“What if they do?” Aeson went to the bed and put on his own mask. “Then what? At least we tried?”
“Yeah? What else you want?”
“Better odds.” He slipped The Blood of Before and the parchment into his bag.
“I don’t want to hear about no Red Death weapons. We both dodged Death once. Once is enough.”
We both dodged Death? Aeson stared at the Bear, and the Bear refused to make eye contact, for it was clear he’d said something he hadn’t meant to. “Bjørn.”
“What?”
“Why did my parents kill themselves? You know, don’t you? Was it the Ossuary? Did they even kill themselves?”
“Thought you were decided on that matter.”
“You have to tell me.”
Bjørn drew a deep breath and held it. Aeson could hear him running his tongue over his teeth, as he often did in deliberation.
But before Bjørn could answer him, there were footsteps coming up the stairs outside the door. Aeson and Bjørn exchanged glances and then readied their weapons.
Three knocks upon the door, weak and slow. And then came a voice behind it, thin and clumsy, like the speaker’s tongue couldn’t figure out how to form its words right. It said, “Sirs, I… am… coming… in.”
The door crept open jump scare slowly. A white hand, marbled with veins and bruises, gripped the side of it. Then, out of the shadows, Ezra, Ichor’s flesh fiend servant, appeared. One eye had slipped out of its socket, a bundle of nerves the only thing keeping it in place. The corners of the flesh fiend’s mouth were yellow and crusted over.
“Sirs…” Ezra went on, the inside of his mouth covered in weeping sores, “Master… Ichor… asked… me… to… retrieve… you.” The flesh fiend continued to stand there, most of his body hidden behind the door, like a pervert peeking in on the unaware. “Dinner… is… ready. He… has… invited… friends.” Ezra pointed one finger toward the window. “He… hopes… you… will… help… them… understand… our… work. Come.”
Ezra turned around. Stabbed into the back of the flesh fiend’s skull with glass and nails was a small pelvic bone. It sat on low on his head, like a fallen crown. “Come…” he said, disappearing into the shadows. “Come… before… Mother… returns.”
If things had gone differently, or if Aeson had been a braver man, he might have found it funny to have a flesh fiend serving him a fat slab of raw meat for dinner. But Aeson was not a brave man, and at this moment, as Ezra and Belia wheeled cart after cart of fly-infested, maggot-filled meals to Ichor’s dinner party, he was not even a man. He was a child on the edge of his seat, on the edge everything, held back only by the presence of Bjørn at his side.
I’m going to die here, he thought. I’m going to die.
Ichor’s dinner party took place in Gloom’s dilapidated dining room. To call it a shithole would be degrading to other shitholes. It was a huge room flanked by cobwebbed windows and cockroached curtains. Chairs lined the dining room; in them, blood splatters like shadows were seated. From the double doors that let out of the room, to the fireplace at its end, picture frames and portraits covered the floor; they had been slashed to pieces, and wiped with every kind of bodily fluid.
But none of that compared to the dinner table. Its surface was a cross between the bottom of a bird cage and an old, unemptied chamber pot. At first, Aeson had thought that parts of it were covered in candle wax, but upon touching it, found that it was grease, and hair. The table could easily sit thirty—enough for all the farmers outside, as well as those inside—but instead it sat eight. There was Aeson, Bjørn, and Ichor; and then there were those five who were the heads of their individual families here in the Dismal Sticks: Rustin Carr from Misery, Dalia Dark from Grief, Agnus Buckles from Woe, Jack Remy from Pang, and Big Scar Pedro from Stitch. The other twenty-two seats were occupied by the cockroaches and bones they lived in.
Their host, Ichor, hadn’t bothered to change out of his nightgown. At this point, it was so dirty and wet that the fabric and the naked skin it was pasted to were indistinguishable from each other. A plate full of overcooked chicken before him, he sat between Rustin Carr, a Holy Order of Penance follower, and Jack Remy, a self-proclaimed Disciple of the Deep. Aeson figured he might have sat between the two men to avoid having them fight like children, but in actuality, Rustin and Jack had chosen those seats themselves—perhaps so one of them could hold Ichor down, while the other carved him up with the dinnerware.
On the opposite side of the able, two seats away from Aeson’s right, sat Dalia Dark and Agnus Buckles—both of whom were rocking the icon of the Holy Order of Penance on their lapels. Down Bjørn’s way, right next to the Bear, Big Scar Pedro was slouched, a tattoo with the Disciples of the Deep’s symbol on the top of his hand.
They had been seated at the dinner table for fifteen minutes; no one, except for the cockroaches, had done much talking. Outside, the remaining twenty farmers, handfuls of which were from each family, shouted amongst themselves. To Aeson, the debate sounded like a decision between burning Gloom down, or high-tailing it for the hills.
Do what Bjørn
said, Aeson told himself. Let them talk. Let them tear each other apart. We’re Night Terrors. We have the advantage. They’re Corrupted, and we’re better than them.
Big Scar Pedro cleared his throat as Ezra and Belia wheeled around the dining table, leaving behind dishes and desserts like the droppings they resembled. Ezra kept bumping into the chairs, spilling his slobber on the shoulders of Dalia and Agnus, but it was Belia, the female flesh fiend servant, who was really struggling. Her left leg was shorter than her right, and her right arm had been bitten off at the elbow; and the dress Ichor had her wearing wasn’t doing her any favors, either. The top half was a corset too large for her bust, and the bottom half a cage crinoline from which most of the fabric had been ripped off. Through the bulbous base, Aeson could see her skinny, scaled legs struggling to keep pace with Ezra.
“Goddamn it,” Belia said, dropping her last plate—a fishbone platter—in front of Pedro. Unlike Ezra, who spoke in partial sentences, “Goddamn it” was about the best Belia could muster. For a member of the Choir meant to praise the glory of God, it was an odd choice of words.
Aeson’s cheek quivered. Somewhere inside his chest, in that maelstrom of madness wreaking havoc on his system, he felt a need to laugh.
Again, Big Scar Pedro cleared his throat. He tongued the scar on his lip, which actually started farther up, at his hairline. “We appreciate what you’ve done for us, but I think I speak for everyone here—”
“I wish you wouldn’t,” Dalia Dark mumbled.
“Goddamn it,” Belia said, bumbling toward the double doors.
“—when I say,” Big Scar Pedro continued, “you’re not an honest… man.”
Big Scar Pedro eyed Bjørn, but Bjørn but didn’t budge; he played dead—as dead as the bear whose head he now wore. That was part of the plan, too. The Corrupted would be looking for any kind of semblance of humanity in him and Bjørn, to connect with and to abuse. If they were going to get through, they had to live up to their people’s infamy.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass what party you claim to represent,” Agnus added. “Yeah, you did us a solid by knocking off Grandpa Gloom. The fat bastard’s time was up. He just never had the sense to check the clock. But what you did to the family—”
Ichor held up his hand. “Have I not been honest with you? House Gloom was on its last legs. Grandpa Gloom was a rapist and a pederast. I killed him for you, like you asked. And I made something out of the scraps, like you asked.” He laughed, shrugged, and shook his head, and then started digging into the rotting meat oozing on his plate.
Rustin covered his mouth to hold back his vomit.
Jack, one eye rolled back like he was having a seizure, said, “Those ‘scraps’ were children, and some of their parents were our friends.”
“Listen, they’re still here guys,” Ichor said, “in the basement.” He took a chunk of raw meat and choked it down. “I killed Grandpa Gloom, like you asked. I gave you free reign of the property and his fortune, like you asked.”
“Goddamn it,” Belia barked, as she walked in circles.
“I took care of the family members who weren’t too keen on me killing Grandpa Gloom, like you asked.”
Carefully, Dalia rested her hands on the table. She had to be in her seventies; her fingers looked like roots, twisted and gnarled. “We should have killed you years ago. First, you brought in that Disciples of the Deep nonsense—”
Both Jack and Pedro stirred, ready to take offense as if it were their favorite pastime.
“—and now this? Are you mocking us? Mocking our cordiality?”
Ichor snorted. He picked his nose; he seemed disappointed when nothing came out to eat. “You hypocrites. All of you. No one cared what happened here until Pain’s pet killed that little girl.”
“Flora!” Big Scar Pedro flew forward; his arms shot across the table to wring Ichor’s neck, but fell short. “Her name was Flora!”
Pain’s pet? Aeson’s stomach sank. He turned toward Bjørn and noticed the man’s fingers looped tightly around the straps in his armor.
“Flora? Fauna? Who gives a shit?” Ichor stood up, leaned in. “I gave you the closest connection with God all you shitkickers are ever going to get. Pedro, I saw your spies, heard about your plans to sabotage my house. I had to remind you about all the forces we are dealing with here.”
Belia fell into the curtains, sending a shower of insects every-which-way. “Goddamn it, goddamn it, goddamn it,” she moaned, as Ezra hurried over to help her out.
Ichor turned to the Holy Order of Penance’s side of the table: “Dalia… Agnus… Rustin—you think God cares about you out here in the Sticks? Away from everything, no good to anyone? Stuck in your ways? Not even following the right path It’s laid out?”
Rustin rubbed his temples. “The Holy Order is the oldest religion, and the true religion. God gave us the luna lake. We have survived because—”
Ichor spit on Rustin’s plate. To the Disciples of the Deep’s side of the table: “Big Scar Pedro… Jack… we’re all new to the true God, but have to do more than change the flag we fly. Holy Order or Disciples? It doesn’t matter to Pain and Joy, and it shouldn’t matter. Pain and Joy have come up from heaven to test our faith, to show us the way.”
Jack Remy pulled his fork out of the maggot-ridden mutton. “We even gave you Charlotte Breckin, Grant Erickson, and Eric Grantson. I want to see them. You said they were sick, that the Sisters could heal them. I want to see them. Where are they?”
The other Children of Lacuna who live here, Aeson thought.
“With the Choir, where we all will be one day soon, I hope,” Ichor said.
Pain’s pet? The phrase reverberated through Aeson’s skull. Pain’s pet killed the little girl? Questions coagulated in his throat. Was it Vrana? Did she look like a raven? Someone, say something!
“If you want to kill me Dalia, then do it.” Ichor sat back down. “You’ve had plenty of time to do it.”
All at once, the heads of Misery, Grief, Woe, Pang, and Stitch looked at Aeson and Bjørn. And not a second later, Aeson’s and Bjørn’s hands were wrapped around the hilts of their sheathed swords. They had brought their weapons to dinner (and Aeson, The Blood of Before). In this part of the continent, no one seemed to mind much.
There was so much sweat in Aeson’s mask, he was practically drowning in it. His eyes darted back and forth between Dalia, Agnus, and Rustin, and Jack and Pedro. If he had to kill someone, who would he kill first? The old women, Dalia and Agnus? Or one of the three men, who each had dark, diabetic splotches around their necks, like the rings of a tree. It would be easy. Ichor wouldn’t stop him. Bjørn would only encourage him. Without thinking, he slid his sword slightly out of its sheathe. He didn’t want to kill, didn’t want to know if he could kill. But if they thought they had no choice but to attack…
“I told you Night Terrors would come, didn’t I? I told you I had a connection with them, just like I have a connection with Eldrus.”
Ichor clapped his hands together like a pompous aristocrat; Ezra and Belia went hobbling out of the room.
“Joy and Pain are powerful, I think even you can agree to that, Dalia.”
Dalia Dark shook her head, most likely to spite him.
“I promised you more bodies to work the fields, and they’re ready. You call them flesh fiends? Maybe so, but look at how we can control them. You can keep your way of life here in the Dismal Sticks, and you can keep worshiping God any way you choose. But the Sisters have demands, and we must meet them.” Ichor smiled, going hard underneath his nightgown. To Aeson and Bjørn he said, “Right, guys?”
“Why are they here?” Big Scar Pedro asked, his voice shaking. He almost reached out to touch Bjørn’s bicep.
“If it wasn’t for the Night Terrors, we would have never made contact with the Sisters. They are our betters, aren’t they? Uncorrupted and all that? Who better to guide us to the gates of heaven? And we needn’t die! The Sisters know Death personally. Our ferries will be paid for in full.”
Outside the dining room, Ezra and Belia were making a huge ruckus.
“Ah!” Ichor’s eyes lit up. “Now, if no one is going to kill me, then let’s get to the main course.”
The dining room’s double doors flung back. Ezra and Belia stood there on the threshold, a huge cart between the two of them. Ichor waved them in, and in they came, a ghoulish grin upon their faces. On the cart, the naked, bloated corpse of a five-hundred-pound man lay; his flesh was bruised, stiff; his stomach, a massive mound of swollen, pimpled flesh that gave him the appearance of being pregnant with a smaller, lighter, perhaps two-hundred-and-fifty-pound man. In the corpse’s mouth, an apple, cleaned to the point that it glinted in the light, had been wedged. This was Grandpa Gloom, Aeson knew, and like a slaughtered pig, he was here for them to consume.
With the double doors still open, the Choir’s songs were coming into the dining room at full volume. In combination with the grisly spectacle laid out before Ichor’s guests, Aeson, beginning to laugh again, started to realize what the deranged Child of Lacuna was attempting to accomplish here.
It’s a test—the food, the setting, all of it. He looked at Dalia Dark, Agnus Buckles, and Rustin Carr—the Holy Order of Penance followers, and then Big Scar Pedro and Jack Remy—the Disciples of the Deep adherents. These were hard people—walking calluses, really—who had lived in the Dismal Sticks all their lives, and would continue to live in the Dismal Sticks for as much time as their lives had left. History had shown them to be no strangers to killing their own if deemed necessary. And Ichor wasn’t even one of their own.
It was a test, for both Ichor and for the heads of the families gathered here. A competition to see who could stomach the others the longest.
Can they beat the Witches? Aeson glanced around the room. Everyone here was armed. Dalia had a blade in her belt, Agnus an Old World flintlock pistol across her lap; Rustin’s fingernails were so long they may have been knives, and Jack had a dagger in his boot. Big Scar Pedro kept eyeing Bjørn’s bastard sword as if he had a mind to steal it, so that was always a possibility.
Pain’s pet.
Ichor clapped his hands again.
Belia, mumbling, “Goddamn it, goddamn it,” hurried over to him and handed him two gigantic butcher’s knives.
Pain’s pet. Aeson white-knuckled the hilt of his sword. Let them kill each other, like Bjørn
said. She’ll come. Maybe they’ll kill her or, at least, weaken her. He swallowed hard; his throat constricted, and breathing became impossible for a moment. Nothing is going to stop them from killing us. He looked at Dalia, at Big Scar Pedro. I’m going to have to fight.
“We’re all here because of Grandpa Gloom,” Ichor said, handing one butcher knife to Rustin, the other to Jack. “I fled to the Sticks a stranger, and I brought you heaven and its two gatekeepers. All I’m saying is that I held up my end of the deal. It’s time for you all to hold up yours. Ezra! Belia!”
Ezra and Belia slammed the cart into the end of the table. They then jumped onto the table, grabbed Grandpa Gloom’s fat, mushy ankles, and started hauling him down it. His arms knocked the dinnerware out of the way; forks and knives got caught between his legs and the crack of his ass. Like ants lifting something far beyond their weight, Ezra and Belia backed down the dining table, past the guests, until Grandpa Gloom’s bloated, five-hundred-pound corpse was splayed out in the middle of everything.
Ezra dropped off the table, his eyeball bouncing against his face.
“Goddamn it,” Belia said, her stunted arm and leg giving her some trouble as she struggled down to the ground. “Goddamn it.”
Bjørn came to his feet, because Grandpa Gloom’s gigantic belly was too big to see over.
Aeson followed the Bear’s example. His legs almost gave out as he stood up, they were shaking so badly.
“Good idea, my brothers,” Ichor said. He ran his hands through his blue hair, slicking it back behind his ears. “Up, up, everyone.”
Begrudgingly, Dalia and Agnus rose. Big Scar Pedro did the same, and then sidestepped away from Bjørn, now apparently not so interested in the Night Terror.
Rustin and Jack were the last to stand, the butcher knives in their hands sharp temptations they were struggling to not give in to.
“Our love for God is what brings us here tonight, isn’t it?” Ichor said. His eyes started to glow bright blue. “The Choir is thirty strong, but that isn’t enough for the Sisters. We need more for our pilgrimage to Angheuawl, to open the way into the Void and heaven. The journey… it’s going to be a long one. People will try to stop us, even our own Disciples. The Dismal Sticks—”
Grandpa Gloom’s corpse shuddered. The flesh on his bulbous stomach ripped, as if several weeks’ worth of gases were trying to get out.
“—could be a new Mecca. People will say that the Choir started here, and they will send their children to have them trained. And you greedy leeches can bleed their gullible parents for all they’re worth. I don’t care!” Ichor smiled, rotted meat wedged between his yellow teeth. “I just need ten children from each of your houses. The Choir downstairs is a little overzealous and they keep breaking the babies before they can get old enough… Ten. I just need ten. When we leave, House Gloom is yours. The Sisters will provide and—”
A rumble came from within Grandpa Gloom’s distended gut. A squirt of blood suddenly shot out of his belly button.
Ichor held out his arms, his vibrant, blue eyes darting back and forth between his guests. “So, what do you say?”
“Where’s Pain and Joy?” Rustin asked, setting the butcher knife down on the table.
Ichor bit his lip. Pointing to his eyes, he said, “We’re watching everything.”
With a shout, Jack dropped his butcher knife and punched the side of Ichor’s head. Without missing a beat, Rustin grabbed a handful of Ichor’s blue hair and drove his face into the table, breaking his nose.
“Anointed One!” Ichor cried, rearing back, holding his nose as blood seeped out from in between his fingers.
Rustin wrapped his arm around Ichor’s neck, put his knee in his back. “You’ll get nothing from us, no more.”
“Call them down. Call Pain and Joy. We got something for them, too,” Jack said. He grabbed Ichor’s jaw and pried open his mouth. “Don’t worry about waiting for heaven. We’ll take you there now.”
Bjørn tore his bastard sword out of its scabbard.
Before Aeson could draw his, Agnus had her flintlock pistol trained on him.
“Don’t do it, Night Terror,” she said.
Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out a red, bristly, walnut-sized mass. He shoved the seed to Ichor’s lips, but the Lacunan was laughing too maniacally for him to get it past his teeth.
“Sing,” he said, biting Jack’s fingers. “Sing!”
Rustin grabbed Ichor’s balls through the nightgown. “I’ll have you singing, you goddamn freak.”
Ichor bent over, wailed. Jack shoved his entire fist into Ichor’s mouth and deposited the seed personally into his throat. While Ichor tried to cough out the growth, Rustin twisted his scrotum, as if he were trying to tie it into a knot.
“Witches and Night Terrors, we’ve dealt with worse,” Dalia said, drawing her knife. “And we’ve recruited worse. Should’ve just killed Ichor, Skull Boy and Bear Man. We might’ve let you go.”
Does she know how to use that? Aeson wondered, his attention fixed on the flintlock pistol. Hit her. Hit her. She’ll never load it in—
Ichor retched; his hands pawed at Rustin’s and Jack’s while they bent him over the table and held him there. He then stopped and stretched his arms forward, taking the meaty wrist of Grandpa Gloom and shaking it.
“Sing!” he commanded the corpse, while vermillion veins began to burst out of his mouth. “Sing!”
Grandpa Gloom’s gigantic belly jerked to the left.
Silence fell over the dining room.
Oh no. Aeson took a step away from the table.
Grandpa Gloom’s gigantic belly then jerked to the right.
Bjørn put his arm out in front of Aeson and corralled him even farther back.
Outside, something slammed into the ground, as if it had been dropped from a great height. Someone shrieked, and then a splash of flames washed over the outside of one of the dining room windows.
“Son of a bitch!” Pedro turned to the window. “I told them to—”
Grandpa Gloom’s gut stretched upward and outward; hard objects from within the corpse’s now bleeding stomach were pushing against it.
“Sing,” Ichor whimpered, his face encased in vermillion veins. Rustin and Jack let the Lacunan go, and he hit the ground.
With a sickening snap, Grandpa Gloom’s pregnant belly exploded, sending bloody chunks all across the gathered guests. Flaps of dead skin, rank muscle, and putrefying organs splattered the walls and lathered the table. The smell of shit and the thick, permeating musk of intestinal lining filled the room, and even sent the cockroaches running. Gurgling sounds, like an infant cooing, rose out of the corpse’s stomach cavity.
Aeson leaned forward and saw that the worst had yet to come.
Inside Grandpa Gloom’s blown-out stomach, five small flesh fiends, probably no older than seven or eight, sat, their naked, emaciated frames covered in a sludge of gore. Their beaming, bloodshot eyes roamed around in their skulls, going this way and that, while their tongues tasted the bloody body pudding on their lips.
Bjørn shouted, “Aeson, watch out!”
Agnus Buckles had taken out a pouch and was frantically pouring gun powder down the barrel.
Head pulsating, Aeson swung his sword and hit Agnus with the flat end of the blade. It smacked against her face, leaving two bloody indentations across her cheeks where the edge of the sword had dug in. She screamed, dropped the pistol, and fell back onto Dalia Dark.
Aeson smiled—the cold touch of relief washing over him—and then he flew backward as one of the boy flesh fiends leapt out of Grandpa Gloom and onto him.
“Get it off me!” he cried, the pale imp digging its tiny fingers into his neck.
He fell against the window that was burning on the outside, sending a crack across the glass. The flesh fiend swiped its sharp nails across his mask, knocking the skull sideways. Aeson grabbed the boy’s thin arm, tried to break its grip on him. But the creature was ravenous, and it was stronger because of it.
“Kill it!” Bjørn shouted at him. Two flesh fiends on his chest and shoulders drove him out of sight.
“Get off me,” Aeson said, shoving his forearm against the flesh fiend’s chomping mouth. It was wet, too slick to hold; and its movements were erratic, as if it were being constantly electrified. But in truth, it was the face that kept stopping Aeson. The fiend had the face of a little boy. Blue eyes, a small nose and mouth. Its body was scarred, tumorous, and twisted, but its face was untouched. Innocent. Maybe even mistakable for something other than monstrous.
The flesh fiend sank its teeth into Aeson’s arm and tore away a hunk of flesh. Tears burst from Aeson’s eyes. He elbowed the fiend, sending several teeth further into its purple gums. The flesh fiend spat out the blood like a snake would venom and then dragged its ass up Aeson’s chest. It took hold of his mask and drove its fingers through its sockets.
Aeson grabbed the fiend’s wrists and clamped his eyes shut. He could feel the creature’s sharp nails grazing against his lids, getting caught in the corners of his eyes. The fiend ground itself harder against his chest, the texture of his armor amplifying the boy’s excitement. It then stood up, wrists still held by Aeson, and started jumping up and down.
Aeson’s eyes shot open as the flesh fiend knocked the wind out of his lungs. Holding the creature there, while it jumped gleefully on top of him—it felt like they were playing a game. And to the little boy, maybe they were. This was all the creature knew, all it had ever been promised. Aeson looked at the flesh fiend; at its wrung-out body covered in bite marks and scratches; its long hands and even longer fingers, bits of its siblings underneath its nails. He looked at its face, wrinkled and mischievous, and searched its jet-black pupils for any sign that it could stop, that it could be reasoned with. That it didn’t have to die. That he didn’t have to be the one to kill it.
Then Aeson heard something outside: wings.
He let go of the flesh fiend’s wrists. The little boy lunged forward, thumbs going immediately for Aeson’s eye sockets. And when it was close enough to grab, Aeson took the boy by the back of his head, flipped him over, and bashed his face into the ground, into the portraits and paintings that lined it; over and over again, he slammed the little boy’s quickly softening skull into the artwork—not out of malice or sadism, but because the faster he killed him, the less he would feel.
When the boy’s head was too slick to grip, Aeson let go, grabbed his sword, and stumbled to his feet. Dalia Dark rushed past him, drenched in blood, for the double doors. Across the table, Agnus Buckles was being stripped of her clothes by two of the little girl flesh fiends, who kept pausing to take bites out of her breasts and, in between chomps, would mumble about milk.
Where was Bjørn? Aeson looked at his bloody hands and felt sick at how Corrupted they looked. He reached for the curtains to wipe them off and saw that the entire outside of the house was engulfed in flames.
“Skull Boy!”
Bjørn rose off the ground on the opposite side of the dinner table. His breastplate had been torn off, and there were deep, seething gouges in his chest. The Bear’s sword was bloodied up to the hilt.
Aeson grabbed The Blood of Before from underneath his chair and stuck it behind his breastplate. A few feet away, two flesh fiend children were doing their best to rape Big Scar Pedro.
Aeson climbed onto the dinner table and stepped over Grandpa Gloom’s ravaged corpse. He was missing an arm; in the heat of the moment, someone had probably ripped it off to use as a club.
He dropped off the table, joined Bjørn on the other side. There, Jack Remy lay; his dead body had merged with the nest of vermillion veins still growing out of Ichor’s corpse. Rustin Carr was gone, but given the tortured screams coming from deeper in the house, Aeson figured he wasn’t far off.
“Got the book?” Bjørn asked, even though he could clearly see it.
“I heard her.” Aeson paused, controlled his breathing. “I heard Vrana outside.”
Bjørn nodded, looked at Aeson’s bloodstained hands, and ran. They hurried through the dining room as smoke and flames wound their way in. Bjørn bashed through the double doors. He stumbled, Dalia Dark’s dead body in the hall tripping him up.
“Goddamn it,” Belia belted farther down the hall, where the front doors sat open. She was the one holding Grandpa Gloom’s torn-off arm. “Goddamn it,” she said, pointing at them. She ran out of the house.
“Vrana?” Bjørn straightened up as he heard the sounds of the bloody bacchanal coming out of the basement. “She’s here?”
Tongues of flame licked around the edges of the front door. The fire was finally starting to work its way in. Outside, people were screaming, crying; they could hear people constantly running back and forth, and again, the sounds of something being dropped from high above.
Aeson nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”
“Okay.” Bjørn took his bastard sword into hands and raised it in front of him. “This is it.”
Aeson grabbed the Bear by his straps. “What about the witches?”
“I’ll… take care of them. You grab Vrana.” Bjørn touched his chest where the flesh fiend had dug into his skin. “Can you kill?”
Smoke rolled between Aeson’s legs; a carpet of cockroaches passed beneath it. “Yeah.”
“The world isn’t always like this. I’m sorry.” Bjørn grabbed his shoulder, gave it a squeeze. “Okay. Let’s go.”
As soon as they had made it out of house Gloom, it took everything Aeson had not to turn back.
There were flesh fiends everywhere—thirty, maybe more—tearing through the Dismal Sticks, chasing down farmers and concerned citizens who’d been drawn by the noise from their homes. Flailing bodies were being thrown to the ground by groups of three and four flesh fiends, to be torn apart and fucked to pieces. Male flesh fiends set upon the women of the Sticks, impatiently spilling their seed anywhere they could, while female flesh fiends held the men of the Sticks down and let their sisters take turns on them. There were a few Corrupted children, too; those that weren’t slaughtered immediately were being hauled off to the lake, where the waters had rotted over and sinewy tendrils of light waved like cancerous reeds.
The fire was burning dangerously close to Aeson, but he couldn’t move. He had wandered into a mire of depravity, and only by depravity could he escape. Standing there on the porch, he watched torchlights flare to the east and the west, and across the lake, too. He waited for the screaming to start from those farmhouses, but the sloppy noise of rape here was drowning everything else out.
“Ah!”
Aeson’s eyes looked up. From the sky, a man fell, his arms and legs reaching for purchase on the very fabric of night. He crashed into the ground, landed on his neck, and broke his head off from the spine. It was then that Aeson realized that the ground was littered with similar bodies. Bodies of broken men who, too, had been dropped to their deaths.
He looked up again and gasped. There she was. There she was; a feathery silhouette against the pockmarked moon. Vrana, his love, his best friend, soaring through the night, the blood of the men she had murdered falling like rain from her feathers.
“Get her,” Bjørn said, shoving Aeson off the porch.
The Bear took off towards the lake, cutting down the flesh fiends that stood in his way.
Aeson followed after Vrana, his shadow in hers—where it belonged, and where he wanted it to be. Sword out, he navigated the tortured throngs of people and flesh fiends, doing his best not to draw attention to himself.
House Gloom groaned as the fire worked its way through the woodwork. The night wind rushed across the Dismal Sticks and blasted the front yard with the blaze’s scorching heat. In places, the grass, despite the evening chill, caught fire. At the back of the house, the rotting orchard erupted, the fruits of flame blooming all across the once-dead boughs. Even the air was on fire, leaving scorch marks with the gentlest of breezes. It was as if hell itself were passing through this plane, to smote from the Earth this desperate imitation.
“Vrana!” Aeson cried, pleadingly.
He got a response, but not from the shape of his love above. A flesh fiend a few feet away looked up. It was holding a still-dripping severed head, and it had been trying to shove the head down over its own, like a mask.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Aeson raised his sword, locked his arms to stop them from shaking. In his peripheral, another flesh fiend had taken notice of him. This one had a long strip of coarse black hair running from its neck down to its crotch, and in its hands, two broken ribs, like daggers.
“Vrana!” he screamed, spit flying out of his mouth.
The flesh fiend dropped the severed head, giggled, and rushed him. It got down on its hands and feet and bounded across the front yard like a dog. Aeson backpedaled, trying to keep the other flesh fiend who was watching him in sight.
By the lake, Bjørn had just suplexed a flesh fiend onto a boulder, breaking its back like a buckling ship.
I can do this, Aeson thought, remembering the little boy inside. He held the sword out and ran forward to meet the fiend in its death charge.
Blade inches from the dog-like fiend’s chest, Aeson was suddenly thrown off his feet and pounced to the ground. From behind, a third flesh fiend had sprung. Aeson slid across the smoldering grass, the edges of his armor digging up dirt and fat earthworms. In less than a second, three full-sized flesh fiends were on top of him.
“Stop, stop,” he begged, bucking his legs. One flesh fiend grabbed his knees and held them down, while another stretched Aeson’s arms over his head and locked them into place. The third flesh fiend, which was female, crouched over his pelvis and started tearing through his pants.
Vrana, he thought, jerking his body to throw off the female flesh fiend. He could hear her wings overhead, and another body hitting the ground, exploding on impact. Did she know he was here? At this point, did she even care?
The female flesh fiend pulled down his pants. She shoved her blood-caked hand into her mouth. She shook, heaved, and vomited gore onto his cock. Wheezing out a laugh, she massaged the curdled lubricant into his flesh until he was hard.
A wave of repulsion rocked Aeson. His eyes rolled back into his head. As the fiend gripped him and worked herself onto him, he started to retch, started to cry. He gave one last shake, but with fiends as fetters, the fetters were too hard to break. He was helpless, hopeless. He had left home expecting pain, and he had gotten something worse, instead. His body wasn’t his anymore. He didn’t want it. It belonged now to the fiend who rode him, and those that would come later to wear his withered remains.
The female flesh fiend started to moan, to quiver. She grabbed Aeson’s mask to steady herself. He said nothing, did nothing. He lay there, playing dead, preparing himself for the real thing. Something stirred inside him—not pleasure, but practicality. The sooner this ended, the sooner he could die. The sooner he would see his parents, and be able to finally ask them “Why?”
The flesh fiend arched back, braced itself for climax. Her thighs tightened. The fetid swamp of pubic hair and viscous desire puddled in the pockets of Aeson’s bones. The flesh fiend clenched her muscles, twisted her nipple until it tore off, and—
The air snapped like tendons, and a black blur smashed into the fiend, ripping her off Aeson. The two flesh fiends holding him let go. He sat up, dazed.
A few feet away, Vrana stood, the female flesh fiend at her feet. She was everything the elders had warned him of, and more. Her body was narrow, severe; a malnourished monument of jagged feathers and rough, scaled skin. Her hands and feet had become claws, and her nails talons, like pieces of sharpened obsidian. She still had arms, but they were now attached to the massive, ragged wings that had grown out of her back.
He looked at Vrana’s face, or what little was left of it. The raven skull had been stripped of feathers and fused directly into Vrana’s own. The mask’s beak was as big as it had ever been, but now it moved, because the Witch had grafted it to Vrana’s mouth, and bones and tendons, so that she wouldn’t be a raven in appearance only.
The only thing that kept Aeson from turning away from her in disgust and disbelief were her eyes. They were the only things he recognized, the only things he could point to and say were hers. They sat in the sockets of the raven skull, far back and surrounded by swollen skin. They were dark, distant; lidless eyes that never knew sleep and lost the sheen of sympathy. And yet when Aeson looked into her eyes, he saw a glimmer in their darkness; a pinprick of light, a spark of recognition; the smallest gem of hope in an otherwise excavated soul.
It was her, and he was hers, and now it was time to take her home. “I’m here,” he said, quivering. “Vrana, I’m here.”
Blue light burst out of Vrana’s eyes. She sank her talons into the female flesh fiend and ripped her in two, flinging her torso toward Gloom, and her legs toward the orchard.
She then lifted off and flew over Aeson. He pulled up his pants, came to his feet, and faced the lake. At the center of it, on top of the rot, surrounded by strands of sinewy light, Pain stood, one arm outstretched, as if she meant for Vrana to land on it.
Aeson grabbed his sword off the ground and ran towards the lake. As he did so, ten more men on horseback riding out of Pang converged on the lake, torches in their hands, bows and quivers on their back.
“There she is!” the man at the front of the procession shouted. “Burn her to the ground!”
They fired tens of arrows into Pain, but still she didn’t budge. In twos and threes, they hurled their torches at her. She went up in flames, her silvery, spidery hair falling off her head in crackling clumps.
Aeson pushed himself harder. She had to be weakened, and she wouldn’t see him coming. If anyone was going to kill her, it had to be him.
But as he made for the lakefront, Pain shrugged, and the flames slipped off her body like a cloak. She was charred, blackened to the bone, but it didn’t seem to matter. She didn’t seem to care. The men fired more arrows at her until she was riddled with shafts, but even then, she kept on breathing.
Pain rolled her eyes, raised one finger at the men on horseback, and sent Vrana after them. She swooped down from the sky and tore through their ranks.
“No, stop!” Aeson shouted, waving his hand at Vrana to get her attention.
But Vrana couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop. In a flurry, she ripped the men and their horses to pieces.
“Leave a few,” Pain told Vrana, laughing. “They’re no good to us dead; at least, not yet.”
Vrana grabbed a man and his horse off the ground and flung them into the wild blaze that was house Gloom. While she made her way back to the Witch, a wounded man crawled out of the carnage she had just created.
“Go on,” Pain said to the man. Her scorched flesh was dropping off her in sheets, revealing new flesh underneath. “I’ll give you one chance.”
The man grabbed a machete off the ground and rushed the Witch. Instead of stepping into the rotten water, his feet moved along top of it; the crust of decay somehow able to support his weight.
Aeson stopped, and when he did, he noticed Bjørn, about ten feet across the yard, had done the same.
Wait and see, he thought, watching the man with the machete make his way to the Witch.
The Witch dropped her arms, her burnt flesh almost completely replaced now, and smiled. “Go on,” she goaded, the man inches away from her. “Go on, and get it out of your system.”
Vrana landed behind Pain, her tattered wings fully outstretched.
Aeson’s grip tightened on his sword; under his breath, he muttered every prayer he could muster from every religion he had ever known.
The man lifted the machete, paused; the decay was climbing up his legs now, eating through his clothes, spreading to his flesh.
“This is for everyone!” he cried.
Pain rolled her eyes. “That’s nice.”
And then he swung the machete through Pain’s neck.
And the blade passed right through, severing her head from her smoking body.
But there was no blood, and there was no wound. In a matter of seconds, Pain’s head reattached itself to her neck, and she continued to stand there with a stupid smile on her haggard face.
“Shame,” Pain said. “At least when you get to hell, you can tell everyone you tried.”
Pain snapped her fingers. Vrana jumped over the Witch and bore her beak down through the man’s gaping mouth, killing him instantly.
Oh no, Aeson thought, the sword in his hand no better than a branch. Oh shit. Oh no. We’re too late.
He turned to Bjørn.
Bjørn was already sprinting towards him, waving his hand, screaming at him to run.
“Go!” Bjørn crashed into Aeson, spinning him like a top. “The other one is here, too.” He grabbed Aeson. “There’s nothing we can do.”
Aeson shook off the Bear and looked back.
Vrana had taken to the sky again and was headed for Misery, while a pack of flesh fiends followed her from below, like rats let loose from a ship.
Out of Gloom, the Witch’s sister, Joy, emerged with an armful of children, both dead and alive. Even more children, Corrupted and flesh fiend, clung to her white satin dress, which had escaped the inferno unscathed. Joy shivered with joy and glided towards the luna lake; she was so happy she could barely contain herself.
And then there was Pain, who was moving her hands over the surface of the lake, opening a portal to the Void. She kept touching her neck where the machete had passed through; she had healed it, but maybe not entirely.
“Hurry, Sister!” Pain howled. “Where’s Ichor?”
Joy stopped, picked up a few babies she had accidentally dropped. “Incapacitated.”
Pain growled. “Fetch Ezra and Belia. They’ll do until the next town over.”
“Seriously?” Joy huffed and dropped all of the children she was carrying. They hit the ground hard, and those that weren’t dead started to cry.
Bjørn tugged on Aeson’s shoulder. “Come on,” he said.
They made it to the woods a few minutes later, and in the woods, they stayed, for it was dark and dense, and there was no flesh here, aside from their own, for the fiends to feast on.
“Are you okay?” Bjørn panted. He dropped his bastard sword. He dropped to the ground.
“No.” Aeson tore off his mask. He found the nearest tree and banged his head against it. “No, I’m not.”
“That was her,” Bjørn said. He slipped off his mask, wiped the tears and snot off his face. “What did they do to her?”
Aeson balled his hands. He could still feel the flesh fiend gyrating on top of him, mining misery from his loins.
“There were… too many.” Bjørn got choked up. “Did she talk to you?”
Aeson shook his head.
“Did she… recognize you?”
“Yeah, I… I think so.”
Bjørn opened his mouth to speak, but stopped. He dug at the ground, rolled the dirt around in his hands.
“What if this wasn’t a coincidence?”
Bjørn looked up at him. “What do you mean?”
“We can’t stop them. I can’t. You can’t. No one has for thousands of years. They weren’t killing her the right way. No one was.” Aeson pulled away from the tree and knelt in front of Bjørn. “I know you don’t want to do it, but we have to.” He rolled his eyes, and tears swept across his face. The words clung to his throat, reluctant to go any farther, but go farther they did, and so he said: “We have to talk to Death.”




CHAPTER XIII

R’lyeh ran her fingers over her fetters and wondered if she could get used to this. Like her poisons, if she were imprisoned long enough, could she become immune to the numbing horror of being at the mercy of something far worse than herself? She rubbed her shackles together and glanced at Deimos. He didn’t look scared. He’d been through about as much as she had—probably more.
If she had nothing to give, then there wouldn’t be anything to take. R’lyeh smiled at the thought, and wept at another. She had a birthday coming up.
R’lyeh stood outside, near the bonfire and the Cult house she had passed earlier. Elizabeth and Miranda were beside her and Deimos, shivering themselves deeper and deeper into the snow. Every few seconds, they would each rub their arms, legs, chests, and faces to stop the Rime Rot from breaking out across their skin. Ghelys had stripped them of their coats and weapons. If a spear didn’t kill them, then the weather would.
At least twenty armed Rimeans were standing behind R’lyeh, Deimos, Elizabeth, and Miranda. The rest of the village was in attendance, too; they were farther back, on every stoop and porch, in every shop and stall. There was little fog on the air, because most everyone was holding their breaths, waiting for a response or reaction from the invaders at their gates.
Isla Taggart. Could anyone rock a name like that and not be an asshole? R’lyeh had never heard of or seen the woman before, but even so, it was easy enough to spot her. Isla Taggart was about ten feet away. She stood beside her horse, separate from the line of sixty riders she had brought to Rime. From her neck and down to her feet, Isla was covered in pieces of red leather that had been tailored to give the appearance a flowing dress. She was short, a few months of bad meals away from being full-on stubby. The right side of her head was completely shaved, while the left side was a mess of blonde tendrils that twisted down to her waist. Small tattoos—eyes and moons—circled her neck, like a choker. She had weapons, too; in one hand, an obsidian sword, and in the other, the holy text, The Disciples of the Deep.
R’lyeh hated to admit it, but Isla Taggart did look kind of cool.
“Those tattoos are fake,” Elizabeth said, lip curled.
“And that sword is bullshit,” Miranda added. “First thing she hits, it’ll shatter.” She rattled her chains and said to Deimos, “Your people have her outnumbered. What the hell is this?”
Deimos turned; flakes of dried skin and tufts of hair drifted off his garish mask. “There used to be three elders in Rime.”
At that moment, Ghelys shoved past R’lyeh, knocking her to the ground. The octopus slid off her head and flopped across the snow.
“No, no.” R’lyeh grabbed it and, clumsily, threw it back on. Without the mask, she was just another member of the Marrow Cabal. Without the mask, she was just another prisoner, and Rime was just another pit.
“Where is Audra of Eldrus?” Isla boomed.
Deimos bent down and offered R’lyeh his bound hand. She smiled a smile he couldn’t see and took it.
“Stand closer to the fire,” he whispered.
R’lyeh did, but didn’t need to. A half an hour at the village and already her body was immune to the Rime Rot. If only the same could have been said about the spears at her back.
Ghelys stopped a few feet away from Isla. He slammed the end of his spear down hard into the ground and puffed his chest out, as if he were challenging the whole of the sixty Winnowers gathered here.
From the west, snow blew in. It whipped across Rime in painterly swirls that were painful to the touch. Cold was still cold to R’lyeh, and this cold front was freezing. R’lyeh shuffled closer to Elizabeth and Miranda; they took her in and pressed their bodies against hers. They didn’t have much warmth to offer, but in some ways, it was better than the bonfire’s.
“Are you Night Terrors hard of hearing with t-those masks on?” Isla was shivering so badly R’lyeh thought she might shatter. “Bring h-her out.”
“Should I know this woman?” Miranda asked.
“No,” Deimos said. “She’s no one.”
Elizabeth threw her arms over R’lyeh and pulled her in closer. “She seems like someone, yeah?”
Deimos sighed. “She’s trying.”
Isla slipped the obsidian sword into its sheath. Taking the Disciples of the Deep in both hands, she started forward. “You are h-harboring an enemy of God. You are—” the thickening snowfall was taking its toll on her, “—are over-privileged, cultural-appropriating, f-fascist f-freaks. But God will forgive that f-for now. And so will the ghost of Lux.”
“That’s good,” Ghelys said. “You had me worried.”
“Where is—”
“You’re from Penance. Aren’t you used to the cold?” Ghelys held out his hand and caught snowflakes. “Or is this your first time out of Pyra?”
“I have a d-direct line with King Edgar. I am his r-representative on the Western f-f-front.” Isla sniffed her nose and spit at Ghelys’ feet. “Give me his sister, or I will burn your village to the f-fucking ground.”
“He’s stalling, yeah?” Elizabeth asked.
“No, he is going to give you three to her,” Deimos said, while looking at the Cult house. “This storm isn’t natural.”
She’s an idiot, R’lyeh realized, watching Isla open The Disciples of the Deep and furiously flip through its pages. I have to kill her. She flexed her hands; Vrana’s ax, the faerie silk cloak, and the Cruel Mother’s talons had been taken from her. It made her stomach turn thinking she might never get them back.
“‘And God will rise from Its slumber and destroy those who do not bear Its red mark, for they are imposters. However, even beasts can be baptized, and those who cast their minds and hearts into the heaven below will be spared. Those who seek salvation need only ask, but those who seek it should ask soon; there is nothing pride can purchase on the day of reckoning but oblivion.’” Isla shut the holy text and smiled cruelly.
“We’ll pass,” Ghelys said, unimpressed. “The two women and the Octopus behind me. You know them?”
Isla’s smile shrank into a frown. She stowed the holy text in a bag on her horse and drew the obsidian sword. Holding it like it was too heavy, she marched past Ghelys.
Collectively, Rime went tense. All around R’lyeh, she could hear grips tightening on handles, and arrows being nocked into bows. There were whispers, too; words of doubt that were as chilled as the wind itself. Ghelys wasn’t following tradition, this much R’lyeh could tell; and if it came to blows, she wasn’t sure who would fall first—him, or Isla.
Isla stepped up to R’lyeh, Elizabeth, Miranda, and Deimos and ran her tongue over her teeth. “Yeah, they’re mine. If they had done their job, we wouldn’t b-be standing out here, f-freezing to death. G-give them back or k-kill them—I don’t c-care.”
Isla lingered on Deimos. Gusts of snow swept across her face, wiping out the little color still left on her cheeks. “You s-should f-feel fortunate. You’re a man, and right where you ought to be. Chained up, f-freezing your balls off, and indebted to me.” She jabbed the tip of her obsidian sword into his side. “I’ll t-take this o-one along with Audra.”
Out of the coffin-shaped Cult house, there was a scream. Girlish and grating, it stabbed like icicles into R’lyeh’s ears. All eyes had been on Isla, and now they were on that house.
The icon of the Cult of the Worm—that two-headed, eight-limbed stick figure—started to glow on the front door. Then the front door began to shake, as if a great pressure had built up behind it. The hinges whined, the wood buckled; light, black not blue, stretched out from underneath the door, like one long shadow cast from some monolithic source. Deimos had mentioned something about crazed Lacunans, their offspring, and the Witch. Was this it?
R’lyeh pressed herself harder into Miranda. She’d already had one major freak out, but she wasn’t far off from another.
“Come on out, Audra,” Isla said, taking her sword from Deimos’ side. “It’s time to go home.”
Overhead, clouds had formed over Rime, and over Rime only. The ashen nimbuses churned out thunder and snow in equal doses. Occasionally, the clouds would flicker and pull apart, as if the wintry bindings that had brought them together were failing. Deimos was right: this storm wasn’t natural. Someone had weaved it here.
And Isla knew it.
Pale as a corpse, and as rigid as one, too, she went up to Ghelys and barked into his eel mask, “Nice try,” and then kept going, back to her horse. She mounted it, shouted, “Joseph, get the prisoners.”
A man in black and fifteen soldiers broke away from the line of Winnowers and galloped forward. The man in black, Joseph, was ugly as sin; even in his armor, R’lyeh could tell he was all bone. His hair looked like it hadn’t been washed since birth, and his face was so craggy a meteor must’ve hit it. If this was Isla’s boyfriend, then they were perfect for each other. He looked like the kind of person who would do anything for anyone for an ounce of attention.
“Joseph Cleon?” Ghelys laughed as Joseph and his fifteen soldiers met up with Isla. “You escaped Pyra with your life and the Hydra’s Demagogue? There must be more to you than your winning personality.” He gave her the up-down.
She recoiled in offense.
Joseph drew his sword, which was steel, not obsidian. “She is not a piece of a meat to be ogled by your demonarchy. Your kind are ethnocentric, prejudiced, mansplaining monsters that have been oppressing the human minority for centuries. You should feel fortunate that Isla has given you an ounce of sympathy.”
“Alright.” Ghelys took his spear in both hands. “Now that I know how smart you all are, you can have your prisoners.”
There’s something wrong. R’lyeh nudged Deimos, and he put his hand on her shoulder.
The coffin-shaped house’s front door flew open. The armed Rimeans behind R’lyeh and the others broke rank for a moment, and then quickly reformed. In the doorway, Audra of Eldrus stood, the butcher’s gown she wore splattered with gore. From inside the house, streams of fresh blood poured past her feet, across the porch, and down the steps, before hissing to a freeze in the snow. She was unarmed, but unlike Isla Taggart, she didn’t look like the kind of woman who needed a weapon or an army to get something done. Her face was hard, unflinching; a scar like war paint was slashed across her eyes. And there was a glow to her, too; very faint, like she was outlined by the shadow of herself.
“Great,” Isla said through her teeth. She kicked her horse forward.
R’lyeh drifted toward Audra, as if called by her image.
Deimos grabbed her by the straps of her armor. “Stay.”
“She should be g-guarded, yeah?” Elizabeth chattered.
“She was.” Deimos stepped in front of R’lyeh. “Those are her guards pouring past her feet.” Then, to Ghelys: “Ghelys, you are making a mistake!”
“Deimos,” Ghelys said, “you are the one who put us in this mistake. Shut your mouth.”
“Deimos?” Isla hummed. “I like that name. Ghelys, is it? I’ll take the women, actually. God invites all creatures to dine at Its table. Now, come here, Audra.”
Deimos started forward; the guard of twenty Rimeans quickly raised their spears, stopping him.
“Audra, don’t move. Don’t do anything,” he pleaded.
A violent wind rocked Rime, staggering R’lyeh. She grabbed onto Miranda. Thunder bellowed from the frosted firmament, and all at once, a heavy snowfall like an avalanche fell upon the village. The temperature plummeted further; R’lyeh could feel it dropping in her spine—her bones like barometers. Any sensations she had before were gone; the cold had come to eat them all.
With the conditions close to a total whiteout, Isla Taggart gave up her game. Shouting over the pummeling wind, she said to Ghelys, “I just wanted to see how stupid your kind are. This is impressive—” she held out her hands in the near-blinding snow, “—but not enough. God is my shelter—”
Joseph Cleon and his band of fifteen each reached into their satchels and took something small out.
“—and Its roots my shield—”
The forty-five Winnowers started forward on their horses, closing in on Rime from almost every direction.
“—and I shall never know pain or sorrow—” Isla reached into a satchel and held out a red, bristly, grapefruit-sized mass.
A seed of heaven. R’lyeh’s throat closed-up. Just like in Gallows. She turned to Elizabeth.
“—for God is everywhere—”
Isla threw the seed of heaven at Ghelys’ feet.
“—always watching, always—”
And then Joseph and the fifteen soldiers threw their seeds.
“—waiting.”
Audra screamed, “No!” and ran down the front steps of the Cult house. Where she had been, her shadow still stood.
Ghelys shouted, “Stop her!” and was thrown off his feet as the ground heaved and broke apart around him.
There was a moment of silence, like there might be at a memorial, and then there was terror: the ground opened up and the veins of God poured through. Long, thick stalks of vermillion veins exploded out of the snow and shot out across Rime in every direction. They weaved through the village like snakes seeking out prey, striking buildings and bodies with bone-shattering strength. In a matter of seconds, the vermillion veins had begun to create a ceiling over the village, as if to shield the Winnowers from the weather.
R’lyeh took one look at Elizabeth and Miranda, and ran. Winnowers’ horses thundering behind her, she broke through the armed Rimeans, toward the Cult house and toward Audra.
“Grab her!” R’lyeh said, Elizabeth and Miranda at her sides.
Deimos sprinted past R’lyeh into the worsening whiteout. He crashed against the Cult house, his bound arms doing him no favors.
Audra quickly regrouped with him.
“No,” he panted to R’lyeh. “She cannot go back with you.”
“She has to!” R’lyeh bounced off the Rimeans surging through Rime. A vermillion vein whipped past her face, impaling three Night Terrors at once. “We need her!”
Audra of Eldrus looked at the Winnowers charging toward them, and at Isla, who stood at the center of the vermillion storm, reading psychotically from The Disciples of the Deep. Then she trained her gaze on R’lyeh, Elizabeth, and Miranda.
“I’m sorry you came all this way,” Audra said, “but no one is using me ever again.”
She took Deimos’ hand. Her shadow ran down the porch and joined them there. It dropped to the ground on its hands and knees and started to cough and wheeze and spit up an ephemeral fluid. The fluid bubbled and throbbed, and spread across the ground, built upon itself. Gray growths formed on Audra’s shadow; its entire frame ballooned into something bulbous, like a four-foot grub.
Audra and Deimos mounted the shadowy grub. Twelve legs shot out of its rippling sides and lifted the creature’s body off the ground.
“Go to Caldera,” Deimos said. “You deserve better.”
And with that, the shadowy grub ran up the front of the Cult house, onto the roof, and took Audra and Deimos into the impenetrable fog beyond.
Several vermillion veins slithered across the ground, snatching Night Terrors off their feet and hauling them like hooked fish into the air. The Winnowers rode back and forth through the village, cutting down Night Terrors caught by the veins. Rime was constricted, like a garden overrun with weeds.
“God is everywhere,” Isla cried, somewhere inside the red chaos. “Rejoice, for though you did not know it, you have been living upon a most holy site! Repent, and you shall taste Its salvation!”
Elizabeth and Miranda took off in front of R’lyeh, and R’lyeh followed after. They tore through the village as fast as they could. What had been an open sprawl had now become a dense maze, as the vermillion veins continued to weave themselves around Rime. Night Terror after Night Terror ran into and past R’lyeh and her Corrupted friends, but no one stopped to stop them.
R’lyeh spotted an opening at the back of the village and hurried towards it. Her joints ached; rods of pain jammed their way through her arms, legs, and chest and did everything they could to make her stop. But she couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop. R’lyeh was on the move. R’lyeh had to always be on the move. Even if she lost her toes to frostbite, she couldn’t go anywhere but forward. The past was in everything but the future.
She bit her lip, licked the snot off her nose. The whiteout was worsening; she couldn’t see but a foot in front of her. And then there was a ringing in her ears, and despite the cold, she suddenly felt very hot. Her vision went fuzzy. One leg stumbled, followed by the other.
R’lyeh was down on the ground before she knew it. Looking back, underneath her, in between her legs, she could see the shapes of Death coming for her. They were coming for her, and for her alone. She had cheated Death too many times. Maybe the Skeleton could get away with it, but not her. The clammy hands of delirium closed in on her head and held it there. Held it there to make her watch. To make her watch the shape of the vermillion Death spiraling towards her.
She looked forward. Vrana’s ax, the Cruel Mother’s daggers, and the faerie cloak lay not far from where she was, gathering snow like a mantle would dust. Ghelys had dropped them here as if they hadn’t meant anything at all. Priceless treasures to her and her alone.
“Get. The. Fuck. Up.” Elizabeth grabbed R’lyeh with her bound hands and hauled her off the ground. R’lyeh managed to grab the cloak and daggers, but not the ax.
Miranda bent down and rammed her shoulder into R’lyeh’s stomach. With Elizabeth’s help, she lifted R’lyeh up, over, and onto her shoulder.
“Go to sleep, little Octopus,” Elizabeth said. “We tried.”
R’lyeh forced her eyes open. Her body bobbed up and down as Miranda ran with her over her shoulder through the village. There was Rime Rot all over the back of Miranda’s neck. Before R’lyeh passed out, she brushed a little of it off. After all, it was the least she could do. In fact, it was all she could do.
R’lyeh woke up two days later, seventy miles away from Rime, in a small cabin Elizabeth and Miranda had “borrowed” from an old man she never actually ended up meeting. R’lyeh had been asleep on the hearth, her head a few inches away from a small fire. A loud sound and a whimper had brought her out of her slumber. Her neck, forearms, legs, and feet were itchy and red, and dotted with hard, black blisters that were begging to be popped. Turning over to face the rest of the cabin, she found that she had sprained an ankle, and had also bled all over the ground at some point—but from where, she couldn’t be sure.
Elizabeth and Miranda were sitting at the table, watching R’lyeh wake. Miranda looked sick, and her lips were still wet with vomit.
R’lyeh wanted to ask them what was wrong, but speaking was too difficult, so instead, she stood. Miranda was leaning forward, and she had her left arm, her paralyzed arm, laid out across the table. Except her hand wasn’t connected to her left arm, anymore. It was in front of Elizabeth, beside a meat cleaver. Like R’lyeh’s blisters, Miranda’s hand was hard and black, and it looked like a hunk of wax. There was blood everywhere.
“Don’t worry, little Octopus,” Miranda said as Elizabeth began tying off the amputation. “I didn’t need that hand anymore, anyways.”
“Where are we?” R’lyeh croaked, unable to take her eyes off Miranda’s severed hand.
“Safe,” Elizabeth said, sounding as if she were about to cry. “Say, R’lyeh, do you have any drugs left?”
R’lyeh had failed the Skeleton twice. First, at Gallows, by killing the priest and burning down the church. And then again at Rime, where she hadn’t managed to even speak to the woman she had been told to bring back. The Skeleton had promised to help her find Vrana, but why would he help her now? And Vrana’s weapons? The ax and the daggers? They were gone, too. How could she save someone so far out of her reach, if she couldn’t even manage to save someone within her grasp?
R’lyeh took a deep breath, the smell of the distant Divide filling her nostrils, and set her sights on the woods ahead. She had to keep moving.
“You’re quiet,” Miranda said, slowing down.
R’lyeh had lagged behind the two women. She had spent most of the time back there staring at the nub on the end of Miranda’s wrist.
“Thinking about everything,” R’lyeh said, which was true, but not in the way Miranda probably thought.
“We did what we could, yeah?” Elizabeth said. She slowed down, too. “Bone Daddy has a backup plan, I’m sure.”
“She made vermillion veins come out of the ground.” R’lyeh squinted; ahead, through the gaps in the woods, the Divide’s water twinkled with drowning light. But even so, why was everything so white? Not just the river. The trees, too.
“And that’s good to know. And it’s good to know the Winnowers now have a base in the North. And it’s good to know Audra is safe.” Miranda looked at her left arm and what was left of it. “No offense to your kind, but it’s nice to know there are a few hundred fewer Night Terrors running around, too.”
“Fuck them,” R’lyeh said, touching her mask. “I hope Deimos is okay.”
“Me, too,” Elizabeth said. “Hey, Real’yuh?”
She took off her mask, thought about throwing it. “Yeah?”
“How would you like to be inducted as an honorary member of the Deadly Beauties?”
Instead of putting the mask back on, she held it at her side. It was October, and though the wind was brisk, it was better than the new dark inside it.
“Uh, what’s that?”
Miranda puffed out her squirrel cheeks. “She doesn’t know?”
“Hey, go easy on the girl, yeah? She’s only been traveling with us for months now.”
“What is—” the Divide was definitely white, and where were all the ships? “—what?”
Elizabeth stopped, started putting a few piercings into her nose and lips. “When we lived at the Orphanage, before we were turned into vamypres—”
“Temporarily,” Miranda added.
“—yeah, duh. Let me tell the story, alright?”
Miranda rolled her eyes and turned toward the sliver of water that was the Divide. “Huh?” She had noticed something strange about it, too.
But Elizabeth hadn’t or didn’t care, so she carried on. “When we lived at the Orphanage, before we were turned temporarily into vampyres, me, Miranda, and our two friends, Jessie and Emily, decided to form a club. We were the only few non-vampyres at the Orphanage and we thought we were a lot cooler than everyone else there. Prettier, too, you know, because they all had been alive for so long and were kind of gross. The Bad Woman said we were deadly, because we reminded the other kids of what it was like to be mortal. Too much of a temptation, yeah? And no matter what anyone could do to us, they couldn’t keep us down.”
“Hey, Liz,” Miranda said, pawing for her attention.
“So, Jessie and Emily aren’t with us now, and Miranda and I’ve been keeping a close eye on you.”
R’lyeh covered her mouth, to hide the smile and how much she was blushing. Why the hell was she blushing?
“Deadly doesn’t even describe you, girl,” Elizabeth smirked. “Deadly with a blade; hell, even your blood is deadly from all that crap you eat. And look what we just went through. I don’t even know how we survived. You’re thirteen. I mean, you’re a Night Terror, but still. Anyways, how about it?”
“I, uh, yeah!” R’lyeh threw on her mask.
“No, no. You have to let that pretty face breathe, yeah?” Elizabeth lifted the Octopus mask off her head. It might’ve been the only time she had ever touched it. “Now, there’s no gold star for joining. But trust me, when you’re a Deadly Beauty, people will know! And so will you. And that makes all the difference.”
“Okay,” R’lyeh said, grinning. “You guys are—”
“Liz,” Miranda said.
Elizabeth handed the mask back to R’lyeh. “Damn, what?”
“Look at the Divide.”
“Eh.” Elizabeth bit her lip piercing and plodded forward. “It’s just the… huh.”
“What?” Maybe it was from their time in the North, but to R’lyeh, it really did look as if the river was covered in snow. The month wasn’t exactly right for the weather, but she wasn’t exactly from these parts, either. “Looks like snow,” she said.
“No, wait.” Elizabeth pointed at the river. “See it?”
R’lyeh went ahead and searched for the spot she had picked out. There was a white strand coming off the surface of the Divide, and it connected with the woods on the shore. Seeing that, R’lyeh then saw other strands running off the Divide, into the trees. And the surface of the river was strange, too. It could’ve been frozen, but the water was still moving beneath whatever covered the surface.
“That’s not snow,” Elizabeth said.
“Those are spider webs.” Miranda twitched; something had just bolted through the woods ahead. “Son of a bitch. Those are Arachne webs. King Edgar has an army after all.”




CHAPTER XIV

Every time Aeson looked away from The Blood of Before, Vrana was there, waiting for him, blood-drenched and blood-drunk, Worm-enriched and Witch-transformed. Every time Aeson stopped deciphering the text, the flesh fiend was on him again, slamming her lust into his crotch and sopping up his seed. To escape the present, he had to slip into the past. There was no place for him here, in this dark forest, under this dim moon; he needed to be a ghost amongst ghosts, until this skin was his again.
Bux wrfvhb ytfbuewwer lnv jlvnepl eihv okinflhl vg xuh fdarfiaw si Ølrzenuh'v pbltvweo. Wax lhqhumq aszxrfcyb arui iwhgh vqwllr. Fsfw si buxq jhvh agbpy fsqvrvxrg xr bux Qbnmwi ztgulrha. Sbzr rj wpr lgbxxv erki xlpomq pexlrj bux gehewcexw. Gki kwznrpxpl zryyfhh ww yxeih xkm uhwclxdt oxgnxwh buxc jhvh "lvlecsslvgxh vq akig pi udzh jrvszh."
Aeson could tell Bjørn was trying to get his attention, but he ignored him. Up until this point, every entry after Adelyn’s that Aeson had read was by his father; this one, however, had been written by his mother. Discovering this was like discovering a small, forgotten wonder. It warmed him when nothing else could, and made him forget when nothing else would.
“We need to talk,” Bjørn said. He had gathered kindling into a pile, but not the courage to make a fire out of it.
Intended, Aeson thought. He took out his quill and parchment and wrote the alphabet vertically and horizontally, and then wrote it again and again, creating more rows and columns until he had a table. In the previous entry, which had detailed the efforts in Eld to increase fertility amongst the Night Terrors, portions of it had been written in someone else’s scrawl—his mother’s. Together, the portions formed the word ‘intended.’ He hadn’t spotted it at first, and had spent the last hour trying different decrypting measures as a result.
“It’s a Vigenere Cipher,” Aeson told Bjørn.
Bjørn sighed and buried his face in his hands.
“Across the top—” he flashed the table at him, “—is the Key letter row. Intended is the Key. This first column going up and down is the Plaintext, or, you know, what’s written in the book. In the middle, you have to repeat the alphabet over and over again. So A, B, C… and then below that B, C, D… and then you start over if you need to.”
Bjørn grumbled. “Just stop for—”
“You match the Key letter row with the Plaintext column and the letter they meet at in the table is the actual text.” Aeson nodded, smiled. He started scribbling his decryption. “Make sense?”
Bjørn didn’t say if it did or didn’t. And that was fine. After a few minutes, it didn’t matter, because Aeson had what he wanted.
He read: “The secret laboratory has finally been breached in the basement of Ødegaard's hospital. One hundred homunculi were found inside. Most of them were still connected to the Mokita machines. Five of the scouts were killed waking the creatures. The homunculi refused to leave the hospital because they were ‘disappointed in what we have become.’
“See, it’s hard to keep track of these events because the Archivists didn’t date the entries,” Aeson said. In a phantom flash, he felt the flesh fiend’s run-off on his thighs. “So—” he choked, “—I don’t know where this one fits, but—” and then he shook, “it’s right before the entry about Eld and the fertility project.”
Something howled in the woods. Something panicked in the trees. The dark lifted for a moment to the illuminating chemicals of dread. Aeson dropped the parchment, dropped the book; he grabbed his sword and stabbed the air, the image of the flesh fiend having just been there.
Bjørn stared at him from across the dead bonfire. They had run south for hours out of the Dismal Sticks; if something were hunting them, it would have hunted them already. It had to have been three or four in the morning; besides the moon, the only company they kept were the demons their minds kept propping up in all the shadows and trees.
“Homunculi,” Bjørn started. He waited until he had Aeson’s attention and then: “What are they?”
I know what you’re doing.
Aeson let go of the sword, and it clanged against the ground. His eyes tightened as his mind narrowed in on the image of Vrana—his girlfriend, his best friend—mutated and mutilated. Would it have been easier if the Witch had changed her completely? If there had been nothing left to recognize, he could have lied to himself; he could have convinced himself it wasn’t her, or that she was dead. The mask… her neck… the way she stood, so full of herself, even when she was full of someone else. But it was the eyes that got to Aeson now. He had seen those eyes almost every day of his life, in every state of happiness and hurt. He would know them anywhere, despite any masks that might cover them, or deeds that might darken them.
He pinched the bridge of his nose. Snot running down the back of his throat, he muttered, “They’re from the Old World, before the Trauma.”
He stopped; his words were wavering, and so was his strength. Even when he wasn’t thinking about Vrana, he was thinking about Vrana; she was in his cells, in his subconscious—everywhere but in his arms.
Bjørn leaned forward. “Aeson?”
“Frederick Ødegaard is credited with discovering the homunculi, or creating them. The sources are contradictory.”
Aeson smelled the musky heat of the female flesh fiend, and recoiled.
“They showed up about the same time the s-stories of the… flesh fiends did.” He clenched his teeth. “Ødegaard is sometimes c-credited with discovering them, too.”
Bjørn mumbled something that sounded like, “Screw it,” and put his hands into the kindling. He started chipping at the starters he’d brought from Caldera, until, at last, a tiny flame was born in that dry, dead nest. “What the elders want the homunculi for?” he finally asked.
“They outlived the Trauma. They weren’t supernatural, like a lot of the things that came out of it, but things made from science.”
Aeson scooted closer to the fire; tiny ropes of orange and red shot through the kindling, creating smoke and heat where they went. Warmth and light grew out of the heart of the nest, and although it would attract attention, right now, even though Aeson’s nerves said otherwise, it was worth it.
“The Blood of Before isn’t an exact history. It’s backwards. I have to read it from present to past to be able to break the ciphers. There’s no reference to the previous entries, either, other than the hidden codes to crack them.” Aeson saw the female flesh fiend at the corners of his eyes; he blinked her away. “It’s like… our people are reluctant to write their history, so they only do the bare minimum. I think it was the homunculi who tried to tell us how to reproduce better.”
A giant flame ripped through the kindling, setting the entire thing ablaze. Satisfied, Bjørn fell back on his hands and said, “Homunculi were disappointed. In us, or themselves?”
Aeson shrugged. “I… I don’t know.”
“Stories say the Night Terrors were much more violent and savage back in the day. Seems a strange thing to be disappointed about.” Bjørn reached for one of his bags and took out a piece of dried meat. “I know you’re disappointed in Vrana.”
“Man, I… I can’t… talk about that—”
“You stood here not an hour ago talking about Death and getting help from It. You need to talk.” Suddenly, across the fire, Bjørn’s massive frame seemed so much smaller, like that of a wild animal who had finally given in to a trap. Reluctantly, he muttered, “I need to, too.”
The fire shivered embers into the cold night air. Throughout the woods, boughs creaked and branches broke, and the smallest, weakest things spoke in the loudest, most desperate voices. The wind kicked up, casting rattling waves across the crumpled canopy. Those that couldn’t bear the change broke off and fell to the ground. And it was there they lay and decayed, in the faded grass, atop the hardened soil, waiting to be reduced, and dreaming of rebirth. It was the season of dying.
Aeson twitched; he could feel the silence between him and Bjørn reaching its crest. Soon, it would break, and he would break, too. I don’t want to talk about it, he said. You didn’t see what it… did to me. He stared at Bjørn blankly, as if the Bear could hear the conversation going on inside his head.
Vrana is a monster. He rolled his eyes, clenched them shut. His throat filled with saliva and sorrow.
She is a monster, he told himself, now whimpering. She’s gone.
His teeth started to chatter as memory after memory of her hit him like a fist. He remembered the first time he had met her—it had been outside the garden of the elders, and Blix had crapped on her head—and the first time he had made love to her—in her room, the night before she left for Geharra; two minutes of action, forty minutes of warm sighs and comfortable silence. He remembered their future and saw that it had passed. He had wanted more than he had told her, and felt more than he had shown her. Marriage, children; warm sighs and comfortable silence; kisses that didn’t mark departures like death sentences. He had wanted to himself, and to himself he now wanted.
“Seeing her like that tore me to pieces,” Bjørn said, shivering in the fire’s heat. “I swear to god, if you hadn’t been there, I would’ve got myself killed.”
“We shouldn’t have run,” Aeson whispered. “You ran because of me.”
“I ran because we aren’t any help to her dead.”
Aeson’s mouth was so full of spit he had to spit, but he swallowed it, instead. He knew what he looked like to Bjørn right now. He looked exactly like any Archivist would.
“I’m sorry,” Bjørn said.
Aeson knew what was coming; apologies were apocalyptic in situations like these. He grabbed his sword and reached for his mask. No, he wasn’t ready—
“I didn’t realize what the flesh fiend was doing to you ‘til it was too late.”
Aeson stopped; the sword fell first, and then his head. He felt hands on his legs, hands on his wrists, and again, he was crumpled and reduced, in the faded grass, on the hardened ground.
“I’m no good at this kind of thing.”
Aeson snapped. “That would be a first, wouldn’t it?” He hurried to his feet. “You made me d-do this. You g-guilted me into this. Why didn’t you take someone else?” He kicked dirt and leaves at Bjørn, but the fire caught them midway.
“You’re scared.”
“Fuck you.”
“I brought you because—”
“Fuck you.” Aeson picked up his mask and, holding it against his chest, said, “She’s gone. And I’m not—” he dropped the mask as he tasted the female flesh fiend. “Fuck. Fuck!”
“She will still love you,” Bjørn said.
Aeson stared at the Bear, his face not far from a snarl. The blood pumping in his ears was making it hard to hear anything, anymore.
“She still loves you.” Bjørn rose to his feet, now much larger than he had been before. “She tore the flesh fiend apart, not you.”
“I—” Aeson grabbed his chest, “—I… what the hell can I do?” He threw back his head, covered his face with his hands. “I can’t stop seeing it. I can’t stop seeing her. Every… fucking day… everything… it’s always been out of my control.” His face was tight, twisted—misery-chiseled. “I haven’t even… cleaned it off.” He laughed, coughed up phlegm, and dropped his mask. “Vrana saw everything. I was supposed to save her. Instead, she saved me. And then I fucking ran. I’m pathetic.”
“Then what’re you doing here?”
“Don’t, Bjørn. I’m only here because of you. Alright?”
“All of us are somewhere because of someone.” Bjørn stepped closer to him. “You don’t go through shit like this alone.”
“That means a lot coming from you.”
Bjørn chewed on his lip. Twigs and branches snapped inside the fire; it caved in, but even then, there was still some life to it.
“I don’t know why I thought I could be different,” Aeson said. He exhaled slowly and looked around the woods. “I don’t know what to do.” Crying, shaking, he pleaded, “I don’t know what to do. I just want her back. I’m so fucking scared.” He dropped to his knees. “I’m so fucking stupid.” And punched the ground. “What they’ve done to her…” He glanced at Bjørn, trembling. “Vrana… I can’t… I can’t…”
“I brought you, Aeson, because I knew you would do anything to get her back, and you’d stop me if I went too far.” Heavy tears were pouring out of Bjørn’s eyes. “I never meant for this to happen to you. I thought we could suffer through this together. It didn’t seem right bringing anyone else. I will… never forgive myself for what happened to you, but I am… glad you are here. You saved me on the lake. I will kill myself every day for not… saving you. Always… too late with you.”
Aeson lifted his head. Sniffling, he said, “Too late? What… what are you t-talking about?”
Bjørn stepped closer to Aeson until he was near enough to touch him, and then didn’t. Instead, he sat beside him and focused his attention on the heart of the fire, where the dead gave life when they had none of their own.
“I met Death once,” he started. “The story is true. I met Death once at midnight, on an empty road, on my way home to Caldera. I was thirty years old, and I haven’t celebrated a birthday since.
“After I killed Quentin on Lacuna, Adelyn, Mara, and I left with Vrana. We stopped at Traesk on the way. Adelyn wasn’t doing good. Quentin’s death and giving birth to Vrana… it was too much for her. We were going to stay, wait until she got better, but then Anguis sent a letter, demanding we bring Vrana to Caldera immediately. He wanted to see her, start going to work on her. She was their very own Child of Lacuna. He was… excited.” Bjørn spit in the fire. “He made threats, and Adelyn got scared. She didn’t want to take any more risks. She didn’t want to lose Vrana, too. So she asked me to take Vrana to Caldera, while Mara helped her get better.
“I love Adelyn. That’s no surprise to no one. And when she asked me to take little Vrana home, I knew she loved me, too. Maybe not in the way I wanted, but it was a better way.
“We left Traesk the next day. I took the long way, the safe way. I changed her and fed her every chance I could get, because I wasn’t taking no chances. She was perfect, Aeson. Fat, quiet little thing. Wouldn’t have known she was there if not for the stink of her drawers. For all my boasting and battles, I’ve never felt more like a man than when I had her in my arms, and she had me wrapped around her damn tiny, fat, pink finger.”
Bjørn cleared his throat and wiped his eyes. “We were outside Nachtla—this was before it was completely abandoned—and I got a bad feeling. Too much movement in the forest. Too many Corrupted nearby. I bundled up Vrana and broke down camp and started for home. I took the back roads. Didn’t see a soul. Moon was bright; the light was good. And then there was Death, standing in the middle of the road, waiting for us.
“A man knows some things. It’s instinctual, primal. I saw Death, and knew It was Death. Everything inside me sank. Would’ve lost hope, too, I have no doubt in my mind. But I had Vrana. I had to be better for her. Something so new doesn’t know what it’s like to end.
“I kept walking down that back road. I held Vrana as tight as I could and kept at it. I walked straight at Death. Either It was going to take us both, or It was going to get out of the way. I wasn’t thinking. I wasn’t feeling. It was instinctual, primal. Death is my god, but even god needs to know when it’s time to give. So I walked straight at Death, and when we were about to touch, Death stepped aside.
“I don’t know why It did, and I didn’t stop to ask. I didn’t stop at all. I walked for hours, in shock, and then I ran for days, in relief. I never stopped moving, not until we were home, in Caldera, and Death was days behind us.
“After a while, I got stupid again. I got jealous and selfish and did a shitload of self-loathing. I told my story about Death. Left Vrana out of it, of course. Did it, I think, to taunt Death. To see if It would change Its mind. You see Death enough, you start to miss It.”
“Does anyone else know?” Aeson asked, his lips chapped and raw.
“Just Death.” Bjørn sighed and shook his head. “I hate to lay this on you now, but I got to.”
Aeson shifted uncomfortably. “W-what?”
“I stopped telling that story when you were six. When your parents killed themselves. When they tried to take you with them.”
“What!” Aeson’s eyes went wide and he grabbed Bjørn by the shirt. “What the hell are you—”
“Didn’t know why they did it until tonight at Gloom when you read that book to me. Now it makes sense.”
Aeson sat there in silence, hanging on his every word.
“I found your mother and father hanging from that tree. You know that. I cut them down. You were up there, too. Hanging. Choking. They hadn’t tied your rope right. And you were hanging onto them, trying to stay alive.
“I cut you down before anyone else saw and hid you in my shack. Then I went back for your parents and cut them down, too. By that point, the village had heard what was going on.”
“My d-dad’s last entry in the book was about the Ossuary and how there was something in it and—”
“They knew what was coming,” Bjørn said, “and they didn’t want you to have to go through it. No one really knew your parents well. They were recluses because of their position. They were just… trying to save you the only way they knew how.”
Bjørn closed his eyes and shook as he cried. “Two times I’ve taken a life from Death. And then you two end up together? You said we have to go to Death to stop the witches. I stopped taunting Death the day I saved you. I’m not looking to start it up again.”
Aeson let go of Bjørn’s shirt and fell back on his haunches. His whole body felt as if it were deflating. Digging his thumb into his temple, he said, “I… I… didn’t know…”
“That’s the way I would’ve liked to have kept it.” Now, Bjørn turned and faced Aeson. “Tell me about the weapons.”
“The Red Death weapons?” Aeson shook his head. “No, you’re right. There h-has to be another—” he saved me; they tried to kill me, “—way. I don’t know what I was saying earlier.” They tried to kill me; he saved me.
“Tell me,” Bjørn persisted.
“No, you’re right.”
“Tell me.”
“They… fuck… they are said to be able to kill anything. Living or dead, it doesn’t matter. Death forges them Itself. It’s like a safeguard against things humans can’t normally kill.” They tried to kill me; and he saved me. “One was up in Eldrus, but the last story about anyone using it was… I don’t know.” My parents tried to kill me.
At the edges of the sky, there was light; soft and white, it rose slowly, as if the night were a curtain that had been cast over the Earth.
“There’s no way we’re going to find any unless we go straight to Death. There’s the Ferry Woman outside Caldera to take us to Death. That’s true. Everyone knows that.” Aeson sighed. “But, I don’t think I want to. You’re right.”
Bjørn made fists; he squeezed his knuckles until they were white. “How many Night Terrors are left?”
“I… I don’t know. Seven hundred? Maybe less?”
“How many are Children of Lacuna?”
“Hundreds, I guess. Thousands? I don’t know.” Aeson’s mind clicked. “The Dismal Sticks was our first stop. There’s Lacunans in every town and village. What if this is happening everywhere? Or is about to? Most of the Night Terror population nowadays is from Lacuna. Just them building their Cult is going to wipe us out.
“And there’s going to be an outbreak of flesh fiends, and I don’t think anyone is prepared for that.”
Bjørn nodded. “And Vrana.”
Aeson’s heart started to hurt again. “And Vrana?” Aeson squeezed his eyes shut; he started to cough; his breaths became shallow. “You saw what they did to her. What they were… making her do. She’s going to get worse. It’s all going to get worse, whatever they are planning.”
“I don’t want to see Death again.” Bjørn stood, and pulled Aeson up with him by the hand. “And I don’t want you or Vrana to see It again, either. But—” he paused, swallowed hard, “—we don’t have any more options, and we’re… out of time. They’re headed for Angheuawl to finish their pilgrimage. We can meet them there or on the way, but we have to move now.”
Aeson didn’t mean to, but it happened, anyway. He leaned into Bjørn and dropped his head against the big man’s chest. “I haven’t gotten anything right so far. What if I’m wrong?”
“Vrana fought two Worms, and everything else those witch bitches have thrown at her so far. We owe her this.” Bjørn took the back of Aeson’s head and held it. “This is why I brought you, Skull Boy. To stop me from doing something stupid. And you’re not stopping me. Besides, seeing Death again—” he held Aeson away and laughed, “—third time’s a charm, right?”




CHAPTER XV

Felix was two peanut butter sandwiches deep when the Arachne had attacked the Divide. He was cutting the crust off a third sandwich when he heard Justine outside his tent, working her way through a sea of praises. She was coming to tell him it was time to make a choice about who was going to live and who was going to die. For most of the men and women they had conscripted on their way to the Divide, living was preferable, but death wasn’t so bad, either. Those who fought for the Holy Order of Penance were told they would be automatically admitted into heaven, regardless of their sins. Felix didn’t like that lie so much. Not because there wasn’t actually a heaven to have them, but because it gave the bad people a good reason to keep on being bad. Justine had told him not worry about it; but the joke was on her: He worried about everything. He had to. That’s what gods were supposed to do, wasn’t it?
Hearing Justine just outside his tent, Felix took the sandwich in two hands and went to town on it. He could buy himself about forty-five seconds of silence if he got his mouth good and gooey. He would need that silence to think; otherwise, he’d just end up doing whatever she told him to do.
The tent flap flipped back and Justine came through. Instead of the warm, campfire smell that used to precede her, there came a soft breeze of her natural odor: Lilac and wine. The White Worm of the Earth no longer had the sealing stone in her breast that could force into her slumber; instead, it was now around Felix’s neck, where it had always been ever since she had given it to him that night on top of Pyra. She had never asked for it back, and she had never treated him differently. They were partners-in-crime, she had told him back then, as the petrified Holy Children carried Deimos, Lucan, and Audra away. And since they were pretty much lying to everyone about the existence of god and heaven, partners-in-crime sounded about right.
“You’re awake,” Justine said, taking a seat at his table. She touched his face and added, “When was the last time you slept?”
Felix looked at Justine and wondered the same thing about her. Ever since they had arrived on the Divide two days ago, she had never changed out of her clothes. But were they clothes? Felix really couldn’t tell. Both the dress she wore and leggings underneath it were variations of white, sometimes pinkish, sometimes grayish, but there didn’t seem to be any seams or edges. And they didn’t look like any fabric he had ever seen before; they were terse, almost glistening, like a carapace or a kidney. Justine used to wear the opposite of what she felt to remind herself how to act. Now, to Felix, it looked like Justine just wore herself, plus whatever the tendrils beneath her skin could conjure.
“You said—” Felix chomped through the peanut butter and bread in his mouth, “King Edgar wouldn’t—” and then took a big swig of milk, “—attack.” He swallowed the last of the sandwich and sat there as his stomach gave off nervous gurgles. “Are there as m-many spiders as they say?”
“Even more than they’re saying.” Justine smiled and took his hand from across the table. “Thousands.”
Felix arched an eyebrow. “Why’re you smiling?”
“Because this has worked out perfectly.” Her eyes lingered on the chained sealing stone around his neck. Then: “It’s happening just like you said it would to our people.”
“Lucky guess.”
Justine laughed. “Not at all. King Edgar couldn’t help himself once he got ahold of the Nameless Forest. Instead of sending Eldrus’ army to meet us, he’s summoned an army of monsters.”
“Yeah, but he’s saying they are servants of God,” Felix said.
“I’ve been playing this game a long time. Anything that makes people nervous is a ‘servant of god,’ or better yet, the ‘will of god.’”
“They’re going to lose a lot of faith in the Disciples if we beat them,” Felix said, the red of hope returning to his cheeks.
“We will beat them,” Justine corrected. “But if we’re lucky, some of the Arachne will scatter into the Heartland and start killing people there.”
Felix didn’t like the sound of that, and he didn’t like the way Justine’s eyes shone when she said it; it was like she hadn’t realized that was a possibility until now. So to distract her, Felix said, “King Edgar will just say it was the will of God.”
“Eh, maybe.” A thick cord rippled behind the skin on Justine’s forehead, and then it was gone. “When God starts killing its own, suddenly, it doesn’t seem so godly anymore. That’s what the Vermillion God does, Felix. That’s why we have to stop this madness, once and for all. If we crush the Disciples of the Deep in the days to come, then God is done.”
Felix touched the pile of crusts, while his mind overworked itself to make sense of everything that was going on. “Why didn’t the Trauma stop God before?”
“Because God threw a temper tantrum and went back to bed.” Justine took one of the pieces of crust and ate it. Cringing, she said, “It left on Its own, and I was too stupid to make sure It couldn’t come back. I—” she took his hands, “—we won’t make that mistake again.”
Sitting there, his hands in Justine’s, Felix felt a longing for Penance and Pyra he hadn’t realized was there before. The ride between home and here had been a blur; one unending arctic wasteland of hamlets, villages, and towns that had been almost completely emptied by the conscription. The peninsula, now called the Holy Land to spite the Disciples of the Deep, had a population of about eighteen thousand—twenty-one thousand, if you included Penance. The conscription had snatched about three-and-a-half thousand, two-thirds of which were still here; the others had fled, died, or simply disappeared. Penance’s main army, Narcissus, was four thousand strong, and it was still many days away, simultaneously guarding the city, while also waiting for an opening at the Nameless Forest.
Because if the Vermillion God was going to wake up, it was going to wake up in the Nameless Forest, for that was where It had fallen into slumber so many years ago. With the Dread Clock taken from the Forest, all It needed now was enough belief to make Its waking worth the unfathomable effort required to do so. To make matters worse, there was reportedly a massive blood well at Gallows, where the Skeleton who stole the Black Hour resided. Between the Forest, the Disciples of the Deep, and a portal that was weakening the barrier between worlds, conditions were more or less crap. Justine had told them they needed to act fast. Felix, and he felt bad for doing it, was the one making them do everything slowly.
Because here he was, hundreds of miles away from home, surrounded by thousands of people ready to lay down their lives for him and Justine and their bullshit faith. To do anything but take it slowly didn’t seem right.
“The people need to see you,” Justine said, standing. “And you need to see the Arachne.”
Felix gulped. He had heard stories of the Arachne at the camp’s borders and across the Divide, but he had yet to actually lay eyes on the creatures himself. Justine wouldn’t let him, and even though she didn’t know it, he knew she had been spiking his food with a little bit of Null to keep his anxiety away. Any other day, he might’ve minded; but given that there were thousands of humanoid arachnids spinning webs on their doorstep, he could make an exception.
“The people need your strength,” she added.
“I’m twelve,” he said, his heart beating faster and faster at the thought of finally leaving the tent.
“Not to them.” She motioned for him to get up. “Not anymore.”
Felix stumbled to his feet. The sounds and smells from outside the tent flooded his senses as he was finally forced to acknowledge that they were there. He went to his bed and threw on the holy vestments strewn there. Ever since Avery and Mackenzie had been killed by the Cult of the Worm in Pyra, Felix’s guards had become the statuesque Holy Children who’d preceded him. They didn’t speak to him, they didn’t prepare his clothes, food, or bath; they simply stalked him at all hours, and murdered anything that drew too close. There were no better guards to have, but in his darker moments, Felix often wondered if Justine had assigned the Holy Children to him as a reminder of what could still happen to him, if he didn’t do his part in all of this.
“It was smart of you to suggest we not attack the Divide. The Lillians were always too aggressive.” Justine watched as he stripped down to his underwear. “Our being here was enough to frighten Edgar into responding.”
“Yeah, but he was supposed to send an army, not A-araka-”
“Arachne.”
“—Arachne and vermillion veins.”
“All the better.” Justine came over to him and slipped his robe over his head.
“Because—” he wiggled the robe down his body, “—it makes him look bad.”
“No. It makes him look bad when we defeat his monsters, and his justification for using them falls through. Then he’ll have to use the very people he supposedly spared.” Justine smiled, kissed his forehead; her affection felt acidic. “Edgar has everything to prove.”
“And we’ve been here for untold years,” Felix said, basically repeating the Mother Abbess’ words verbatim.
“Exactly. Granted, we worshipped the same God back then, but no one needs to know that.” She wrapped her arm around him; he could feel appendages inside it. “First we deal with the spiders. Then we’ll treat with the Skeleton, if he isn’t already on his way to ask for an alliance.”
“Then the Nameless Forest,” Felix said. He tied his sash and fixed his hood and went to consult the mirror that wasn’t there. “What about the Heartland?”
Justine smirked. “We’re already there. Religion is no different than anything else you can sell. When Edgar’s product breaks, they’ll come back to ours.”
When she wasn’t looking, Felix grabbed the contrition knife from under his pillow. The blue blade sang as he slipped it inside his clothes. “Yeah, but what about the followers we have now? They’re going to die.”
“They’re going to die defending their faith, not spreading it. We want martyrs, not crusaders, right? That’s what we both agreed to.”
If this does or doesn’t work, someone’s going to say I messed it all up. Felix leaned to the side; just beyond the tent’s entrance, he could see the star-shaped head of one of the Holy Children.
“It will look dire out there.” Justine went to the tent flap and pulled it back. “But I promise you, our faith has weathered worse.”
Felix nodded and stepped towards the entrance to the tent. The sunlight pouring through the opening made his eyes hurt. “Why did you make me stay in here?”
“Because once Edgar knows you’re here, he’s going to have to attack.”
“So am I bait?”
“No.” Justine sighed. “Not intentionally. Felix?”
Head swimming, stomach sick, and one foot outside the tent, he said through his teeth, “What?”
“I love you.”
Felix blushed, mumbled a few vowels, and pushed past the Mother Abbess. Out of the tent, he wasn’t really outside. Surrounding his tent and Justine’s was a ten foot stretch of incredibly sharp palisades. Beyond that, there were guards, and tents as far as his short self could see. He and Justine were so entrenched in the encampment that if they lost this battle, they might need a raven to deliver a letter telling them so. And the same was true for the Arachne. Here, at the heart of their god machine, everything looked fine, as everything often did. It wasn’t until someone reminded him of the truth of reality that he let himself realize it wasn’t.
When they realized he was there, the Holy Children guarding the high command’s post turned to face him. There were forty of them. Forty grotesque, marble-like abominations draped in pale sheets with star-shaped heads. They came in all different shapes and sizes; some were skinny, some were overweight; some were muscular, while others were no more than bones. Regardless of their size, their strength, like their appearance, was unchanging. They didn’t eat or drink or sleep; they watched, and they waited, and crushed things the way the stone they resembled crushed things—effortlessly, and without empathy. They were the Mother Abbess’ angels, which meant they were now his angels, too. They were another lie he had to tell, because he was pretty sure angels weren’t supposed to cry at night.
“Show him the Divide,” Justine said, coming out of the tent. “I’ll be there in a moment.”
I love you. The confession caught up with him as Justine disappeared inside her tent. Twenty Holy Children converged on her tent, while twenty others converged on him. Why did she say that? The Holy Children encircled him—their star-shaped heads catching the sun and casting strange shadows onto the grass—and urged him forward. Why didn’t I say anything back?
Justine liked to throw a lot on Felix at once, he knew that. Like the Null in his food, her telling him she loved him was a way to take his mind off what was to come. She was expecting him to fall apart, and that ticked him off. He had been through a lot this year. He wasn’t a kid. Samuel Turov made sure of that. The Cult of the Worm made sure of that. And so did Justine. He could handle this. He had to, damn it.
With their pale, distended bodies, the Holy Children formed a phalanx around Felix. He sighed, held the contrition knife through his robes. This would be his second official appearance since arriving at the Divide. A lot of knees were about to be bent, and a lot of tears were about to be shed. He could already feel it, the change in the air; the rumors, the gossip; the whispers like lightning crackling through the camp. Sometimes, Felix wondered if there was something special about him, because he did seem to have a presence others could sense. He tried to not let it go to his head, but admittedly, the thought was pretty cool.
The wind kicked up and reminded him that winter wasn’t far off. Felix hugged himself for warmth, and then let go as a tide of vapors twisted languidly into high command. He reached for them, like they were snowflakes. Expecting them to evaporate, the vapors curled around his hands and lay in his palm like limp pieces of fabric.
“Spider web,” he whispered to himself.
At first, his hand tingled, almost tickled; and then the webbing began to burn along his lifeline, like fire riding a wick. He flailed the web away and, dodging the hundreds of pieces of other loose Arachne webs, made his way for the tall tower outside high command.
Passing through the palisades, Felix found hundreds of soldiers waiting for him on the other side. Hundreds of faces he didn’t recognize that looked back at him as if he were their closest friend. Some held swords, others Helminth’s Way and The Sinner and the Shadows. Those who weren’t star-struck formed a second guard in front of the Holy Children, to ensure those who lurked farther back wouldn’t try and fall into Felix’s orbit. It was like this everywhere nowadays; he was a prized piece of work from god’s great museum only to be seen, never to be touched. He missed the days of Pyra, of talking to the Exemplars, of meeting the common folk during his lunch hour. He had always been held above everyone else, but now they held him so high they didn’t even see him for what he was anymore. They couldn’t, but honestly, they probably never had.
Felix kept moving; his destination was the tower nearest high command. More pieces of spider webs slipped and slithered through camp, but most didn’t pay them any attention, and neither did he. The encampment was a massive maze he had no interest in getting lost in.
“Over here, your Holiness,” a woman called out to Felix.
Felix turned, slipped between several tents. The second guard dispersed back to their duties. The ground sloped upward to the base of the tower; there, Commander Millicent waited, a couple of apple cores at her feet. She was in full plate armor, with the helm in her arms, against her side. Like Justine’s armor, Millicent’s didn’t appear to be made out of any kind of metal; in a way, it almost looked like pearl. Millicent was a large woman, but even so, she wore the armor as if it weighed nothing at all; as if, like with Justine’s armor, it was now a part of her.
Felix stomped up the hill and took out his contrition knife. Commander Millicent always gave him a compliment when he looked prepared, and Felix was one for compliments.
“Your Holiness.” Millicent bowed; lice fell from her buzzed hair. “Do you plan on bleeding any sins today with that knife?”
“Put me in the front line,” Felix joked awkwardly.
Millicent smiled her gap-toothed smile. “The Mother Abbess requested that I show you what we’re up against. After that, we will move at your command.”
Felix nodded, put the knife away. “Take me to the top.”
He had climbed the tower before, that first night he and Justine and their huge armed-guard had ridden into the outskirts of the Divide. At that point, it had been dark, and though there were torches and fires everywhere, it didn’t really give him a great sense of the encampment or the Divide itself. But now it was day, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and nothing could be hidden or obscured from his or heaven’s eye.
Heading up the tower’s winding ramp, Felix saw in quick succession the three things he would have to make a decision on.
First came the camp—that half-mile, labyrinthine sprawl of tents, stalls, and wagons; muddy pits and unfinished additions; and a constant stream of men and women, armed and armored, waiting for god to speak and give them a reason to make bloody their hands.
Then came the Divide—that three-mile-wide, sparkling sliver of… The tendons in Felix’s neck went taut. He stepped back, bumping into Millicent. Reluctantly, as if she might lose her hands if she touched him, she stopped him and stood him up straight.
The Divide hadn’t been much the night he rode in; just a sparkling sliver of black water, like a piece of obsidian pricking the side of the sky. Now, the Divide was more; it was everything he had feared and fought against on a daily basis, in his tent, in his dreams. The Divide wasn’t black or blue, but spider web white. From the eastern shore to the edge of the western bank, innumerable webs had been spun across the river, creating crystalline bridges, glistening haunts, and nightmarish bulwarks. In between the dense lattices, boats and ships protruded, like wooden glaciers that had been caught in this winter of webs. He couldn’t see any Arachne from where he stood, but he knew they were there. The countless threads shivered constantly, and occasionally, he would catch a glimpse of something—something jittery, and obscene.
Maybe it was his imagination, or maybe it was because he was about to crap his pants, but Felix swore he could hear the creatures, too; their clicking whispers, their clucking laughs. The Conscription had halted on the eastern banks because he ordered it. And now they had no choice but to turn back or go forward. The gates of heaven were different for everyone. Today, the gates of heaven were cobwebbed; and when the souls of the dead finally made it through, what would they do when they realized there was nothing there to greet them but darkness and Death?
Felix took his first breath in a long time and grabbed Millicent’s forearm. I’m the Holy Child. I’m the Holy Child. Justine had told him once that if something was said enough, it could become true. I’m the Holy Child. I’m the Holy Child. He cast his gaze toward Millicent, but Millicent’s rigid face looked back, neither disturbed nor concerned; she only wanted orders. Sympathy wasn’t something anyone was supposed to have for one of god’s chosen. They were above such things. Sympathy would’ve been an insult, like pointing out a flaw in perfection.
“Your Holiness?”
I’m the Holy Child. I’m the Holy Child. Felix forced himself to look at the Divide once more. How could something so dangerous be so beautiful? The countless silk strands gleamed and hummed and shed soft wisps like feathers into the air. But he knew if he sent the soldiers into that lovely hell, their flesh would burn and their lungs would seize, and the Arachne would spin them into sacs, where their bodies would be liquefied and their lives reduced to nothing more than snacks for beasts that should not be.
“We will have to fight them on our side of the river,” Millicent said. “We cannot traverse the webs without heavy casualties.”
If Felix listened closely enough, he could hear the god that didn’t exist whispering in his ear. He knew Penance’s god wasn’t real; had probably known it even before Justine broke the news. But here god was again, and it said: You can do this. She is always testing you. Be what she does not expect.
Millicent went on. “There is a dense overgrowth of vermillion veins on the western bank. We have heard enough stories of the veins being manipulated into rudimentary attacks. The fight will be here.”
She pointed ahead, where the encampment ended and the Divide began; it was a mile-wide stretch of dirt and driftwood, sand and shore. There were a few soldiers out there now, clearing the strands that had taken hold. They moved cautiously, their attention never leaving the gigantic web that still shivered not far from where they stood.
“King Edgar is mocking our reluctance to engage in combat.” Millicent’s armor made a squelching sound when she shifted, as if there was fluid in between each piece and plate. “He could have sent the Arachne to attack from another angle.”
Felix cleared his throat and said, “Advise me, Commander.”
“The Arachne are vicious. This marks the first time they have been out of the Nameless Forest since the Trauma. They are also known to be prideful. They are said to look at their webs the same way we look at holy relics and rarities from the Old World.”
“We’re going to have to tear this web down,” Felix said. “Why build it in the middle of the battlefield?”
“To show off, and to attack with furious righteousness.”
Felix squinted; it was difficult to tell if it was mist or web, but the western bank was shrouded in a ghostly veil. He could make out the vermillion veins, but it was the shapes that teemed behind them to which he drew his attention; the dark, brooding shapes that seemed to be standing there, much like the conscripted below, waiting for orders and the moment in which they would put blood in their mouths. There were thousands of them. God, there were thousands of them; and if they didn’t kill every last one of them here, then it would only be a matter of time until they turned on the Heartland and killed everyone there.
“King Edgar wants them to die,” Felix said.
Millicent hummed. “You see it, too?”
“They could have overtaken us from the rear. The Nameless Forest is behind us. I bet you there’s… so many more Arachne still in the Forest. He’s thinning their numbers.”
“As long as they kill enough of our people, I do not think King Edgar will mind all that much if his spider army here is depleted.” Millicent smiled and bowed again. “We are ready, Your Holiness. What does god say?”
Like a dog salivating at the sight of its meal, the gears in Felix’s brain immediately went to work, pounding out phrase after phrase. What does god say? He used to think it was divine inspiration, but now he knew it was mostly just the Mother Abbess’ subtle suggestions. But here he was, alone, all the right words falling into the right places; no one and nothing to stop him but himself.
He was the Holy Child, and now he had to be more. To prove everyone, including himself, wrong.
“They are aiding and abetting the Heretic of our time,” Felix said, voice deep, like how it might sound when he was twenty or thirty. “They have built false idols to mock our beliefs. There is nothing god can do for them in life, so deep is their betrayal. Let us show them to death, where even the most wretched such as those before us can find forgiveness and salvation.”
Felix’s delivery had been so cheesy, Commander Millicent couldn’t help but cover her face. “We will burn the Divide, then?”
“Yes,” Felix said, still acting. “They’re going to have to get used to hellfire, anyways.”
Felix rushed back into his tent and collapsed upon his bed. Quickly, he turned over, hiked up his robes, and put the contrition knife to his thigh. There were all kinds of cuts there, from the Horror of the Lake and the Horror that that was Samuel Turov. Now, he had to make another. The contrition knife was for bleeding out sins, and with a few stupid sentences, he had just murdered thousands.
The tent flap flipped back and Justine came in. Immediately, the smell of lilac wafted over him. In a frenzy, he put the knife under his blankets and dropped his robe. Whether or not she had seen what he was about to do, she didn’t say. Instead, she went to the side of his bed, held out her hands, and helped him to his feet.
“Commander Millicent informed me of our decision.”
“I—”
“Any decision we make alone, we make together.” Justine’s hair touched his cheeks, tickling them. “The soldiers will begin assaulting the Divide in five hours.”
Felix dropped Justine’s hands. He needed to learn how to stand on his own.
“It’s soon, I know,” she said, “but it’s necessary. Against such a threat, Felix, we must be proactive.”
“Who is leading the spider army?” Felix asked.
“Lotus, King Edgar’s warden of the Nameless Forest. I don’t expect we will see her. She means too much to him.” The White Worm of the Earth fingered the silver, white-gemmed necklace around her neck. “I have something for you. My most precious gift. Walk with me, Felix, and I will share it with you.”
They emerged from the tent, the forty Holy Children quick to swarm around Justine and Felix. The Mother Abbess whispered something in a language he couldn’t understand, and all at once, the statues dispersed back to their posts around high command.
“I know you feel bad about making the decision to attack.”
Justine led them out of high command. Like ants at a picnic, the soldiers outside the palisade quickly formed a guard around her and Felix. So eager to please the Mother Abbess and the Holy Child, they didn’t realize at first that Justine was shooing them off. And when they did, the fifty or so soldiers marched back to their tents and duties, disappointed and defeated.
Past the tower and the second palisade of what Felix’s mind kept calling low command (high, low; whatever), he and Justine were now on the edge of the encampment proper. To ride through it at night or to see it from the tower was one thing, but to be in the thick of it was something else entirely. Penance had been here for weeks, and already they had made their place on the Divide something that, with a little redecorating, could have easily passed for a brand-new city entirely. People, food, animals; any kind of vehicle, and every kind of trade; there weren’t just tents, but full-blown homes—cabins and decent looking shacks. The Lillians and their followers had been known to settle everywhere they went—always making homes in the most inhospitable places; after so many years later, it seemed their descendants hadn’t lost that desperate trait.
“Whether they die here fighting, or at home cowering,” Justine said, nodding at every dirty face that turned towards her, “they’re going to die fighting Eldrus. It’s better they should go on their own terms.”
Felix wished he had the contrition knife, or even the Holy Children, because the soldiers around them were starting to look suspicious. He became aware of how muddy the ground was, and how hard it would be to run away. He started to wonder if their distant eyes had dimmed because they were thinking about hurting him. They were surrounded by people who loved them, sure, but did they all really love them? Justine had said it herself: there was no such thing as universal love. Some just hate for the sake of it.
“We don’t need guards,” Justine said, keeping on, driving them through the encampment, bringing them closer and closer to the Divide. “Only each other. You are the Word of god. I am god’s sword and shield.”
Felix left a gap between him and Justine. “Where’re we going?”
“To the stage,” she said with dramatic flair.
Felix smiled, waved; waved and smiled. The soldiers were going down to their knees; their praise was catching like cold; their faith intensely contagious. They had to weave through the encampment, because their followers were as rocks in their path—rigid and unmovable. Felix felt some tension leave his body. No one wanted to hurt him here, and those who did would be committing suicide if they tried.
“When we’re finished with Eldrus, people will be this way everywhere,” Justine said. “I was wrong to isolate the Holy Order in Penance all these years. It made us strong, but it turned our religion into a matter of convenience. There was nothing better to believe, and there was no reason to stop believing. When we’re finished, we will return to the Heartland, to Cathedra, and be where we should have always been.”
Felix didn’t say anything, but what was there he could say? The Mother Abbess had a very clear plan of what she wanted for the Holy Order, and he agreed with every step of it. The conscripted prostrated around them were happy, fulfilled; they believed in god so deeply they would die for it. But at the same time, he could taste the sin in the air, smell it on their breaths. The Exemplars always told Felix that isolation had made the Holy Order humble, and that the Lillians’ quest for expansion was what had made them so unbearably entitled.
The Holy Child stopped. Slowly, he spun in place, surveying those who had fallen to the ground, most of whom would need some help getting up, because of how heavy their gear was. Those who hadn’t dropped to their knees quickly did so when his eyes met theirs. A lot of these men and women were about to die, and a lot of them were here for the glory of conquest and the sin of excess. King Edgar had sent the Arachne here to fight and to thin their numbers, so that they could be more easily controlled. And Justine… Justine had deliberately called forth and conscripted the garbage of the Holy Land. Was she intending to do the same?
Justine touched Felix’s shoulder and pointed ahead to a rounded hill where a platform had been built. There wasn’t much to it but six pillars, one podium, and a large banner bearing the icon of the Holy Order of Penance.
“A stage,” Felix said, shaking his head, finally having gotten her meaning. “You want me to give a speech.”
“Just like in Pyra.”
Felix grabbed the sealing stone around his neck.
Justine noticed, and her cheek quivered. She still had a hole in her chest from where she had once stored the sealing stone. It would never heal, and it would always hurt.
Felix cringed as he asked, “You said you… had a gift?”
Justine continued on, and Felix followed after. Their path was clear to the stage, and looking back, Felix saw that already hundreds of soldiers were gathering. The Holy Child was to give a speech, either now or in the next few hours; no one here was going to miss a word of it.
At the top of the hill, at the edge of the stage, the encampment below them, the Divide before them—webbed and writhing—Justine turned to Felix and told him this: “Every Worm of the Earth is capable of granting a boon. We do not grant a boon lightly, as it will often reveal us for what we are. Those who identify us as Worms will then destroy us, or enslave us. Either way, we will sleep, and many, many will die. I am different. You are, too. I trust you. I have given you my undoing—” she nodded at the sealing stone, “—and now I want to give you my power.”
Felix made sure they were alone. With thousands of eyes upon them from the encampment below, he felt as if he were naked before the world, with every secret he had ever held on display. If anyone had heard a word of what she was saying…
“I have not forgotten your friend Vrana.”
Felix gasped, because he had. Somehow, somewhere on the journey to the Divide, he had given up on helping her. Most of the time, he thought of Audra—Audra, and the silly, stupid, love he had for her. God, where was she? Was she okay? Was Vrana okay? Thousands in his care not far from where he stood, and all he could think about were the enemies he hardly knew.
“The Cult of the Worm has spread into the Holy Land. We have lost soldiers to the Cult, too. They defected and disappeared days ago. Word is that they are headed for Angheuawl.”
Felix shook his head. “What is that?”
“Mining village in the foothills of Kistvaen. It’s not on any map, but many say the lakes are absolutely stunning there.” She sighed. “We can go to Gallows for the Skeleton, or we can go to Angheuawl. We’ll send our soldiers to whatever you do not choose. If your friend is involved with the Cult, it’s likely their base of operations is there. I keep my promises, Felix. I know that I am not human, but I am trying my best to be.”
Jaw quivering, tearing up for no good, goddamn reason, Felix whispered, “Why?”
“For you. Everything I do, you must question because of what I am. I’m glad that you do. I want to be better. I want this to work. I love you. I hope that one day, you will love me, too, and not because you’re scared of what may happen if you do not.”
Felix swallowed all the spit in his mouth and nodded. He wiped his nose and eyes and straightened his back and became the Holy Child he was supposed to be. “What’s the boon?”
“Language is the carrier of religion. Through language, we spread our beliefs, creating our doctrines, and build our rituals. Some would call it a virus, but I am not the Green Worm, so I cannot say for sure.
“Through the power of language, I have made this Holy Order. Through inspiration and faith, I have sustained it for hundreds of years. When you speak to people, Felix, they listen to you. They trust you, because you are giving them the word of god. They don’t realize that this isn’t the real word, because they never truly heard god speak.
“After the Trauma, I spoke as a god would speak. I put fires in the hearts of those who had gone cold. When you speak as a god, you can inspire someone to fight harder than they ever thought possible. King Edgar puts the seeds of heaven in his followers, but I say we should put the seed of heaven on their tongues, so that they can share it with everyone else, not take it to their graves.
“If I give you my boon, when you speak to these people, they will be in your command completely. They will do whatever it takes to further our cause. To defeat an enemy like the Arachne, this is the only way. And if we succeed… if we succeed, then no one will able to doubt that you speak for god, and that god works through us.”
“You… want me to control their minds?” Felix said in disbelief.
“I want you to inspire them. To me, language is more of a drug than a virus; your words will only amplify what is already there. Those who want to fight will fight, but those who don’t have it in them, they will stay behind. It’s not mind control. I am not a Crossbreed.”
Felix looked up at Justine, the Mother Abbess, the White Worm of the Earth, and searched for signs of a lie. But her face was one of many; there were more behind it, and each one had probably had this same conversation with the Holy Child of the time. She said she loved him, and he did love her; he really did. He could kill her at any minute, betray her at any second. She had spared Audra, Deimos, and Lucan, and she had given him free reign of the Holy Order. He did question every decision she made, but what else could they do? It was war, and this was not a religion of peace.
“I don’t know what to say,” Felix whispered, tufts of spider web blowing off the Divide, coating the encampment like snow. “To them, I mean.”
“Yes, you do. You speak for god. You speak for us.” Justine ushered Felix behind the banner strung up between the pillars and asked, “Will you accept my boon?”
Felix looked back. Most of the conscription was in attendance, from the foot of hill, all the way back to high command. No one spoke, let alone moved. They were bound to him, tethered like prisoners to the chain of their faith. In a way, they had always been, but now he could see it, and now it truly mattered.
“Will we lose if I don’t accept your boon?” he asked.
“We may not,” Justine said. She put her finger in her mouth. “But we will not win miraculously. King Edgar has worked many miracles. It would be nice if we could, too.”
“Will it… be a good thing if a lot of our people die?”
Justine laughed, said, “That’s for them to decide,” and shoved her hand down her throat.
The White Worm of the Earth retched, and then yanked her hand out of her mouth. With it came a long piece of pearl-colored muscle that frayed at the end into tens of small, waving tendrils. At the end of each tendril were tiny balls of light, like those of an angler fish.
“Oh my god.” Felix dug his nails into the heels of his palms. If he hesitated, he wouldn’t do it. If he hesitated, someone might see something.
“What is a Worm?” he asked, stepping up to her.
“The soil it sleeps in,” she said, her voice in his head.
I’m the Holy Child. I’m the Holy Child. And she loves me.
Felix closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and tipped his head back, and let the White Worm fill him with her blessed light.




CHAPTER XVI

R’lyeh’s heart nearly stopped as a loud voice exploded in her ears from Penance’s encampment. The voice broke across the land like thunder, and sank into her mind like rain. She looked to Elizabeth and Miranda; by their surprise she saw that they heard it, too. It was the voice of a child, and it was the most beautiful voice she had ever heard. It made her weep. Without realizing it, she started drifting forward to hear it more clearly.
“I’m the Holy Child,” the voice started; it was so great, and yet at the same time, like a whisper in her ear. “I’m the Holy Child. I have a message for you from god.”
Elizabeth screwed up her face. “What the hell is this?”
“That’s some straight sorcery right there,” Miranda said. She pointed to the eastern bank of the Divide. “We have the worst timing.”
All along the eastern bank were several trebuchets that hadn’t been there the last time the Beauties passed through. Beside each of them were numerous barrels and pots; and beside them were numerous soldiers with fat, blazing torches. Not far off from there, the web across the Divide was miles long; its strands blew in blizzards across the encampment. R’lyeh couldn’t blame the soldiers; if she were them, she’d want to burn the damn thing down, too.
“God has spoken to me,” the Holy Child said, “and god has shown me what must be done. God has sacrificed much for us. Now, we must make a great sacrifice ourselves.”
R’lyeh, Elizabeth, and Miranda broke into a sprint. This side of the Divide was uneven—a lot of dunes, copses, gargling gulches. As long as Penance kept their eyes on the Holy Child, they just might not see them coming.
“We have always been a religion of tolerance and acceptance. But what god cannot tolerate and accept any longer is the cancer destroying our faith and our land. This is not about the fate of the Holy Order, but the fate of the World.”
Wait. R’lyeh stopped, the encampment a mile and a half away. She looked at the Deadly Beauties and said, “What the hell are we doing?”
“Going straight through, yeah?” Elizabeth went on, up a dune, and into a dense copse. “See them?”
R’lyeh followed after and muscled past Elizabeth. She jumped for the lowest bough and hoisted herself onto it.
“The Disciples of the Deep mean to eliminate anyone who disagrees with them. They mean to shape this world to their liking, regardless of the Trauma it will cause.”
R’lyeh glanced down; Miranda was standing at the foot of the tree, holding her paralyzed arm, rubbing her wrist where her hand had been. She looked lost, without purpose; much like R’lyeh used to look, before the Marrow Cabal took her in.
“You need only look across the Divide to see what ruin Eldrus’ ‘God’ will sow. It has filled their army with demons, and the King’s head with devils. See the western bank and the vermillion veins that choke it! The Disciples claim these growths are the gateways to heaven. But why do they kill more than they save?”
In the tree, R’lyeh could see that the entire encampment was at attention; not one of the thousands of bodies that ran up and down its length dared to turn away. Everyone appeared as if they had stopped in the middle of something. Some were half-dressed, others completely naked; a few were still wrestling with carcasses they had brought in from the morning hunt. Most were stroking their swords. There seemed to be a low drone of gibbering in the air. Everyone was speaking in their own private language, or doing their damndest to learn God’s.
Not since the pit of Geharra and the Crossbreed had R’lyeh seen such utter devotion. These soldiers weren’t paralyzed by the presence of their lord’s speaker; they were empowered; they were becoming.
“He’s amazing,” Miranda mumbled beneath the bough.
R’lyeh turned her gaze towards the stage from which the Holy Child preached. She had known he was young, but holy shit was he young. Like her age. He was small, too. Not frail, just not very intimidating. And yet here he was, writing what would certainly be history tomorrow. R’lyeh felt a pang of jealousy, and, begrudgingly, respect.
“Let us not forget that it was from the Nameless Forest King Edgar emerged years ago,” the Holy Child boomed, his words literally rippling the air. “And since then, what deeds has he done? He murdered his family, tried to take over the Heartland; he murdered Geharra and summoned the Red Worm. He has now overrun the Heartland with his vermillion veins, and has convinced his followers to consume the debilitating growths. This is not a religion he is building, but a weapon. It is a weapon meant to strike us down, so that he may take what he wants freely and shape this world as he sees fit. Does King Edgar sound like a man to anyone, anymore?” The Holy Child shook his head, touching his Corruption while he did so. “He is a demon, and he belongs in hell. Let us send him there, before he brings it here for all of us to burn in.”
Backed up like a dam, those gathered finally burst into a deafening applause.
Shit, R’lyeh thought, squeezing her eyes shut. A sudden sensation, sour and prickling, had pressed itself against her, into her. “Guys, do you feel—”
“She’s beautiful, yeah?” Elizabeth said, tugging on R’lyeh’s heel. “Statues don’t do her justice.”
R’lyeh shook off the strange sensation; it made her feel fuzzy inside, like a slick sickness telling her everything she wanted to hear. Beautiful? Who were they talking about? Again, she looked to the stage and—Holy shit—there she was, the Mother Abbess, standing beside the Holy Child. Had she been there the whole time?
“If the Disciples of the Deep are right about anything—”
The Mother Abbess of the Holy Order of Penance was beautiful. She was slender, and her skin was almost ephemeral; her hair was the color of pearl, and though there was no wind, each strand moved, as if it had a life of its own. There was an aura about her, too, like the ghost of something.
“—it is that we all carry heaven inside of us.”
Now, the ghost was haunting the Holy Child, seeping its languid, multitudinous limbs through his back. A spasm rocked the boy’s body—the power of this holy spirit apparently almost too much for the kid to handle.
“We have carried it with us from birth,” the Holy Child said, recovering. “God gave it to us to nurture, and to share. Heaven is inside all of us, at all times. Can you feel it? Touch your chest. Can you feel it inside you, blooming like a flower?”
The Holy Child and the Mother Abbess touched their chests. Throughout the encampment, the soldiers did the same. Voices amongst those gathered began to grow louder; where once the people had stayed rooted, they now shifted, like slobbering beasts left too long in their pens. They stopped touching their chests and started beating them; like phlegm, heaven was apparently something that needed to be knocked loose.
Eyes wide, heart about to rip in half, R’lyeh looked down and said to Elizabeth, “What the hell is going on?”
Elizabeth ignored her and clambered into the tree and onto a different bough. “Get up here,” she hollered at Miranda, but Miranda wouldn’t budge; she seemed to be listening to something, the same way the Skeleton would listen to the Black Hour.
And when R’lyeh went to say something about this, she heard something, too: a cool, soothing voice that smelled of lilac and wine, speaking to her from all the dark corners of her skull.
Little girl, you hate the Holy Order of Penance for what it has done to Alluvia, but your hate is misplaced. Fight with us, so that you may truly strike back at the man responsible for your mother’s and father’s deaths.
R’lyeh’s legs locked and she fell backward off the tree, babbling, “What the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck?” She slammed into the ground, her mask cushioning the impact. She stumbled to her feet. Pulling out one of the Cruel Mother’s talons, she spun around, swiping at the air.
Elizabeth dropped out of the tree, landing on her hands and knees rather than her head, like R’lyeh had done. A snake of spit on her lip, she groaned and played with her nose piercing.
Little girl, you hate the Holy Order of Penance—
“Ah!” R’lyeh pounded the side of her head. “Do you hear it?” she asked, bending over Elizabeth.
“Yeah, yeah.” Elizabeth struggled to stand. “Straight sorcery, like Miranda… Hey, Miranda!”
Using her sword like a walking stick, Miranda had stab, stab, stabbed her way out of the copse and down the dune.
“Hey, lady, stop!” Elizabeth said, taking off after her.
Little girl, you hate the Holy Order—
How is he doing that? R’lyeh grabbed her mask and chased Elizabeth. How the hell does he know that about me?
Elizabeth caught Miranda before she made it down the dune. Grabbing her by her bum arm, she screamed in her face, “Stop! Those two idiots are spellweaving.”
Miranda jerked away. Misty-eyed, she thrust her sword at Elizabeth, just barely missing her. “He knows,” she said, nodding. And then she turned away and kept on towards the encampment.
Feeling vulnerable in the open, R’lyeh backed up the dune. “What did you hear?”
Elizabeth, caught between R’lyeh and Miranda, growled. “The Holy Child. He said—” she bit her lip piercing, “—god still remembers my prayers from the Orphanage. He said… Mom and Dad are waiting. It’s fucking bullshit. Miranda!”
“I heard him tell me I could help fight those who killed my village,” R’lyeh said. The pit of Geharra opened in her mind; with a lethal dose of hate, she promptly sealed it shut again. “What is she doing? I thought Miranda hated religion.”
“No, she just pretends. Miranda, stop!” Elizabeth ran her hands over her dirty face. “She’s a few bad habits away from a habit and becoming a full-blown nun. R’lyeh, please, help me bring her back.”
As R’lyeh started back down the dune, the Holy Child bellowed from the stage, “King Edgar has to grow his heaven to convince his followers it is there. You are heaven, each and every one of you. Go as god would go, and see the sinners through your gates!”
A violent tremor shot through the webs over the Divide, causing them to buck and billow. Great, silken bridges and glassy, glittering towers caved-in and collapsed. Tangled highways bulged; womb-like funnels stretched. The waters of the Divide, agitated by the unseen agitation, rippled and churned, and flooded the lower levels of the crystalline city. The boats and ships still caught in the suffocating storm groaned and capsized; as they took on water, they let loose the desiccated bodies of sailors and traders from their impacted bowels.
The turmoil went even farther back than the river itself, though; on the western bank, in the fog and the vermillion jungles, trees were felled and blood-curdling shrieks were let loose, and things were gathering into masses, great and dark.
The spiders were coming.
“I saw stables at the back of the camp,” Elizabeth said. “Miranda, we’re going to grab some horses and go home. No one will notice us, I swear.”
“I have to fight for my home,” Miranda said. “I have to, or it won’t be here tomorrow.”
“No, listen, damn it,” R’lyeh said, tugging on Miranda’s shirt. “That woman and kid are spellweavers. This is just a—”
“They’re not spellweavers,” Elizabeth said, tapping R’lyeh’s shoulder. “Oh, fuck. Spellweavers can’t do that, can they?”
R’lyeh turned around, and almost swallowed her tongue. In a matter of seconds, it looked as if a windstorm had formed over Penance’s encampment. The clouds had merged into a filthy sludge of whites and grays, like some kind of wintry runoff. Pouring from the clouds were what appeared to be tornados; numbering in the hundreds, or maybe even thousands, the segmented columns danced violently around the encampment. R’lyeh strained her eyes for signs of damage and debris, but no matter where the tornados went, everything was left untouched, as if they weren’t truly there—as if they weren’t tornados at all. Because they didn’t really look like tornados, not with how they were segmented and how they moved; they looked more like…
Worms.
The Mother Abbess and the Holy Child were no longer on the stage, but floating above it; their heads were back and their arms outstretched. From their mouths and fingertips flowed phantasmal strands to which it appeared all the larger tornados were connected. Below them, the soldiers screamed, tore at their armor, and slammed into one another, all the while professing their faith at the top of their heaving lungs.
“For those of you who feel the presence of god in your hearts,” the Holy Child said, jellyfish-like chandeliers of light emerging from his chest and into the sky, “rejoice! For if you fight today, you and god shall be equals tomorrow.”
Wood bent. Rope snapped. There was a shout followed by raucous laughter. R’lyeh tore her gaze away from the Holy Child and saw the western bank aflame. In rapid succession, the trebuchets were loaded with pots and vases and great, leaking barrels. Worm tornados exploded out of the breasts of the soldiers there, but they went about their business all the same.
Someone shouted, “Fire!”
One by one, the trebuchets were let loose. The huge, wooden arms snapped forward, slinging their sinister payload into the web over the Divide. R’lyeh watched the pots, vases, and barrels tumble through the air, and instinctively took a step back when they started their descent onto the river.
At first, there was nothing. No explosion, no eruption of flames. The projectiles ripped through the web with their speed and weight. They broke apart somewhere inside the sparkling nest. R’lyeh reached for Elizabeth, but her grasp fell short as small, angry pricks of light began to blink from inside the web.
Elizabeth reached for R’lyeh and shouted in her face, “Run!”
At first, there was nothing. Then hell. A great, searing explosion erupted at the heart of the web and fire flooded the silken deathtrap. Like the creatures would that had created it, the web curled and hissed in the heat, losing its size and shape, meter by meter, second after second. Scorched became the highways, and immolated the towers. The silken bridges snapped; their flaming suspensions lashed across the Divide and set fire to the trees on western shore. For something so feared, to R’lyeh, it was almost a shame to see it so quickly undone.
The Arachne started pouring through the smoke.
The sentiment turned to salt in her throat.
The Arachne came in vast, writhing swarms—a spider-slide of legs and mandibles surrounded by a storm of silk and hair. The humanoid beasts broke through the vermillion roots on the western bank; by the thousands, they went willingly onto the Divide and the burning web. Meter by meter, second after second, the hissing battalions drew closer and closer, creating webs where there were none, or skirting across the water altogether. So dense were the arachnid packs that R’lyeh couldn’t tell where most creatures began or ended; they were death and all its textures; a swathe cut from the great killer Itself laid out along the land, to remind those who might’ve forgotten the only afterlife that mattered.
R’lyeh was somewhere in the tunnels of Geharra when she turned on her heels and fled for Penance’s encampment. She felt Miranda and Elizabeth behind her. That was good enough for now. Eyes watering, throat tightening, R’lyeh couldn’t feel much but everything all at once. I’m going to die, she told herself, tearing towards the worm-ridden camp of her enemy. I’m going to die. This is how I die. She laughed, thought of when the soldiers had drugged her village, and laughed some more. She was seeking salvation from her slaughterers. Even at thirteen, the irony was not lost on her.
Every step she took brought her closer to the encampment and the heavily manned towers that surrounded it. All it would take was one order or one shaky hand to let loose a wave of arrows to pin her and her friends to the ground. Common sense should’ve told her to veer away, back to the dunes where she could’ve disappeared and waited this out. But she ate poison for fun, ran with murderers for friends; home was a lake of blood, and her boss was a Skeleton who sent her on suicide missions. The only common sense she had nowadays was the common sense that told her she needed more of it.
R’lyeh gulped as worm spirals swept back and forth through the encampment. It was so hazy inside that she really couldn’t see the soldiers anymore, but that wasn’t a problem; her imagination was more than happy to fill in the scene. Geharra was the weed that infested every piece of her and her world. If she dug long enough, she would always find it, destroying everything from the inside, turning everything into something it was never meant to be.
Anxiety coursed through her body, leaving itching rashes where it went. R’lyeh, running as hard as she could, reached into her pockets for poisons, but there were none there. She couldn’t break down, not again, not like she had in Rime. If she stopped, she’d be stopped for good. She was a Deadly Beauty, and Deadly Beauties weren’t weak; they weren’t soft. Elizabeth never crumbled, and neither did Miranda, even though she kept falling apart. She was one of them now, not a Night Terror. So, taking a deep breath, she slowed down and, for the first time since Alluvia, let herself look back.
The Arachne had not only crossed the burning Divide, but overrun the eastern bank. The trebuchets and the soldiers who manned them had been swallowed by the spider swell. The ground was gone, replaced by the skittering carpet that choked it. The horizon had been transformed into dark, jagged mounds that moved with horrifying synchronicity. And the mounds weren’t stopping. The great, clicking, spitting brood were headed straight for the encampment, and she, R’lyeh, the dumbass who had decided to stop, to look back, to face her fears for once, was right in the middle of the two.
Elizabeth, towing Miranda, grabbed R’lyeh by the front of her armor and screamed in her face, “Get out of the way!”
She snapped out of it. “Get out? What the hell—”
R’lyeh went sideways as a soldier slammed into her from behind. Elizabeth balanced her. As she pulled herself together, she saw more soldiers running past them, breaking around them like waves around rocks. It was Penance’s army, all of them. They were tearing out of the encampment with wild abandon, their spears held high, their tongues wagging psychotically in their mouths. Gaseous, worm-shaped columns whipped across the frontline, giving those they passed through an angelic glow.
“Don’t let go of me,” R’lyeh cried.
Elizabeth shook her head. She wheeled Miranda in front of her and took R’lyeh’s hand. Groups of soldiers marched past in an endless parade and parody of religious zealotry. The ground thrummed with movement. In the thick of the attack, this side of the Divide had grown hotter; all the hateful, faithful mouth-breathers having increased the temperature substantially.
Running through the army was like running through quicksand: despite how much they moved, it never seemed like they could get anywhere. An arm or a shoulder or an unbreaking wall of heavy, sweaty men kept throwing them off course. The worm-like dust devils weren’t any help, either. They spun sporadically through the ranks by the tens and twenties, infecting everything they touched with their rabid blessings.
R’lyeh squeezed Elizabeth’s hand hard enough to break it, and then squeezed harder. It’s almost over, it’s almost over, she told herself. But, Holy Child, was it? The encampment was drawing nearer, but the flood of soldiers wouldn’t relent. She knew what thousands of people looked like—she’d seen it before, in Geharra—but this was somehow different. These people weren’t being controlled. They knew exactly what they were doing.
“Almost there!” Elizabeth yelled back.
Miranda jerked away from Elizabeth, but she quickly caught her. “I have to fight,” Miranda said, beating her nub for a hand against Elizabeth’s side. “It’s all I can do.”
Behind R’lyeh, there was a massive crash of wood and steel that sounded like a building collapsing. Penance’s soldiers had already been screaming, but now they were screaming in pain and unbelievable agony. She told herself not to look back, but being a girl of little self-restraint, she did it anyway.
The frontline and the Arachne had met a thousand yards back, and there everything was now red. The Arachne were crushing themselves to get to the soldiers. Severed arms and legs and crushed heads were being hurled at the living, to blind them with the blood of the dead. When the humanoid horrors weren’t eviscerating the soldiers with their teeth and claws, they were pulling them into eight-legged embraces, where they would either break the soldiers’ backs, or spit webs into their eyes, until the strands melted their faces into pink, bubbling cavities.
But for all their savage strength, the Arachne couldn’t match the soldiers’ sheer will. Dismembered or damn near dead, the men and women of Penance broke themselves by the tens and twenties on the Arachne menace. They hacked the spiders to bits, and gored them straight through. And those that glowed with the Worm’s blessing were absolutely brutal in their assault. They tore through the Arachne with adrenaline-soaked strength. Spiders were cleaved in two, others stabbed into sputtering hunks of hairy, wheezing mush.
More soldiers surged past R’lyeh, while more Arachne swarmed in from the Divide. Every clash between the two came with a clap of blood that drenched the armies in every direction. She didn’t need to be a military strategist to know which side would win; they matched each other in almost every way. By the end of this, there would be nothing left—just blood and guts and Nature doing its best to make the most out of all that fresh compost.
R’lyeh, Elizabeth, and Miranda found a breach in the warring bodies and slipped through it. They wound through the thinning ranks, until they were right outside the encampment. Overhead, flaming arrows ripped through the air from the sentry towers, but still no one noticed these three out of place women.
Breathing fire out of her burning lungs, R’lyeh dropped Elizabeth’s hand and hurried past the wall and into the encampment. The ground was a muddy ruin from all the marching feet trampling it. She found the nearest tent, ripped off her octopus mask, and fell against the fabric. She wheezed; every breath she took was a fight, for the air, still hazy and thick here, seemed reluctant to give itself to her.
“Just… across from here,” Elizabeth said, sweat pouring off her face. “The horses.”
Miranda kept trying to wiggle out of Elizabeth’s hold. Crying out to the soldiers, she said, “Please, sir. Take me with you. She won’t let me fight!”
For the first time since all this started, one of the soldiers stopped and paid them some attention. He raised his spear, chewed on his lip.
“Fighting for god is the greatest thing a woman can do in this world!” the soldier said, pressing forward, the tip of his spear trained on Elizabeth. “If you feel heaven in your heart, sister, you must share it!”
Miranda nodded, said, “Yes, yes, yes!” and started pounding her heart with her amputated wrist.
“Should I kill these heretics?” the soldier asked.
“Yes,” Miranda said, while at the same time shaking her head. “Yes.”
Elizabeth drew her sword and thrust the soldier’s spear away. “Don’t.”
R’lyeh felt a change in the wind. Looking into the thick of the encampment, she saw several worm-like dust devils whirling through the remaining soldiers, jumping between them like bolts of lightning. But that wasn’t it. There was something else.
At first, she saw them as shadows on the ground, moving across the encampment like clouds across the sun. They reminded her of the shadow Audra had conjured, the one she and Deimos rode out of Rime on. As Elizabeth cussed at Miranda and hacked at the soldier, R’lyeh went to one knee and touched the ground where the shadows moved.
Just shadows, she thought, realizing how stupid she was being. She struggled to her feet—that small moment of rest a near-death sentence—and then looked up to the sky. Oh, crap.
In the gray, cancerous murk above Penance’s encampment, hundreds of large carrion birds wheeled; oily, black feathers falling from their gore-caked wings. Out of their torsos, long, intestine-like appendages whipped back and forth, showering from their mouths those below in gory regurgitations.
“What the hell are those?” R’lyeh shouted.
Elizabeth batted the soldier’s spear again once more and pressed her advantage. She put him in a headlock and ran her sword through his stomach, back and forth, back and forth, until his godly fuel gave out and he died in her arms.
Letting the soldier fall to the ground, Elizabeth said, “They’re from the Nameless Forest. Edgar’s aerial force.” She stared at the beasts a little while longer, memories clearly overtaking her, and grabbed Miranda again. “We have to hurry.”
R’lyeh nodded and followed after Elizabeth and Miranda. As they worked their way through the camp towards the stables, the carrion birds drilled downwards through the air. One by one, they slammed into the soldiers around the encampment, tearing out their throats, or goring their chests. Bodies fell around them from those soldiers who had been taken off the ground and dropped to their deaths.
R’lyeh threw her mask back on, took out the Cruel Mother’s talons, and readied herself for a fight she was certain would come. It had been too long since she had killed something. If not now, then never, and never didn’t sit right with her, no matter what Elizabeth and Miranda thought.
Nearly at the stables, R’lyeh dug her heels into the ground and threw herself behind a tent. Elizabeth, dragging Miranda down with her, did the same. Between here and the horses were a bunch of weird looking statues. Twenty or more. They had cloaks on and star-shaped heads and—what the hell?—they were moving.
“He’s here,” Miranda said, giddily.
Elizabeth punched Miranda in the chest. “Shut up, goddamn it. I know it’s not you, yeah? But shut up.”
Miranda snarled. “I heard his voice. I hear him now.”
“You hear a Worm. You hear only what you want to—”
Miranda shrieked and kicked Elizabeth’s side. She hurried to her feet, kicked away Elizabeth’s outstretched hand, and ran past R’lyeh.
“Miranda, stop, you idiot!” R’lyeh cried, catching the back of Miranda’s shirt, but losing her hold on it. “Stop!”
Dead arm swinging limply at her side, Miranda approached the statues. “Your Holiness, I can hear you inside there. I’m sorry I didn’t fight. I’m sorry I never fought.”
The statues stopped their procession and turned to face Miranda. Cringing, R’lyeh lifted her head from the ground and saw that she was right. There was someone behind the statues, hidden there, protected there by this reanimated guard.
Miranda dropped to her knees, crying. “I turned away for so long. Let me see you, so that I know god isn’t upset with me.”
Someone murmured inside the statues.
R’lyeh crawled forward. Through the gaps between the stone creatures, she could see the outline of someone small. And beside it, something large, except it couldn’t stop moving. Is that the Holy Child? She risked getting closer. Flashes of tentacles moved around the smaller person inside the guard, like a shield. Is that the Mother Abbess?
“Please,” Miranda begged. She lifted her left arm like a sacrificial offering. “I’ve lost so much. I keep losing so much. Won’t god make me whole?”
“Move aside,” a boy, the Holy Child, said from within the statues.
“Your Holiness, you must not,” a woman said inside the guard.
“I must. Let me do this one kind thing here.”
The statues began to move away from another; inch by inch, they gave R’lyeh a precious glimpse into the heart of the guard. Through a sliver, she saw the Holy Child standing there, in dirty robes, his right arm, Corrupted like everyone else’s, on full display.
“Oh, thank you, thank you,” Miranda said. She started to come to her feet.
And then the statues stepped even farther apart and R’lyeh began to see a portion of the woman standing beside the Holy Child. First her foot, then her leg, and then a maelstrom of tentacles, like a ball of snakes, and—
A carrion bird screeched through the air, sank its enormous talons into Miranda’s shoulders, and tore her off the ground.
R’lyeh shoved her forearm into her mouth, to stop her from screaming and giving herself away.
Elizabeth didn’t care, however. She vaulted over R’lyeh. The statues surrounding the Holy Child and the Mother Abbess closed their ranks and quickly shuffled them away, deeper into the encampment.
“No, no!” Elizabeth swung her sword at the carrion bird, but it was too high to reach. “R’lyeh,” she cried. “Please, oh god, please help me!”
R’lyeh jumped to her feet. Daggers out, she quickly scanned the area for something to stand on, or something to fucking throw. Anything to—
The carrion bird lifted Miranda higher. Screaming out buckets of blood, she bucked in the beast’s grasp, but it would not break. Intestinal appendages began to uncurl out of the bird’s torso. At the end of the appendage, a tooth-lined mouth opened, yawned, and—
“Miranda!” Elizabeth shouted.
—it bore down on Miranda’s head, covering it completely. The torso mouth forced itself down to her throat, and started chewing and sucking on her flesh and bones. While it did this, the carrion bird ripped its talons out of her shoulders. It clamped one claw into her breast and another into her thigh.
“Stop!” R’lyeh could hardly make out what was going on, she was crying so hard. “Stop!” She took both the Cruel Mother’s talons and hurled them at the carrion bird. It was one of the last thing she had of Vrana’s, but if it helped… if it helped…
It didn’t. The Cruel Mother’s talons sailed right past the carrion bird and disappeared somewhere among the tents beyond. The giant bird cackled, as if amused, and tore Miranda apart, ripping her sloppily from her hip to her armpit. A hot, steaming deluge of blood and organs slipped out of Miranda’s two halves and splatted against the ground. The carrion bird twisted off her head, sucked it down with the torso mouth, and dropped the rest of Miranda in front of Elizabeth and R’lyeh.
The carrion bird, fat on the flesh and blood of their friend, stretched its wings and took off toward the battlefield.
“Elizabeth,” R’lyeh said, completely numb inside. “Elizabeth.” She started towards the last, true Deadly Beauty. “Eliza—”
“Get the horses.” Elizabeth shoved R’lyeh away and pointed to the stables and horses sixty feet away.
“Eliza—”
Elizabeth dropped her sword as more carrion birds passed by overhead. She found Miranda’s still-sputtering bottom half and grabbed it by the ankles. “Get the horses,” she said, rolling up Miranda’s pant legs. “Get them.”
R’lyeh nodded and took off towards the stables. There were three horses left there, and she took all three of them with her, just so one wouldn’t have to be alone. It was easier to do than to think, so she led the three back to Elizabeth and thought nothing of how much of a target she must look to the carrion birds above. Maybe it was the numbness talking, but at this moment, with Miranda’s blood in her hair, she didn’t really care what happened next.
“Elizabeth,” she said again, the spooked horses trailing behind her. Any other horse, any other time, would’ve run. But they wanted to be out of here just as badly as they did. “Elizabeth, I got them.”
Elizabeth nodded. She was kneeling down beside Miranda’s bottom half, her hand around the ankle. In her other hand, Elizabeth was holding an ankle bracelet made out of seashells. She closed her eyes, whispered something under her breath, and stood.
“Three horses,” R’lyeh said. “Miranda can ride back with us.”
Eyes still shut, tears seeping out from underneath them, Elizabeth smiled and said, “She can’t.”
“She will, I’m sure.” R’lyeh bit her lip. “Was that bracelet hers?”
“We all had one.” Elizabeth opened her eyes, sniffled her nose. “Now, I have them all.”
R’lyeh and Elizabeth mounted the horses and kicked them until the beasts wouldn’t go any faster. They tore through the encampment. In the sky, more carrion birds had arrived to assault Penance’s army. As they reached the southern end of the encampment, the small bands of Arachne clambered in through the northern side.
R’lyeh didn’t bother looking back by the time they hit the woods outside the Divide. The only way this could end well for everyone was if both sides died. And if she looked back, she knew she would be disappointed in what she saw. Total annihilation was the only remedy for her sickened soul.
They rode for days back to Gallows. During that time, neither R’lyeh, nor Elizabeth said a word to one another. There was nothing that needed to be said. They had ridden to Rime, failed their mission, and lost a friend on the way back. What had they learned that a few scouts and messenger birds couldn’t have? How cruel the world was? How badly their hearts could ache? In all this time, they had done nothing but bear witness to atrocities. Maybe for a man who was only bones there was something to learn from all that suffering, but not for R’lyeh, and certainly not for Elizabeth.
I can’t do this, R’lyeh decided at the end of the week, at the end of the day. Gallows wasn’t far now, just over the hill ahead. She had found some poisonbite berries along the way, and now slipped them into her mouth. Elizabeth saw her, but didn’t say anything. Elizabeth didn’t do much of anything. Sometimes, R’lyeh had to remind her to breathe.
I have to fight, she thought, her, Elizabeth, and the third horse, starting up the hill. If it’s a threat, it has to die. I could have saved her, but I didn’t. I was closer than Elizabeth. She scratched her horse behind its twitching ear. Everyone around me dies. I can’t be around anything alive.
R’lyeh wiped her eyes, turned to Elizabeth, and meekly said, “We’re here.”
Elizabeth’s dull eyes shifted. Her mouth, white with dried drool, cracked the smallest of smiles.
R’lyeh nodded and rode the horse over the crest of the hill. She squeezed her legs against the beast, grabbed its mane, and said, “Shit, shit. Stop.”
At the center of Gallows, in the lake of blood, a giant bat floated on its back. On the mangy beast’s belly, tens of pale children moved back and forth between the lake and the bat; some rubbed the blood into its fur, while others nursed it into the creature’s panting mouth.
R’lyeh threw out her arm, to block Elizabeth, but Elizabeth rode at full-speed past her.
“Great,” Elizabeth kept saying, over and over. “Great!”
R’lyeh untethered the third horse. It smartly took off for the countryside. Don’t stop, don’t stare. R’lyeh swallowed her hesitation and rode down the hill towards Gallows.
They didn’t know the passphrase for entry, but the cabalists in the sentry towers let them through, regardless. Elizabeth was the first to make it to the dock. When she did, she dismounted from her horse and booked it toward Operations.
R’lyeh, ten seconds behind, hit the docks, and did the same. She kept the giant bat and the pale children in her periphery, but only in her periphery. If she stopped, if she stared, something could happen to Elizabeth. She couldn’t lose another one. Not now. Not ever. Not again. Not if she could—
Halfway up the ramp to the second level, Elizabeth braced herself and shouted, “You mother fucker!”
Cabalists across Gallows stopped what they were doing. The pale children in the lake of blood levitated above their bat god and exchanged dark whispers with one another.
R’lyeh, with a stitch in her side, hoofed it towards and up the ramp to the second level. At the top of it, the Skeleton stood, his arms folded across his ribcage.
“What are they doing here?” Elizabeth ran at the Skeleton. She threw her arms at him. He caught them and held her there, a prisoner to her own grief and rage. “What are they… what are they?”
Behind the Skeleton, Warren emerged from Operations and asked Elizabeth, “Where’s Miranda?”
Elizabeth went limp in the Skeleton’s hands and collapsed onto the ramp, a sobbing mess.
R’lyeh ran up the ramp, dropped down, and pulled Elizabeth against her. Peeling her hair off her hot face, R’lyeh said to the Skeleton, “What the fuck is going on?”
“Allies.” The Skeleton looked past R’lyeh and then asked, “Where’s Audra?”
R’lyeh shook her head. She held Elizabeth tighter as she tried to pull away.
The Skeleton nodded. He went sideways just as Hex emerged from Operations, too.
“What happened?” she asked, hand covering her mouth. “Audra?”
“No,” the Skeleton said.
Hex’s face went tight. Her neck tented; she grabbed onto Warren.
“We tried it your way,” the Skeleton said. He then turned back to R’lyeh and stepped towards her and Elizabeth. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth.”
Face buried in R’lyeh’s chest, Elizabeth said, muffled, “You knew, and you called them here, anyways.” She spit at the Skeleton. “You’re a fucking monster. Get away from us!”
The Skeleton’s veiny, glassy eyes focused on R’lyeh. Fat, black, salamander-like tongue flopping around inside his jaw, the Skeleton said, “When the battle is over, whoever wins will come here next. You will be leaving.”
R’lyeh shook her head. “No. No! I’m not going anywhere. I’m not running anymore.”
“Everyone is running.” The Skeleton touched the Black Hour’s heart beneath his robe. “Hex’s plan failed. Mine will not.”
“You’re not coming with us?” R’lyeh let go of Elizabeth and stood up, face to face, with the Skeleton. “You’re abandoning us?” She pushed him; when she touched him, an orgy of blood and steel stabbed through her skull.
“Hex is going to lead the Marrow Cabal to our new base of operations—” the Skeleton sighed, “—and I’m going to the Dead City to put an end to all of this, once and for all. Now, get Elizabeth out of here, before Gemma sees her.”




CHAPTER XVII

Technically speaking, there were two Nameless Forests on the continent, or so Aeson liked to think. The first was the most famous, and the only one anyone cared about—that wooded nightmare to the east that was quickly becoming the Disciples of the Deep’s new Mecca. The second Nameless Forest, while at this point nearly forgotten by all, was much older than its spotlight-hungry sibling and, in some ways, or, again, so Aeson liked to think, the more interesting of the two.
But to call it the Nameless Forest would be disingenuous, because unlike the home of the Dread Clock, this second forest was truly nameless. In the countless stories Aeson had read about the place, it was obvious people had tried to give it a name; however, one would never stick for long. Purgatory Pointe, the Dark Woods, the Winding Haunt, Bleak’s Holdout—these names, while all similar in tone, were just a few of hundreds attributed to the forest over the remaining recorded years.
Before the Trauma, the humans were calling it the Garden of Sleep. The forest had been annexed by a local state park. Deemed too unstable for general use, it quickly became a Mecca of its own for the many youths who willingly trespassed into the area.
Suicide forests had been in style at the time; when dead teenagers started washing up in the creeks, rivers, and lakes of the state park, the locals panicked. They figured their sons and daughters were going into the Garden of Sleep to kill themselves, but each body that was recovered suggested otherwise. Of the sixty who died in the Garden of Sleep, not one of them was determined to have died by suicide.
The next logical conclusion was that the sixty had been murdered, either by their peers, or by a person or persons residing in the forest. But the medical reports and newspaper clippings Aeson had read were quick to dismiss this suggestion, as well. The teenagers hadn’t killed themselves, nor had they been killed by anyone else. They had simply stopped living.
The Trauma happened shortly thereafter, and the humans never got the answers they wanted. But because Aeson was an Archivist (eight years ago he had more time on his hands than did most clocks), he realized in his haphazard researching a precedence in that place for similar mysterious deaths. Back when it had been known as Purgatory Pointe in the 1800s, the Dark Woods in 1910, the Winding Haunt in 1975, and Bleak’s Holdout in 2012, there were cases of corpses with unexplainable causes of death. Children or adults, it didn’t matter; every year, bodies would be found that appeared to have given up on living altogether, as if the thread of life itself had been snipped from their souls. Myths were made, and creatures were created, and the wrong people were blamed for these eerie wrongdoings. But like the forest itself, the deaths were quickly forgotten, with each subsequent case just as shocking to the public as the first. Not only was the Garden of Sleep—the best name given to the forest, or so Aeson claimed—capable of killing undetected, but it had hanging about it a fog of unfailing amnesia.
Eight years ago, at age eleven, Aeson began making connections in the case about the same time he started hearing stories about the forest from those in Caldera. He had developed an obsession with the Garden of Sleep, not only because of its history, but because the forest was only a half a day’s journey to the west from the village. It was an obsession his eight-year-old self at the time couldn’t believe no one else had. And yet, it was an obsession only his eight-year-old self and those unfortunately similar to him could have. For what child, orphaned by their parents’ suicides, wouldn’t take interest in the home of Death?
Ghost stories were for the gullible, and Aeson, with the Old World at his fingertips, was beyond gullible. Hearing that Death dwelled in the Garden of Sleep, he began to see Death in all its corners and corridors. And more specifically, he began to see the rare flower, Death’s Dilemma, in all the cases and corpses. Whether it was in the 1800s or on the eve of the Trauma, the flower, or something similar to it, was present in every story from back then, as well as all the ghost stories he kept hearing as a child.
To him, the eight-year-old who thought himself three times his age, the solution was simple: People had gone to Death over the years, and death was what they had gotten. The Garden of Sleep was a gateway to the Abyss—to the great cemetery in which all souls slept. There were reports of a Ferry Woman to take people to Death, but that just seemed like nothing more than pure ceremony. For months, Aeson had wanted to take the trip, to the forest and Death’s seamless domain. But as with others, the passage of time had taken his will, his motivation, and eventually, his memory. He never forgot the forest or what it was capable of, and yet, at the same time, he did.
Many people often described Death as a disease, but now, standing here in the outskirts of the Garden of Sleep with Bjørn at his side, Aeson realized the living were the disease. Death had rejected his advances before. But now they were weak and desperate, and clinging to a poisoned hope—they had to have worn Death down. It would have no choice but to accept them.
“The Ferry Woman shouldn’t be far,” Bjørn said, begrudgingly.
Aeson checked his bag for The Blood of Before. “How do you know?”
“Everyone who comes through here has seen her. She’s always in the same place.”
“When Vrana got back from Geharra, she told me she saw her.” Aeson sighed. “Said the Ferry Woman was holding a dead bird.”
Bjørn shook his head. Pointing forward, he said, “Home isn’t far.”
It wasn’t. From where they stood, they could see the peaks of Kistvaen through the forest’s dying canopy. Caldera wasn’t a stone’s throw away, but it was close enough to make them second guess themselves every second their journey put them closer to the village. If they returned to Caldera, then they could ask the elders for help. Instead of seeking out Death and some mythical weapon, they could try to throw together a group of Caldera’s best and go to Angheuawl to put an end to the witches and their Choir of flesh fiends. And yet to Aeson and Bjørn, both these options somehow sounded unreasonable. Any delay would be a death sentence for Vrana. Any attack that didn’t assure the complete eradication of Joy and Pain couldn’t be trusted.
But, deep down, Aeson knew the real reason why they felt so confident in courting Death. Bjørn didn’t say it, of course, but he didn’t need to. Both men had known Death all their lives, and more than once, It had taken someone they loved away from them. Aeson knew Death through books, and Bjørn through deeds; however, with Ichor’s dinner party, there was no doubt in either’s mind that they were equals in their experiences. The living might have been the disease, but a disease had to keep on living. If they were meant to die, they should’ve already. Like a carless debtor, Death had taken too much; now it was time to take some of it back.
“You alright?” Bjørn asked.
The swamp in front of them gave an unenthusiastic belch. Aeson couldn’t have given a better response. He appreciated the Bear’s concern, but for now and years to come, concern was something that cut rather than healed. So he lied and said, “Yeah,” and got moving.
This nameless forest west of Caldera was mostly swamp; and those places that weren’t appeared to be there just for show. For all the chaos in the landscape—the steep hills and even steeper valleys; the impenetrable black ashes and almost-illusory bald cypresses—there appeared to be a kind of primal order to it. Maybe it was something left over from its days as a state park, or maybe Death had done some redecorating of Its own, but the forest seemed to funnel them through it down a definite path. Those who entered clearly weren’t meant to linger long, which made Aeson wonder: Is the Garden of Sleep really supposed to be here?
Grunting and groaning, they made their way to the edge of the swamp. The water looked more like an oil spill than anything else. Choked with debris and dead animals, and probably a hell of a lot deeper than it looked, it was obvious they would be skirting around the swamp, not swimming straight through it.
Bjørn took out his giant sword and gave it the once-over. “A few things we have to worry about in here,” he said. Then, sheathing the sword: “Came here a few years back for the nethers oil I used on Vrana’s daggers. Things should still be the same.”
“Wisps,” Aeson said.
“Yeah.”
“And whatever lives at the bottom of the swamp.”
“You don’t know, either?”
“No one does.
“Don’t think its Death?”
Aeson shook his head. “Not the kind we’re going to see.”
“Nethers shouldn’t be out at this time, but we do have to watch for the lamias. Colder it gets, the more active they get.” Bjørn scanned the swamp for the best place to cross. “They hollow-out trees and live inside them. There’s some local people that live in this forest—”
“They feed their third-born child to them. The lamias are always female; top half looks human, bottom half, like a snake. Legend says they were too evil for even the Nameless Forest to take them in. It’s October, though. We won’t see them until mid-November.” Aeson smiled a shitty smile and then, feeling guilty, said, “Sorry.”
“We don’t have to do this.” Bjørn wrung the sweat out of his mullet. “You haven’t slept since the Sticks.”
Vrana had nightmares about the Witch before she took her, Aeson thought. How long until the flesh fiend comes for me? He pulled a cloak out of his bag, threw it over his shoulders, and plodded forward. Winter would be here by the time this was all over. If it froze the land, could it freeze him, too? Could winter lay its hands upon him and encase in ice all those terrible feelings wreaking havoc inside him? Holy Child, he couldn’t go an hour without feeling as if his heart were going to beat out of his chest. But worse were the noises, the smells. Was it his memory or misinterpretations of his environment? A rattle here, the breaking of branches there. He often smelled the fecal stench of bad breath, and the cloying, eye-watering odor of unwashed flesh. He always jumped; cold sweats were now the norm, and it didn’t take much to take him back there, the front lawn of House Gloom, where the flesh fiend had mounted him and fucked its way into his head.
In the Old World, they called his condition Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. He had learned a lot of their mental diagnoses about six years ago, thinking that mental health might make a resurgence. But it was more than that. At night, when it was darkest, and Bjørn wasn’t more than a snoring pile of dirt-covered muscles, the flashbacks (fleshbacks, he once called them, pathetically) were so overwhelming that they stopped afflicting him, and started becoming him. Or he started becoming them. A mental illness could do that to a person, couldn’t it? Change them? He heard and smelled the foul breaths, and sometimes, they seemed to be coming from him. The rattling, too, and the breaking of branches, which seemed to be his own bones cracking. And what of the flesh? The unwashed flesh, stinking like mildewed clothes, soiled and soaked through? Sometimes, his flesh felt wrong, like it didn’t belong, like it was something he had borrowed and forgotten wasn’t really his.
Aeson knew he wasn’t turning into a flesh fiend, nor had he been born one. But something was happening to him. Just like something had happened to Vrana. Adelyn had asked him to love her, no matter what. Who would ask her to do the same for him?
It was slow going through the swamp. What little they had of a trail to work with alternated between fat roots and pitfalls. Even though they were on the edge of the swamp, it didn’t seem as if it grew shallower the more it tapered towards the shore. One wrong step and they would be up to their necks or worse in the oily water.
And whatever was beneath those black waters definitely knew they were there. There were too many ripples and teasing emergences. Clambering over a fallen tree, Aeson had seen, for a split second, what appeared to be a mushroom-shaped trunk and a single arm covered in serrated rings, like suckers.
“Are there swamp squids?” Aeson asked, the creature submerging before Bjørn could think him anything but crazy.
“You’re the Archivist.” Bjørn broke right through the tree, his thighs like battering rams. “I wouldn’t doubt it, though.”
The swamp’s end wasn’t far off now. It was midday, and they had plenty of light left to get to the dark place they were going. The Ferry Woman was said to be near an inlet shrouded in weeping willows, not far from where the forest let out. She had a boat, and it was by this boat a person could reach the Garden of Sleep. If there was a procedure to this insane plan of his, he didn’t know it; those from Caldera who had been seen taking a ride with the Ferry Woman were never seen again. It was a one-way trip. How he planned to get back, he couldn’t say. It was best he didn’t.
Leaves fell around Aeson and Bjørn as they cleared the last of the swamp. In the canopy, a small lamia slithered down into a tree and hid there—its eyes two yellow diamonds fixed and hungry. Hand on his sword, Aeson watched the tree and those unblinking eyes. In his mind, the afterimage of the creature had stuck but now started to fade. The top half was the nude torso of what could’ve passed for a fifteen-year-old, slightly stunted, girl. The bottom half, beginning at a false navel, had fused together and scaled over into a long tail checkered with yellow diamonds. The color of the patterns on a lamia’s tail were said to match their eyes, as well as temperament and toxicity. If given the chance to do terrible things to him and Bjørn, the lamia would. He could respect that, though. There was a beauty to its construction, a personality to the way it was put together; that is, some semblance that said the thing was meant to be.
Flesh fiends, however, received no such appreciation from Aeson. Not for what they had done to him, or anyone else, but because they weren’t meant to be. There was nothing about them that suggested they should’ve been here, on this earth, doing what they did best. Only Corrupted could create such a cruel beast and somehow pass it off as purposeful. And they did, didn’t they? It was from their wombs, and the wombs of the Night Terrors they impregnated, that those devils sometimes emerged. Even after the Trauma, the humans were still leaving little traumas where they could. Where was the balance in that?
Bjørn pointed to his eyes and then pointed at the lamia to let it know he knew it was there. Bear mask sliding down his face, he fixed it and then passed Aeson, taking the lead. Not once but twice, he walked straight into the swamp, going chest deep into the black waters. He quickly recovered, and after a third almost-misstep, he brought them out of the swamp and back into the forest.
“Could have been worse,” he said, soaking wet.
Aeson kicked the mud off his shoes. A blue and gold wisp shot past his head. A few more, white, and looking like fractals, rose out of the ground, buzzed around his ear.
“Fuck off,” he said, swatting them away.
The wisps bit at his hand with what felt like an electric discharge and spiraled back into the ground.
Bjørn rolled an uprooted tree trunk out of the underbrush and took a seat on it. “Don’t tempt them. Everything answers to something. I heard the wisps are the spirits of the dead children the lamias ate.”
Aeson shook his head. “What are you doing?”
“Sitting.” Bjørn crossed his arms and leaned back as far as he could. “We’re almost there. I’m scared shitless, man.”
“Yeah.” Aeson looked for something to sit on and settled on the ground instead. Without thinking, he dug into his bag and took out The Blood of Before. “Me too.”
“Can’t breathe right.” Bjørn leaned forward, elbows to his knees, and held his chin and his mask’s chin like a child. “Doesn’t feel right.”
Can’t think about it. Don’t want to think about anything. Aeson opened The Blood of Before to where he left off and started working on deciphering that passage again.
Skivv ovh veqvin kbcv gvvo lktnvo. Bofxpn, Oxlsvb, boq Abtebo hpee ivyeblv Fpnvenb, Cvibs, boq Jvnkxff. Fpnveb'n ltoqpspto kbn htinvovq, boq vcpqvolv nxffvnsn nkv jbr gv ivnytonpgev ati skv jxiqvi ta Jvnkxff.
Skviv kbcv gvvo jxiqvin po Sibvnz epozvq st skv teqvns jvjgvin ta skv cpeebfv. Opfks Sviitin biv ots zotho st epcv etof epcvn, boq sktnv skbs qt kbcv qvjtonsibsvq b lbyblpsr ati cptevolv gvrtoq hkbs pn ivdxpivq st nvv skv gbebolv jbposbpovq. Qvnypsv skpn boq skv hbiopof aitj Ipjv'n veqvin, Bofxpn, Oxlsvb, boq Abtebo kbcv ivdxvnsvq bqqpsptobe ivntxilvn gv fpcvo st skv avispepsr yituvlsn po gtsk Veq boq Eblxob.
Vmyvqpspto svbjn kbcv ivsxiovq aitj skv Qvbq Lpsr. Ta skv shvosr nvos st pocvnspfbsv skv bivb, apcv ivjbpo; skv tskvi shvosr yvipnkvq st skv letxq ta qpnvbnvn skbs vocvetyv skv lpsr. Skv nxicpctin biv ots vmyvlsvq st jbzv ps skitxfk skv hvvz. Skvpi ivytisn, hkpev qpaaplxes st ateeth, biv ltonpnsvos: Skviv pn epav po skv Qvbq Lpsr, boq bgtcv ps, nsbin biv abeepof aitj skv nzr.
Skpn hpee gv jr apobe vosir. Bofxpn kbn tiqvivq skbs ovh bilkpcpnsn ivyeblv jv.
Ati bee txi vaatisn st hbnk ps bhbr, nspee hv biv ltcvivq po skv gettq ta gvativ.
Aeson didn’t have to decipher this entry to know that there was something wrong about it. The previous entry, which marked the first actual entry by his parents, was simple and to the point.
Anguis has elected myself (Quinn) and my expecting wife (Mika) to the position of Archivist, which we will share with equal responsibility.
A famine (possibly related to the returning expeditionary force)
has struck the village.
Gisela has been exonerated, and she will be removed from the village (whereabouts unknown).
The previous Archivist, Emmanuel, is nowhere to be found anymore.
“Aeson,” Bjørn said.
But Aeson pretended not to hear him. Not now, he thought, flipping back and forth between the pages. Doing this, he noticed a small splotch of blood near the spine. Had it been his parents’? Or the previous Archivist’s?
“Now’s not the time.”
Yes, it is. He took out his own journal. There had been a hint in his parents’ first entry—a partial equation. Either they hadn’t finished writing it into their own entry, or the previous Archivist hadn’t told them the method by which they could decipher his text.
Thoughts of Vrana crept across his mind, like the shadows of doctors gathering over the anesthetized. He could feel her talons tugging from deep within. Wings battered his ears like a fighter’s fists. She wasn’t here, he told himself, even though she had always been, ever since they first met, when they were young and stupid and dared each other to eat every bug they found.
The equation. The equation. He shook his head and consulted the equation in his journal, which was this: d(x) = a(x – b) mod m. It was almost complete, but what was missing?
An exponent. The equation had been written through his parents’ entry, with each part of it being unsubtly bolded to make it stand out. But this was an Affine cipher, he was sure of it, which meant he needed the co-prime exponent to see how far the Archivist had shifted the letters in the alphabet to—
Bjørn cleared his throat with about as much passive aggression as an old lady at PTA meeting.
One, three, five, seven—the possibilities for the exponent could go even higher than that. But he had to have been missing something. The equation was obvious; therefore, the missing exponent had to be, too. One seemed too easy and… and if he could count anything in the entry, it was names. Anguis, Quinn, Mika, Gisela, and Emmanuel. Five. It wasn’t a bad place to start.
“What’s it say?” Bjørn asked, finally relenting.
Aeson held up one finger, and with the other hand, started deciphering. It took several blissful minutes of complete focus and total ignorance to get there, but he got there. If he was glad for anything the elders had made him learn, code breaking was certainly it.
When he finished, Aeson read what he had decrypted aloud. It was this:
Three new elders have been chosen. Anguis, Nuctea, and Faolan will replace Giselsa, Verat, and Meshugg. Gisela's condition has worsened, and evidence suggests she may be responsible for the murder of Meshugg.
There have been murders in Traesk linked to the oldest members of the village. Night Terrors are not known to live long lives, and those that do have demonstrated a capacity for violence beyond what is required to see the balance maintained. Despite this, and the warning from Rime's elders, Anguis, Nuctea, and Faolan have requested additional resources be given to the fertility projects in both Eld and Lacuna.
Expedition teams have returned from the Dead City. Of the twenty sent to investigate the area, five remain; the other twenty perished to the cloud of diseases that envelope the city. The survivors are not expected to make it through the week. Their reports, while difficult to follow, are consistent: There is life in the Dead City, and above it, stars are falling from the sky.
This will be my final entry. Anguis has ordered that new archivists replace me.
For all our efforts to wash it away, still we are covered in the blood of before.
Bjørn made a humming sound and dug his heel into the dirt. “That takes me back.”
Still we are covered in the blood of before. Aeson snapped out of it and asked, “How old are you?”
“Forty-nine.”
“Do you remember the old elders and Archivist?”
Another lamia slithered through the branches overhead. It gave out a hiss, and then it was gone.
“Goddamn things. I, uh—” Bjørn shrugged, “—yeah, a little. When I was fifteen, they sent me up to Traesk and the Divide. My childhood… I don’t remember much. Don’t really want to.” He started to stand; poised to strike, he mumbled, “Goddamn things.”
Childhood. The word sent him reeling ten years into the past, when Vrana was just Vrana, and Aeson was Aeson, and they didn’t need masks to be sure of that. He remembered she had been the first to approach him—her knees skinned and scabby, her face grubby, and her nails dark. He remembered she smelled differently (figured it was a girl thing), but now, thinking back, thinking darkly, she smelled just like the flesh fiend.
“This book,” Aeson said, forcing out the words and the recollection, “isn’t a history. It keeps harping on the same thing. It keeps coming back to our people trying to populate. If this really is our history, then… I mean… is that all that matters?”
“Doesn’t matter what you do, as long as you’re here,” Bjørn said.
And here we are, not far from Death’s doorstep.
Bjørn took off his mask and laid it on his lap. “What’re you thinking?”
I’m stalling, Aeson thought. Bjørn knew it, too. But the Bear’s feigned interest wasn’t bait he was about take. He pressed on.
“Every entry so far has been about Lacuna, or the Children of Lacuna, or the Night Terrors’ infertility. I never realized how obsessed our people, or, at least, Anguis, Nuctea, and Faolan, are with figuring out how to reproduce. It keeps coming back to that. But it’s not just the infertility issue. How many elderly Night Terrors do you know?”
Bjørn shrugged.
“I can’t think of anyone over sixty in our village.”
“There’ve been a few, but I can’t say what happened to them.”
“Did you know Gisela and Verat are spellweavers now? They’re still alive.”
Bjørn’s mouth dropped open. “I figured they went somewhere. Verat was a young elder. Younger than you. They’re the ones under Kistvaen making it disappear?” He laughed. “That fucking Snake. He put them there. Gisela must be… what? Eighty?”
“Eight-four. And she’s insane. Lucid, but a complete cannibal. The book says she murdered Meshugg, and she would have been about sixty-four at the time.
“We can’t reproduce like we ought to, and it seems like we’re not supposed to live past a certain age.”
“Yeah, but how long has this been going on? That Archivist, Emmanuel, mentioned expedition teams that came back from the Dead City, diseased. And then after that? Your parents wrote about famine in Caldera.”
Aeson nodded, said, “Yeah. I think he worded it badly. It made it sound like only one team was sent out, but what if all of the villages, or even just a few, sent teams to the Dead City? What if they all brought something back that made some of our people infertile? It’s not completely widespread—”
“—Gisela was insane before the teams returned,” Bjørn added.
“Could be separate.” Aeson bit his lip and re-read the entry. “Could be that hadn’t been the first time they tried to go into the City. They haven’t been back since. What if we were meant to die with the Trauma? Like most of the Corrupted? Anguis and the others… all they’ve been doing, it seems, is trying to keep the tribe alive.”
Bjørn laughed and put his mask back on. “And yet here we are, the last place where anything living should want to be.”
“What’s the blood of before, though?” Aeson asked, sensing his diversion coming to an end. “They went to the homunculi for help, and they said they were disappointed in what we had become. ‘We’ as in the homunculi? Or us?”
Bjørn’s shoulders went tense. He laid his sword across his lap and started rubbing his hands together. The diversion was over; the delay had ended. Aeson closed The Blood of Before and his notebook, because what good was history to those who might not be alive much longer to use it?
Above them, shafts of sunlight cut through the canopy, but even still, they were no match for the darkness here. Where the light touched, the darkness deepened, as if it fed off the very thing that was supposed to kill it.
Behind them, the not-too-distant swamp beckoned them back to its black waters. Loud crashes of water careened through the forest wildly, the sound waves, like the waves that had spawned them, chaotic and desperate. Aeson could hear something beating the surface of the lake, drumming out sharp, crackling notes, as if to say: “Here I am. Come and see what you missed.”
And before them… before them lay the greatest temptation of all: Kistvaen, and the sight, a sliver though it may be, of the fields outside the forest, between here and home. Autumn hadn’t left much in the fields, but what was there was enough. Tall grass, brittle and wind-bent, glowing a cool yellow beneath the retreating sun.
Bjørn must’ve seen what he had seen, too, because he cleared his throat and said, “Death’s coming for us at some point. Maybe it is best we meet It halfway.”
“I’m not changing my mind,” Aeson said. “This was my idea.”
“I know that, but Death’s in the business of death. It’s going to try to sell you Itself, and with the way you’ve been acting, I don’t know if you’re going to be able to tell It no.”
Aeson’s face started to burn. A muscle spasm wriggled like snakes in his neck. He closed his eyes, gritted his teeth, and thought of Vrana, not as she had been before, but as she was now.
“What did you lose?” he asked Bjørn.
“Huh?”
“When the Witch took her. What did you lose?”
“You being sincere? Or are you trying to fight me again? You see a pattern? You get lost in that book, then you break down, and right before you get anywhere, you clam back up.” Bjørn gathered his breath and exhaled slowly. “What did you lose, Aeson? That’s what you’re really getting at, anyways. I lost a friend. I lost a daughter, even if she wasn’t mine. I failed her. She came back to Caldera after Geharra, and she told me about the elders sending her to Lacuna, and I let her go there, anyways. That’s me. That’s what I lost. My good sense, and the only good goddamn thing in my life besides her mother that I care about. What’d you lose? You and I both know we aren’t talking about the person, but ourselves. Maybe I don’t talk a lot, but I know things. What’s gone from you, Skull Boy? What’s there now?”
Bjørn stopped himself. He reached for his mask at his feet, as if to shield his grief-stricken face, but then sat back up. “Please. You got to let it out. I know what it can do to a person if you don’t. You got time to heal later.”
Aeson pushed himself off the ground and walked over to Bjørn. For the first time in his life, and probably the last, he stood over the Bear. Was Death watching them? he wondered. When they were finished baring their souls to one another, would Death come to snatch their souls from them? He stared at Bjørn, but saw something impossible instead: Bjørn rushing to a tree, cutting Aeson down from the rope around his neck, while his mother and father swung overhead, the tips of their toes brushing against his scalp.
“I lost a part of me,” Aeson said. “Vrana has been in my life for so long that it’s like she was… is a part of me. I mean—” He growled and considered giving up. “—I’m not trying to say she isn’t…” His cheek twitched. “I am not me without her. She was with me, even when she wasn’t. I love her for her, for who she made me.” A weight began to lift off his chest. He sighed and closed his eyes. “It’s not because she was my girlfriend. Hell, we were only dating for like five minutes before she left for Geharra.”
Bjørn laughed, and when he stopped, there was still a small smile on his face. “You two were dating since they day you met. Just didn’t know it.”
“I just… I just wanted—” The smell of rotting flesh; the click of talons; the flesh fiend filling herself with him. “I just… want… wanted… want her back. I knew she would be different. I think… I’m okay with that. I have to be. I want to be. But I need to be better. I’ve always relied on her and… she saw it.”
“The flesh fiend.”
Aeson nodded, said, “Yeah,” and started tugging on his earlobe—something which he hadn’t done in years. “Maybe it would’ve been easier if she hadn’t seen it happen—”
“It wouldn’t have,” Bjørn said.
“—but she did. I couldn’t do anything. I let it happen.”
“Aeson, no, you didn’t.”
“She saw it. She had to save me. I’m… we… we’re supposed to save her.”
“She needs help, not saving.” Bjørn furrowed his brow. “You know that. She will know how far you went and what you went through to bring her home.”
“That’s the thing.” Aeson backed away, until he backed into a tree. “I don’t want her to.”
Shaking his head, Bjørn said, “That’s not how it works. You’re not any less of a man because of what happened.”
Yes, I am, Aeson thought.
“She doesn’t care who you are, as long as you are you.” Bjørn shook his head. “You’re sitting here convincing yourself you have to be something else.”
“You told me to be,” Aeson said, spitting. “You dragged me out here. You armed me, told me to kill.”
“I’m sorry,” Bjørn said. Finally, he came to his feet. “I’m a blacksmith. I beat things into the only shape I know. Vrana took to it, but not you. We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”
“Yeah, but look where we are.” Aeson threw up his arms. “This shouldn’t even be an option.”
“You should have died. Vrana should have died. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve dodged death in battles and brawls. I’m not sure if there is a better option for people like us. But you have to promise me we are going to Death to get the weapons.”
Aeson cocked his head. “Why else would we be here?”
“You know why.”
“I’m not my parents. I’m not that weak.” He went to his skull mask and put it on. “I don’t want to die.”
Bjørn cleared his throat. “I did, for a long time. Like I said, I chased Death when I could.”
“Do you still want to? Die, I mean?”
“No,” Bjørn said, grabbing his mask off the ground. “I’ve never wanted to live more than I do today. Told myself all my life I was one thing. Starting to see I might be something else, too.” He smiled and slicked back his hair. “I’m sorry I let these things happen to you. It’s going to get worse.”
I know, Aeson thought.
“But when it does, you’ll have Vrana. It’s easier to heal when you’re whole, right?”
“I don’t know,” Aeson said, memory after memory molesting every inch of his body. “Is it?”
Bjørn shrugged. “That’s what they say.”
Aeson and Bjørn didn’t move for the next few minutes. They stared at one another in silence. For Aeson, it felt as if he had stepped outside himself, like he’d had enough of his body and needed a break from all the bullshit inside it. When he finally came to, Bjørn came to, too. Neither man spoke to the other after that.
The Ferry Woman had been waiting for them this whole time, Aeson was sure of it. Fifteen minutes deeper into the forest and they found several tall, clinically depressed weeping willows standing defeatedly beside an inlet. Beyond them, beside a small boat, the Ferry Woman stood, tracking their every movement. Like the Witch’s sister, Joy, the Ferry Woman wore a white dress; but unlike Joy, the Ferry Woman’s body was only visible where the fabric rested against it. She wore a veil over her face, which kept her head, neck, and shoulders perceptible, but where the dress was open or loose, such as her wrists and hands, ankles and feet, and her legs where the split in the dress didn’t touch, there was nothing.
Bjørn, wading through the willows’ limp branches, went to the Ferry Woman first. He kept his distance, and his sword in its sheathe. From the forest to the boat, the Ferry Woman watched him every step of the way. When he reached the waters, inches away from the apparition, she outstretched her arm, as if she were offering him something from her invisible hand.
Bjørn looked back at Aeson; and that made Aeson feel better than it should have.
The Ferry Woman nodded. Carefully, Bjørn reached for her hand. As it closed around the place it would be, a piece of crystalline rope wavered into existence. Bjørn took it, and the mirage-like fabric went taught, from his palm to the edge of the boat, where it was connected. Again, the Ferry Woman nodded. At the speed of a guilty child, Bjørn shuffled to the boat and, with the tether still in his hand, took a seat inside it, his back to Aeson.
Aeson took a deep breath and did his best to follow Bjørn’s lead. The weeping willows washed over him, baptizing him with the drowsy softness of their touch. The trees smelled like his bed smelled—cool and clean, with an undertone of earth. Stepping up to the inlet, he found himself suddenly drawn to the boat, as if it had its own center of gravity. It didn’t pull him forward, necessarily, but down; the same way sleep would pull his head to a pillow. He found it hard to keep his eyes open, even with the Ferry Woman standing so close at his side.
And now that he was near enough to touch her, if she could be touched, he noticed that the white satin dress she wore was torn in places, and shredded in others. The neckline had been ravaged. The dress’ skirt had been split up the middle, not by fashion, but ferocity. This close to Ferry Woman, he could see that the dress was something that might be better suited for a corpse in a casket.
Aeson glanced at Bjørn in the boat, who was sitting in it so complacently. Was he breathing? He skin did look paler. Turn around. Make some stupid macho comment.
The Ferry Woman outstretched her arm in front of Aeson. The white satin fabric that ended at her wrist slid back loosely. With it went the shape of her forearm, all the way up to her elbow. He couldn’t see what she held, and yet his hand found hers, anyway. Carefully, one eye open and cringing, Aeson clutched the space where the Ferry Woman’s hand should have been. As had happened with Bjørn, a crystalline rope materialized from an unseen dimension and coiled itself inside his palm. He clutched it tightly and that, too, ran from him to the front of the boat.
Tugging on the rope, Aeson felt a tugging inside him. It was a dense force that gripped his bones like the hand of Death Itself. He pulled the tether again, and he could’ve sworn if he had pulled any harder, his ribcage would’ve been ripped from his chest. A terrible thought was then born into his mind: did he literally hold his life in his hands? And what would happen if he were to let go?
The crystalline rope tightened on its own. The hand that held it shot out. He stumbled towards the boat. Nineteen years he’d managed, and now it was time to set sail. He let the tether take him where it willed, because the pain of resistance was too great to endure. Inside his head, however, he couldn’t be farther from this place. Great walls inscribed with passages from The Blood of Before encircled his mind, sealing it off from the very real possibility that he’d made a mistake, that he was going to die.
Night Terrors become more violent the longer they live.
The tether tugged again, and Aeson stepped up to the back of the boat.
Scouts from the Dead City brought a disease back to the villages. The Night Terrors started to become infertile.
Aeson’s hand burned as the rope brought him around the side of the boat, past Bjørn.
The elders tried to use the homunculi to learn how to repopulate the tribe. Then they used the Blue Worm on Lacuna.
The stream the boat sat in glittered with an otherworldly light; it was dusk at the place it reflected, and soon the yellow and orange waters would turn dark.
The Blue Worm taught them how to calm Kistvaen from erupting and to make it disappear; and it gave the ability to reproduce again.
Aeson stepped into the boat. Bjørn, now before him, didn’t so much as budge. He was as stone; a witness paralyzed by his own personal cataclysm.
The Night Terrors should’ve died in the Trauma. They should’ve died with Kistvaen going off. We weren’t supposed to breed. We weren’t supposed to grow old. We aren’t supposed to be here.
The crystalline rope jerked downwards. Aeson’s heart stopped, and then restarted again. Cold and clammy, and certain he had just died, he sat opposite Bjørn.
Mom and Dad knew it. And they knew what waited in the Ossuary. Were they saving me from It? Or from us? From what we would do? From what we could become to survive again? What the hell are—
The walls came down, and Aeson looked up. The Ferry Woman waited at the edge of the inlet, her arms out and held high, like a priest giving thanks for a holy sacrament. There was no point in hiding; they had come this far, and now they had no choice but to go farther.
As the boat began to move on its own down the stream, Aeson closed his eyes and thought terrible thoughts, for what better place for nightmares than the Garden of Sleep? He woke the memory of the flesh fiend who had raped him and let it rape him again and again until the sick subsided from his throat. He wrestled Vrana’s true image from the memory she could no longer be, and gave witness, over and over again, to the terrifying and grotesque thing she had become; until his repulsion retreated like waves upon a shore, and the love he thought he had lost for her lay bare, like unearthed treasures washed up upon the sands.
Then he thought of the witches—Pain and Joy—and all the hate and horror and endless despair they had let loose upon the world, unchecked and unchallenged, over the countless years. He thought of the Children of Lacuna on their pilgrimage, a forced death march; and of the flesh fiends, and their Choir of depravity spreading its righteous, wretched song across the continent.
And then, with his eyes still closed, and sleep seconds away, Aeson thought of Death and Its weapons, and the sweet satisfaction of plunging them into the witches’ hearts, and knowing that finally, after so much bloodshed, after so much loss, the weight of his deeds to be done had always been too great a weight for the tree that his parents had hung him from to hold.
The boat came to a sudden stop. As if awoken from the lightest of sleeps, Aeson’s eyes snapped open. Bjørn was sprawled out in front of him, his arms and legs every-which-way, grasping at the edge of the boat. They were surrounded by an immutable blackness that stretched forever in front and above them; it was the ground and the sky, and everything else their minds couldn’t possibly comprehend. The only source of light was below them, eons beyond their reach—billions of blinking stars as far as their limited vision could see.
Bjørn lifted his head. Drowsily, he said, “Turn around, Aeson.”
Behind Aeson, beginning where the boat had stopped, was a small landmass completely covered in thousands of different types of flowers. In this Abyss, the floating Garden was an island comprised not of soil or rock, but merely the flowers and their roots. Kneeling down, Aeson could see underneath the Garden, and through it, too. Like the Ferry Woman, it was solid, but only where the flowers could give credence to its solidity.
Death must’ve had a sense of humor, Aeson thought, coming to his feet, because Its Garden was filled to the brim with flowers that could cause it. He couldn’t name all of them, but because of his time with Adelyn, he could identify a few: water hemlock, Black Chrism, Grave Soil, deadly nightshade, white snakeroot, Purgatory, rosary pea, oleander, Fey Blood, monkshood, and Decay. There were even small clumps of vermillion veins, but they appeared to be quarantined off from the rest of the garden, as if Death had no intention of letting the roots spread here.
And while there were many more that Aeson couldn’t name, in colors he could hardly register, he still found himself drawn to the flowers that ran up and down the Garden by the hundreds, before meeting in a dense circle at its center. Death’s Dilemma. Bone-white petals tucked beneath an icy blue stalk—the image was always the same, regardless of the story being told, and the consequence for trampling them just as permanent. To crush a Death’s Dilemma would result in that person’s immediate death. And if Aeson and Bjørn were going to step into the Garden, they would have to crush hundreds of them to reach its center.
“What do we do?” Bjørn asked, coming up to Aeson from behind.
“I… I don’t know.” He started to put one foot forward, and then quickly withdrew it. “I don’t know.”
Bjørn grabbed Aeson’s shoulder—his hands were wet and trembling badly—and whispered, “What’s that?”
At the back of the Garden, where the infinite blackness began, figures emerged from that space and stepped onto the island. They were women, all of them, with long, blonde hair that poured out from underneath their large, tattered hats. They wore long leather jackets and boots that were more buckles than boot. In each of their hands, they held wicked looking crooks that were wrapped in what appeared to be bandages or gauze. To Aeson, the women looked like shepherds.
“Are you okay?” Aeson whispered, not looking back.
“I don’t know. I’m not anything.” Bjørn finally let go of him. “Are we dead?”
And then from above, behind the sounds of beating wings, a woman whispered softly, “Not yet.”
Aeson and Bjørn both looked up. In the blackness above, a massive red ring had formed. Inside it, in the shifting darkness of that great space, there appeared to be a portal to another place; a kind of tunnel, with ribbed, flesh-like walls, that was filled with sinewy strands of light moving aimlessly through it.
“I don’t see anything,” Bjørn said, his teeth chattering. “Do you see anything?”
Aeson shook his head, and then, pointing, said, “Wait. What is that?”
Across the ring’s fiery rim, a shape darted into the blackness.
“I think that’s It,” Aeson started. “I think that’s—”
And then from right beside them, the same woman spoke again. “Over here,” she said slowly.
Aeson’s body went completely numb. He reached for his earlobe and pulled on it. Swallowing hard, and about to pass out, he lowered his head and chanced a glance at what might be his certain demise.
At the edge of the Garden of Sleep, a moth-like creature waited. Its body and wings were mottled brown, like the bark of a molded tree. Deeper within the creature’s fur were striking iridescent stretches of purple and pink. Lining the outside of the moth’s wings, from their apex to the outer margin, were pale, white, satin-like markings in the shape of skulls and eyes.
The moth arched its back, as if a spine ran throughout its thorax and abdomen, and stood on its four thin, jointed legs. Out of the moth’s chest, just below its head, a set of arms lowered; the four fingers on each hand, fused in pairs to give the appearance of scissors, glinted with their sharpness.
Then the creature’s antennae began to move about its head, as if to get a measure of the intruders that stood before it. The moth’s eyes, those large, black bulbs attached to both sides of its head, twitched, and when they twitched, specks of light glowed, like the stars below, across the creature’s compound eyes.
Aeson opened his mouth to speak, but he was too transfixed to manage anything but a whimper.
The moth reared farther back, revealing the underside of its abdomen. Covered in the same fur as its wings, here the color wasn’t mottled brown, but bone-white and icy blue; just like the plants that grew out of the space where the creature now stood.
A jaw lowered from the moth’s bulbous head. With a distinctively human shape, the jaw separated into a thin, somewhat feminine and fur-less mouth. The lips, which were not truly lips, but two hard pieces of iridescent cartilage, split and revealed a hollow mouth lined in silk.
“I am Death,” the moth said, offering one hand to Aeson, the other to Bjørn. “I am Death, and as I understand it, you’ve come here to ask me to help you kill my daughters.”




CHAPTER XVIII

R’lyeh ripped off her octopus mask and hurled it across the barracks. Fists balled and teeth clenched, she paced back and forth between the rows of beds, getting angrier and angrier at every sound she heard coming from outside. Senses sharpened by sheer hate, the smells of the barracks were getting to her in a way they hadn’t before. The warm musk of feet, the cloying vapors of sweat; she could smell the oil stains on the pillows, the drunken desperation on the sheets and dried puddles on the floorboards. But outside was worse. Outside, there were those goddamn stupid sounds in place of what should’ve been mutinous silence. It was the sounds of raised voices and excited whispers, and rapid footsteps of those running rabidly to load their belongings, already ready to be on their way. The Skeleton had given his orders to the cabalists of Gallows, and the fucking idiots took them to heart as if Bone Daddy were the Undead Lord and Savior. And sure, yeah, sure, R’lyeh really couldn’t blame them. When it came to hells on earth, Gallows, at least in appearance, didn’t have much competition. Who wanted to live on a lake of blood? Not R’lyeh, and certainly not these cabalists. But the Boney Bastard was sending them away, into the mountains, to some village whose name was harder to pronounce than R’lyeh’s own. And he was sending them with the very same company of vampyres who had brought Elizabeth to her knees and tears at the sight of them? And have Hex leading the way? No, no, this wasn’t going to work. Maybe it would for the cabalists. Maybe it would for Hex and Warren, and James and Herbert North, too. Hell, maybe even Clementine and Will wouldn’t pitch a fit. But this wasn’t going to work, not for R’lyeh. She wasn’t Corrupted. She was a Night Terror. She was above this. She was better than this. She had given up Vrana; there was no fucking way she was going to give up the Skeleton. He was going to the Dead City? Fine, then she was, too. Neither of them seemed able to die, anyways. All things considered, wasn’t that the perfect place for them to go? Besides, it was far away. It would take months to get there. She wouldn’t have to stop, or look back, to see the corpses that trailed behind her, trying to show her the greatness of the grave. She was ready for a lot of things, but she wasn’t ready to die. She liked the look of death, and the way it made her feel, but she wasn’t ready to commit to it just yet. She had so much more to do, though what that was, she couldn’t really say. After all, she was only thirteen.
R’lyeh stopped pacing. Her head was swimming. She reached inside herself and found the seeds of a plan in the darkness there—which one had given rise to the other, she didn’t know. But it was the only plan she had, so holding it tightly with every part of her being, she took it and stormed out of the barracks, leaving her octopus mask behind.
The giant bat’s name was Camazotz. Like a baby in a bathtub, it was lying contentedly in the blood lake, its ten-foot-long wings flapping slowly, forcefully, creating red waterfalls with every beat. Going to the edge of the dock, R’lyeh saw that the beast’s pale minions were still at it, still rubbing and spitting gore into Camazotz’s black, matted fur.
The vampyres were children, like Elizabeth and Miranda had said. It was hard to tell how many there were, but most of them, aside from the odd seven- or eight-year-old, looked to be about R’lyeh’s age, or a few years older. Gemma, the skinny thirteen-year-old with the dark hair and permanent smirk, was the leader of this hand-fanged gang. R’lyeh knew the girl was older than she looked, probably by about a thousand years or so, but that didn’t change the fact Gemma was her age, and in charge. And she liked that.
For the longest time, R’lyeh had only wanted to fit in, to find a place to be comfortable and forgotten. But that left too much to chance and the whims of those more powerful than herself. She didn’t want a blood lake or a Marrow Cabal, or even a tribe. She just wanted to have a say when someone else was saying she had to go.
R’lyeh pulled away from the sight of the lake and turned towards Operations. A gasp caught in her throat as she found Gemma beside her, her dirty bare feet floating every-so-slightly above the boards.
“You’re the one with the mask?” Gemma asked.
R’lyeh wrinkled her forehead and looked around. They weren’t alone—cabalists were moving back and forth in a steady stream from one level to the next—but there was no one nearby, either. They had never been kind to the Night Terror, and now that she was consorting with a vampyre, they gave her the kind of wide berth that made her feel like she was already diseased.
Gemma fussed with the bloodstained linen wrapped around each of her palms. “I like your mask.” She tilted her head towards R’lyeh, sniffed, and said, “We never met many Night Terrors, but your kind don’t really have your own scent, you know?”
R’lyeh didn’t know what to say.
“Bunch of copycats, you Night Terrors.” Gemma laughed, made a cocking sound with her mouth, pointed her fingers at R’lyeh, and pretended to shoot her. “What’s up?”
R’lyeh still didn’t know what to say.
Gemma rubbed her ankles together, but still she stayed suspended. “Any other kids around here?”
Kids? R’lyeh often though about her age, but not the fact she wasn’t far out from having once been a kid herself. Kids? She scoffed.
Gemma didn’t notice, or didn’t care, and kept on with: “The Skeleton said you’re the only Night Terror here, too. You must be some kind of celebrity. I wouldn’t be too bummed about not bringing Audra back. Pretty sure the Skeleton was banking on that.”
R’lyeh peered across Gallows, to Mr. Haemo’s haunt. The mosquito’s home at the center of the lake was still shrouded in pink fog, but it was thinner than before; and if she wasn’t going crazy, and there was no guarantee on that, there appeared to be several shapes inside the fog, talking. The Skeleton was the only one who ever made the harrowing jaunt into the bug’s den. Who the hell else was in there?
“Earth to R’lyeh.”
“Why’s t-that?” she stammered.
“Why didn’t he want you guys to bring back Audra?” Gemma rolled her eyes and then finally brought her feet to the ground. “I mean, he’s got plans, hasn’t he? Obviously. Plus, dude’s got the Black Hour’s heart in his chest. Got to cut him some slack for not thinking too clearly.”
“How do you know that? The Black Hour heart thing, I mean.”
“I was there when he got it. Well, I showed him where the Dread Clock was. The Dread Clock and I go way back.”
Sensing bullshit, R’lyeh said, “Oh, really?”
“Yeah, the Dread Clock completely ruined my life. Mom brought it home once, and it made my parents do awful things, and then it made them get rid of me. Dumped me at the Orphanage, and I never left.
“During the Trauma, I hunted that fucker down and dragged it into the Nameless Forest with us. I mean, it helped it was right outside, but still… I think that worked out better than I thought it would…” She laughed. “You don’t believe me, do you?”
R’lyeh laughed and looked away from the vampyre girl. Should she believe her? Did it really even matter? They weren’t friends, and they weren’t about to be, either.
Camazotz let out a high-pitched squeak that bore through R’lyeh’s brain. Vision trembling, she stumbled backwards, only to have Gemma reach out and catch her by the wrist. The girl’s hand was clammy to the touch, and it pricked her skin, as if it were covered in thorns.
Realizing what was going on, R’lyeh ripped her wrist away from Gemma and shouted, “Stop!”
Amused, Gemma turned her hand over, the linen that once wrapped it hanging loosely around it. Her palm was slit open, from her middle finger to the heel. The womb-like wound quivered; inside it, glistening muscles throbbed out cloudy secretions. There were teeth, too, like the thorns R’lyeh had thought she felt. They were farther back—a hungry wreath of curved fangs—slowly making their way to the front of the slit, to feast.
R’lyeh went for her daggers, but they weren’t there. They were on the Divide, in the mud, somewhere near Miranda’s mutilated corpse. “What the fuck did you just do?”
“Nothing. You’re fine.” Gemma wrapped her hand back up. “The offer is there, just so you know.”
Had the bitch bit her? Or were these the phantom pangs of paranoia she felt on her wrist? She rubbed her skin and searched for marks, but there was nothing there—only drool.
“Elizabeth told me about you and your Orphanage.”
Gemma straightened out the red collar of her green dress. A few fat spiders scurried out of the gaping seams and ran back inside. “I’m sure she did. I’d really like to like you, R’lyeh. You seem cool.”
What the hell is she doing?
The October wind buffeted Gallows from the North. The ramshackle town of reclaimed wood and ruins rattled and wavered, as if it didn’t have much time left until it gave up for good. The Skeleton and his crew had made of it what they could, but even R’lyeh knew its time was up. She went for her faerie silk cloak, realized it wasn’t on her, and hugged some warmth into herself, instead. Geharra was gone. Alluvia was gone. And by winter, Gallows would be gone, too. And she didn’t have shit to show for anything, except for the shit she had inside her head, and no one was going to see that unless—
“What’re you thinking about, R’lyeh?” Gemma asked coyly.
Need to keep moving, she thought, and started past Gemma.
“I’m sorry about Miranda.”
R’lyeh stopped in her tracks, giving a start to the cabalists behind her. They went around her, grumbling.
“I’m sorry about all of them—Elizabeth, Jessie, and Miranda—but they should’ve never grown up. I warned them about adults and becoming one.” Gemma started unraveling the linen on her hand again. “It’s not worth it, R’lyeh. Seems like it is, but it isn’t. I’ve tasted a lot of them. They all taste the same.”
“What… do you want Gemma?”
“A… friend, I think.” The vampyre gave a half-hearted shrug. “I heard you’re ferocious, and you’re a monster like me. But it’s fine. Whatever.” Gemma closed her eyes, looked away at Camazotz.
A friend? R’lyeh couldn’t be anyone’s friend. Miranda had been ripped apart, and Vrana wasn’t much more than a name that haunted her like a curse.
“You can ride with us tomorrow morning, when we leave,” Gemma offered. Then, disinterestedly: “You know, if you want.”
“Didn’t you know any Night Terrors back during the Trauma?” R’lyeh asked, completely changing the subject.
Hurt like lightning flashed across Gemma’s face. It was there for a moment, and then it was gone. “No,” she said, resolutely. “There were no Night Terrors back then.”
“Yes, there were.”
“I don’t mean to be a bitch, but were you alive back then?”
Bitch, R’lyeh thought.
Gemma smiled; she sniffed R’lyeh once more. “Ride with us tomorrow morning. If these humans really appreciated you, you’d still have your mask on.”
“And you’re saying you appreciate me?”
Gemma smiled smugly. “Just saying I’ll actually make the effort.”
What the hell was going on? R’lyeh stormed her way up to the second level of the platform and zeroed in on Operations. Had she been talking aloud? Was Hex reading her mind? Or had Gemma? She hugged herself harder and remembered Rime and its Rot that had tried so hard to wrack her body. She was a good friend to have—she could take a beating and her heart would keep on beating—but she didn’t need to have any friends of her own. Only poisons, and poisonous distractions.
R’lyeh threw the doors to Operations open and gasped. Where was everything? The tables were empty, the walls stripped bare. Gone were the maps, documents, field reports, and artifacts. Gone were the sections of the room dedicated to the progress of the Disciples of the Deep and the Holy Order of Penance. Every piece of evidence and data that had been collected was gone, vanished, either into a box or into shreds. R’lyeh started down the center, crouching and standing as she went, searching for the stacks of mandatory readings of The Disciples of the Deep, Helminth’s Way, and The Sinner and the Shadows, but they were gone, too. All that was left was the Skeleton’s desk, and even that looked ransacked.
There was moving, and then there was moving on. Gemma had said the Skeleton wanted R’lyeh and the Beauties to come back empty-handed, and that made sense to her now. But if he had done all of this for his family, then why the hell wasn’t he taking his family with him?
R’lyeh ran to the Skeleton’s desk and started ripping out the drawers. Empty, empty, empty—not a speck of dust, not that that was all too great a feat for a man with no skin. Where were the maps? Where were the drawings with the buildings and the word “bomb” written all over them? She dropped to her knees and worked free the last drawer. Before she could get it out, she could hear something rattling inside.
“What did you forget?”
She tugged, and the drawer gave. Falling back on her ass, the drawer going all the way to her crotch, she caught her breath, and caught a glimpse of what was inside.
At the bottom of the drawer, atop of a bedding of cloth, sat a vial of thick, gritty liquid. It was the vial of Thanatos she had stolen from him and then returned before leaving for Rime. A little bit of it was missing, but that was okay. It was just what she needed.
With death in her pocket, R’lyeh hurried out of Operations and headed to the bottom level of Gallows. Because of Camazotz’s thrashing in the blood lake, most of the docks on the lower level were so slick with blood it was like trying to walk across ice. The mosquitoes were worse there, too; as the cabalists were trying their hardest to shift supplies from the town to the caravan, the insects moved in thick, ballooning clouds, sucking up the excess blood the fat bat had spilled. If anyone was glad to have the Marrow Cabal leaving this place, clearly it was Mr. Haemo. And that’s exactly who she needed to see.
Another burst of wind rocked Gallows. R’lyeh reeled and slipped on the slippery docks. She crashed into the blood-soaked boards and cracked her funny bone. A stomach-churning sensation flared throughout her arm, up to her neck.
“Goddamn it!” she belted, her hands skating across the docks as she pushed off them and onto her feet. Swift as a knife, the mosquitoes slashed across her body, and when they were gone, it was clean—not a speck or spot of blood left on her.
Mr. Haemo could kill of us anytime he wants, R’lyeh thought, rubbing her elbow. He won’t because of the Skeleton. But if the Skeleton leaves…
In a matter of seconds, all oddities became ill omens no longer possible to ignore.
The cold wind, ripe with decay, crept like a killer across the town, working its destructive charms on the unguarded and weak. Standing there, bearing the violent blasts, R’lyeh could almost feel the static of intent, as if the air were a discharge from some yet unseen plot.
Gallows was alive, but only because of the living desperate to be gone from it. At first, R’lyeh had mistaken the Marrow Cabal’s response to the Skeleton as loyalty to the cause. Now, she realized that wasn’t the case at all. Cabalists came and went, but their expressions remained the same: horror chancing relief. Watching them now was like watching prisoners who had woken to find their cells unlocked. How many cabalists were there, exactly? The number seemed to dwindle every time R’lyeh bothered to notice. And what exactly did the Skeleton have them doing? He had far more bodies to command than commands to give out. Like the Deadly Beauties’ mission to retrieve Audra, it seemed the Marrow Cabal had been mostly for show.
Then there was the lake of blood and the beasts that worshiped it. Camazotz had been having a field day with the red stuff ever since she arrived, but it wasn’t just her flailing that was making the blood churn. At the edge of the dock, the lake lapping like a dog at the supports below her, R’lyeh found something in the waves. Every time the blood moved, small spirals formed, in the same way water would ripple when rain would hit it. And it wasn’t only that they were the shapes of spirals, but they were spirals turning inwards, like whirlpools, as if every inch of the lake was its own part, and every part was being drained.
R’lyeh went to one knee and pressed her ear as close as she dared to the lake. Gallows was loud today, but the blood was louder. There was something inside the spirals, speaking. Words inside the whirlpools. A seething rhythm; puerile poetry. Trying to make sense of what she was hearing made her brain burn and eardrums swell.
As if the speaker knew she was listening, the words suddenly stopped. R’lyeh’s heart sank. Feeling caught, she looked up from the blood. Camazotz wasn’t moving, and the vampyre children servicing the bat were staring directly at R’lyeh, letting the blood in their mouths run down their chins.
She had seen something wasn’t supposed to have seen; heard something she wasn’t supposed to have heard. Something was going on here.
“Are you ready to go?”
R’lyeh let out a shout. She looked back. Will was behind her, a bag slung over his shoulder. His face was covered in patches of stubble that he kept touching, proud to have finally grown them. She had felt that way once with her breasts, before Penance’s soldiers got ahold of them. It didn’t seem fair. As soon as you grew up, something always came along and made you wish you hadn’t.
Will smiled at her like she was nuts. “You look like you’re about to jump in.”
“Heh.” R’lyeh came to her feet, shaking her head. “Not a very good swimmer.”
“I didn’t know you were back. Sorry I didn’t—” He twisted his mouth. “I’m glad you’re back.”
“Me, too.”
“I know you told my dad about the shepherd in Bedlam. I’m not mad.”
That was like two months ago; I completely forgot.
“Where’s your mask?”
R’lyeh blushed. “Oh, I—”
Camzotz and the vampyres went back to making a loud mess in the lake.
“—I, uh, it’s back in the Barracks.”
“Weird seeing you without it.” Then, quickly, he added, “I didn’t mean it like that.”
“You think I’m hideous?” R’lyeh made a fist, and then she remembered her plan. With that, she no longer felt like playing. “It’s alright. How’s your mom?”
“Same old same old,” Will said. “She’s happy to leave. Me, too. Hey, R’lyeh?”
Looking at the center of the lake, R’lyeh said, “Yeah?”
“Did my dad talk to you yet?”
“No, I don’t know where he is,” she said, but that was a lie. She knew exactly where he was. She could almost see his boney silhouette beyond the fog surrounding Mr. Haemo’s Haunt. He was there with the bug and who knows what else, putting some terrible thing into motion.
“Oh. Oh, well, Elizabeth is gone.”
Something snapped in R’lyeh’s chest. “What?” Instinctively, she searched Gallows for the Deadly Beauty. “What? What do you mean?”
“She disappeared. I heard about Miranda…” Will’s eyes went watery. Miranda had been his and his mom’s guardian; by R’lyeh’s guess, she’d probably spent more time with them than the Skeleton had lately. “Dad was going to ask her to watch over us, but she left.”
She’s gone? R’lyeh’s eyes went watery, too. Her jaw locked; she tasted snot at the back of her throat—that universal flavor of sadness. She left me.
“Dad’s going to ask you to help watch over us. Probably with Warren, too, but… yeah. Will you? My dad’s crazy. It’s good to take a break from him.”
“I’m as old as you. I… what can I do?” R’lyeh remembered the Divide, and when she, Elizabeth, and Miranda had breakfast on it. “You have shepherds following you.”
Will shook his head. “No, we don’t.”
“Come on, dude.” There she was, using Gemma’s word. “I saw it.”
“I know, but I don’t think it was a shepherd. A real one.” He readjusted the strap of the bag over his shoulder. “Mom and I’ve been lying to him. Telling him we’ve been seeing shepherds. I freaked out on you on purpose. I’m sorry.”
Stunned, R’lyeh asked, “The hell? Why?”
“Mom said he needed reminders. Something to keep him focused on us. He has the heart. He can make things… happen. I think when shepherds show up, it’s because he’s making it happen and doesn’t even realize it. They should’ve taken us by now. I think Dad was so scared a shepherd was going to show up while we were in Bedlam, he made one appear—probably while he was sleeping. Or pretending to.”
R’lyeh stepped away from Will. She had a plan. She had a plan. What the hell was going on? What the hell were these distractions? Did everyone know? Or was it just the blood? Her blood was in there, wasn’t it? A bit from Geharra carried here to Gallows. It wasn’t paranoid to think that it would be enough form a connection between her and the lake and the forces that controlled it. She had a plan, and something didn’t want her to see it through.
“What’s wrong?” Will had noticed her uncertainty. “I swear, it’s true.”
R’lyeh backpedaled, going farther and farther down the dock, towards the untended walkway that would lead to the center.
“Don’t go in there. R’lyeh, stop.” Will reached for her, but he didn’t follow. “Did he tell you something else? Did he change his mind?” His voice shook as he said, “Please, stay with us.”
“He didn’t tell me anything,” R’lyeh said, slipping her hand into her pocket and gripping the vial of Thanatos. “I’m doing this myself.”
“Doing what?” he shouted after her.
She didn’t answer.
R’lyeh ran down the lone path that led to the center of the lake. She passed the point where she had spoken to the Skeleton earlier before leaving to rescue Audra, and kept going. If she slowed down, she’d stop, and if she stopped, she’d be back with Will, or even Gemma, doing something someone else wanted her to do. That wasn’t going to happen. It couldn’t happen. That was the life of a girl who might’ve been, if Miranda hadn’t died, and Elizabeth might’ve stayed, and the Skeleton hadn’t dumped her like a bad date five minutes into dinner.
Elizabeth and Miranda told her she didn’t want to hurt herself or others so much, that there were other ways. But those ways were shut to her now. There was blood in her past and present. Who was she to expect anything different from the future?
Reaching the place where the pink fog covered the path, R’lyeh took a deep breath and pushed through it. Like a barrier, it bucked, but her will was stronger than its rule to keep her out. She closed her eyes and pressed her body into the fog. Every inch gained, another was lost. She screamed and threw fists, beating at the air like the mire it mimicked.
A foot in, and she could feel the fog breaking apart, giving itself to her. It enveloped her, filling in the hole she had made with her pig-headed desperation. Not wanting to do it, but doing it anyway, R’lyeh opened her eyes slightly to make sure she hadn’t steered off course.
The dock still lay before her, but there wasn’t much left of it. A few feet farther and she would’ve plunged straight into the bloody waters. But that wasn’t the worst of it. This was Mr. Haemo, and when it came to Mr. Haemo, he could always be counted on to deliver disgust.
Out of the water, and seemingly reality itself, giant, shit-colored rafts of mosquito eggs had grown. It wasn’t a matter of deciding if there were hundreds or thousands, but millions or billions. Fixed to the air, to the fabric of space, they curved over the dock like tooth-lined jaws—the spit they dripped the fluid from the wriggling larvae contained inside. Looking into the rafts, especially those on the surface of the lake, was like looking down on a city from the sky; the rafts were impossibly deep—deeper, maybe, than even the lake itself. Millions of eggs? Billions of eggs? No, much more than that. The rafts weren’t parts of a nest, but countries of a continent—small, surface-level glimpses of the great, unimaginable horrors beyond the Membrane of this world.
Others would’ve stopped, but R’lyeh kept going. She took out the vial of Thanatos and, with both hands, pressed it to her heart.
“Where are you?” she called out, going to the end of the dock. “I know you’re here.”
A buzzing broke from the shit-colored heavens above. R’lyeh tipped her head back, but there was nothing there. Again, a buzzing; this time, to her right. In her mind, she drew Vrana’s ax and faced that direction. And again, there was nothing there.
“Stop!”
Like vibrations across a wire, one after the other, the rafts of eggs shivered out wet, slopping sounds. A whole nation of larvae was watching her, waiting to get at her; to be her first, and her last.
The pink fog hadn’t forgotten her. It rose up from in between the gaps in the dock and immediately overtook her. R’lyeh closed her eyes and her mouth, but it didn’t matter. The fog was blood, sentient blood, and her pores were like doors to it. It seeped inside her, filled her lungs to capacity. Choking, vision dimming, she remembered the Ashen Man and how he had filled her lungs with flies. She had dodged Death once. That was more than most could hope for.
“Let her go,” she heard the Skeleton say.
The fog rushed out of her lungs, up her throat, and exploded from her mouth. R’lyeh reared back, doubled-over. Shaking, she took big, greedy gulps of air while the fog dissipated around her.
“I’m g-going with y-you,” R’lyeh stammered.
She swallowed hard and stood upright. The scene was the same, and different. Instead of the dock dead-ending at the borders of uncharted hell, it was checked by a single tree that twisted out of the lake. Its branches were bare, and its midsection massively engorged, so that it gave the appearance of being pregnant. Sitting atop the bulge was Mr. Haemo, and at the foot of the tree, on the edge of the dock, stood Herbert North and the Skeleton.
“Iä! Iä! R’lyeh fhtagn!” Herbert North cried, wringing his hands. He smiled a guilty smile and tried to block R’lyeh’s view of the lake beyond.
There was smoke coming off the lake, behind the tree. R’lyeh hurried forward. Herbert North stepped aside, but the Skeleton stepped in front of her.
“You can’t come,” he said.
R’lyeh shoved him—
Celibate circuitry singing psalms to the achromatic tower. Sickness in the stars.
—shook off his Black Hour touch, and went to the edge of the dock.
“Shouldn’t be here,” Mr. Haemo buzzed, legs spread over the tree’s bulge. “What’d you see?” He leaned forward, claws deep in bark, his huge proboscis inches from her head. “It’s our secret.”
R’lyeh ignored him and, pointing at the lake, said, “What the hell is this?”
Between the end of the dock and the base of the tree, a man-sized whirlpool churned. It was from here that the black smoke poured, but it wasn’t because of the whirlpool itself, or the spells that had woven it. The smoke was coming out of the images inside the whirlpool, the scenes that played out shakily on every constricting layer. Earth and stone; cave and causeway; prison bars and ruddy opulence. Like the Skeleton’s caress, the whirlpool was a mere fraction of a maelstrom of experiences. And the images? They weren’t reflections, but etchings; Mr. Haemo and the Skeleton were burning their way through reality, the same way the mosquito had hitched his brood into the invisible grooves of time and space.
R’lyeh had seen this before. Months ago, when the Skeleton had destroyed the Red Worm and saved his family. Everyone knew Mr. Haemo was using Gallows as a blood well. But the smoke? The images? The sons of bitches had opened another portal.
“You can’t come.” The Skeleton put himself in front of R’lyeh, and then stepped forward, pushing her back. “The Dead City isn’t a place for you. I want you with my family. I’m not going to be moved on this.”
“I thought… you were… going to—”
“Walk?” Mr. Haemo clicked out laughter. “Our Fearless Leader is above such mortal things.”
Herbert North’s eyes pleaded with R’lyeh. He reached out as if to touch her, but stopped himself. “I knew a girl who went through hell, and when the time came, she thought hell was all she deserved.” He nodded back towards Gallows.
Gemma? “How do you—”
“I saved her from the Dread Clock once. But I underestimated its effect on her family. This is Atticus’ curse. It doesn’t have to be yours.” He smiled. “I’m going to Angheuawl, too, with Hex and the others. I know you want to know all about the Old World. I’ll you everything. But this isn’t—”
The Skeleton pulled his ratty cloak closed. “There’s nothing to discuss. The Dead City is covered in sickness and disease. You’ll die. I won’t. That’s all there is to it.”
“No, that’s the thing. I won’t.” R’lyeh finally took her hand away from her breast and revealed the vial of Thanatos inside it. “I’d say ask Elizabeth or Miranda…” A tear snuck out, and she quickly wiped it away. “That stuff doesn’t hurt me. I’m immune.”
“What is this? I’m intrigued,” Mr. Haemo said, flashing his wings. “You been holding out on us, girl?”
The Skeleton cocked his skull. “What’s that in your hand?”
The pink fog pressed in on them from every direction. From the whirlpool, the sounds of a cavern emerged, amplified.
“Deathshade, malingas, poisonbite berries,” R’lyeh started. “Darkslick frogs, gloom caps. I’ve eaten or been bit, or both, by all of them and more.
“When I went to Rime? I was immune to the Rot in less than thirty minutes. And you know the Crossbreed couldn’t have affected me. I wouldn’t be here if it had. I want to go with you. I can help you.”
“Is that the Thanatos?” The Skeleton chattered his jaw. “Give it here. Killed me once. It’ll kill you.”
Herbert North shouted, “No, don’t.”
And Mr. Haemo leaned farther in, his bulbous red eyes glinting with sadistic curiosity.
R’lyeh took the stopper out of the vial. The Thanatos’ odor found her nostrils immediately and coated it with that sweet, intestinal smell. She pressed the vial to her lips; the poison clung like barnacles to the vial, so she had to shake it loose. One drop was enough to kill a man. But she wasn’t a man, nor was she a human. So maybe, just maybe, this could work.
“What’re you trying to prove?” the Skeleton said, inching closer to her.
“Never you mind,” R’lyeh said, mocking his accent.
She opened her mouth and flicked the vial. The Thanatos dribbled onto her lips, sealing their cracks with the stuff of Death. By the time the poison had reached her tongue, she was blind. And by the time the thick, black spread had coated the back of her throat, she was dead.
And then she wasn’t.
R’lyeh shot up from off the ground, her nose bleeding, her eyes watering; the tips of her fingers and toes feeling as if they were on fire. Her chest hurt so bad she had to check it to make sure it hadn’t caved in completely. Mouth and throat still filled with the Thanatos, R’lyeh clawed over to the edge of the dock and splashed the blood into her mouth; guzzling it, gargling it, she spat and swallowed and made herself vomit, over and over again, until the taste of blood was stronger than that of Death.
“Goddamn,” she heard Mr. Haemo say. “Atticus, you got some competition.”
R’lyeh didn’t respond. She couldn’t. Every inch of her, inside and out, felt as if hooks had dug into her, like she had been reeled out of the underworld.
“What did you see?” The Skeleton stepped up next to her. “R’lyeh, what did you see?”
“Nothing.”
That was a lie, of course. She had seen something. She could still see it even now, the residual image like needlepoint upon her eyelids. There had been mostly darkness; bridges of light. And a moth and two skulls, and red words amongst the stars. But the Skeleton didn’t need to know that. The jackass had tried to call her bluff, and failed. Now, she was calling the shots.
“Are you okay?” Herbert North’s voice shook as he spoke. “Oh god, are you okay? Big Bug, do something!”
R’lyeh batted at the air, just in case someone actually tried to help her. Carefully, smiling with her bloodstained teeth, she rose to her feet. “I told you,” she belted to the lot of them. “I fucking told you.”
Mr. Haemo rubbed his claws together and hopped down from the tree’s swollen trunk. The dock gave a little as the seven-foot mosquito’s weight crashed into it. He pulled the hood of the skin cloak he wore over his head and giggled like a child.
Herbert touched the wound on his neck. “Atticus, she’s been through enough.”
“He doesn’t have a choice,” Mr. Haemo said, starting to pace back and forth in front of the whirlpool. “Take the girl, Gravedigger, or I close the portal. Don’t trust you do this on your own. Not with that shit in your chest.”
The Skeleton ran his fat, black tongue over the top of his jaw. His bloodshot eyes darted back and forth, between Mr. Haemo and Herbert North. “We’re leaving now.”
R’lyeh nodded. But she couldn’t help herself: “What about the others?”
“Got to go now,” the Skeleton said. “Won’t if we don’t. Blood will take us to the Dead City, and that’s how we’ll get back. There’s weapons in the City; guns, explosives. The Vermillion God is coming. The humans killed It before with those things. We can do it again. The Marrow Cabal will wait in Angheuawl until we get back.”
“How do you know all that?”
Herbert North looked away, ashamed.
“But… you have the Black Hour’s heart.” R’lyeh wiped her mouth. “You can do anything. You don’t need to go to the Dead City.”
The Skeleton shook his head. “Penance is going to be here soon. Eldrus, too, probably.”
“Do the others know that’s why they have to leave?” R’lyeh curled her lip. “Is that what you told your wife and son?”
The Skeleton looked over his shoulder. “Never you mind that. Are you coming?”
“N-now?” R’lyeh looked around the dock. “We don’t have any supplies.”
“I don’t eat or drink. And I don’t need no weapons when I have these—” The Skeleton held up his boney hands.
Hebert North cleared his throat. “Stay, R’lyeh. Being immune to one thing doesn’t mean you’re immune to everything. You don’t want to go in there.”
R’lyeh raised an eyebrow and looked into the whirlpool. The images in the blood were growing more intense. Earth and stone, and towers covered in gold and rust.
“Is that the Dead City?”
Mr. Haemo finally stopped pacing and launched off the dock into the air. “It’s one of them.”
The Skeleton grumbled, took off down the dock, and dropped into the whirlpool. A downdraft formed at the center of the lake, transforming the whirlpool into a smoking vortex.
The white hairs on Herbert North’s head whipped back and forth. “Don’t,” he said. “He did everything for Clementine and Will to get them back, and now he can’t bear to be around them. He’s not the man he used to—”
R’lyeh waved off the old man and staggered to the end of the dock. The Thanatos was still in her system, but she didn’t have time to wait it out.
“You have to admit,” she said, staring into the swirling vortex, “this makes sense.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Herbert said. “This isn’t fate.”
R’lyeh put one leg over the edge of the dock. “Then what is it?”
“A little girl who went through hell, and who now thinks hell is all she deserves.”
She shook her head and tongued the last of the fresh Thanatos hidden behind her teeth. One drop was enough to kill her, and this time, she didn’t even feel a thing.
R’lyeh closed her eyes, told the old man and giant bug she’d see them again soon, and fell forward into the vortex.
The blood swallowed her whole; seconds later, it spat her back out. She fell from one body of gore to another, before washing up on a dim, stony shore. Disorientated, she clawed her way across the rocks, out of the pool of blood. She could hear the Skeleton nearby, doing the same, but her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the light.
“R’lyeh?” she heard the Skeleton call out.
R’lyeh blinked and blinked until her pupils were large enough to work with. This was a cave, she surmised; some sort of underground place. Body sticking to the stones, she flipped over from her belly to her back and stared up at the ceiling of the place.
But there was no ceiling, no true ceiling; only a gigantic hole at the top of the cave through which the evening sun poured. The rocks around the fissure were stained with blood, as if some massive torrent had blown through the cave.
R’lyeh’s heart sank. Her eyes became jittery as they danced around the hollow. Fixed to the walls were pieces of what appeared to be a spiraling platform; they ran from the top of the hollow, all the way to the blood from which she and the Skeleton had emerged.
She could see the Skeleton in her periphery, watching her as she put the pieces together. He was holding a red stone in his hand that had strange markings across it.
R’lyeh scurried backwards and looked over her shoulder, where she found another piece of a ramp, and a hole in the wall where a few prison cells had been built. Then she was on her feet, staring at the closing portal, noticing how the lake of blood seemed to go deeper still.
R’lyeh glanced back up at the fissure. She could see the sun and the clouds, but there was more than that, too. There were buildings. Large, towering buildings, gilded and glowing, that were so rich just looking at them made her teeth hurt.
She looked back down, at the blood, and at the sheer walls that fed into the lake, forming a funnel. She noticed doorways on one of the overlooks, and what appeared to be skinny corpses piled there.
The Skeleton told her not to worry, that she was safe.
But how could she be safe when she was back where this started? Where she had been beaten and abused, and forced into a cell for days on end. Where she had watched children being raped, and made to rape one another. Where she had seen her mom and dad murdered during the day that’d happened, and all the night that’d followed. Where ten thousand Corrupted and hundreds of Night Terrors had been brutalized and degraded, so that the holy could keep their hold on heaven. Where flesh fiends had risen out of the waters she now stared at, to feed on fresh flesh, rather than the rotted muck they then wore.
Where a woman named Vrana had saved her, who she couldn’t even save in return.
She was safe? R’lyeh started to laugh and cry at the same time. She was safe? How could she be safe when she was back again at the Pit of Geharra?




CHAPTER XIX

Other than the Garden of Sleep and the stars that shone below it, there wasn’t much color when it came to the Abyss. At least, that’s what Aeson thought, until Death pointed to a place in the dark, distant and gray. It was hard to see, but once he had, it was impossible to see anything else. Shapeless and senseless, the gray cloud sprawled out across the blackness like a nebula. Little light emerged from the astral splatter, but it was enough to let everyone who saw it know that, though it may have been forgotten, it was not unoccupied.
Staring at the gray nebula filled Aeson with such an intense sadness that he almost started crying. It was radiating emotions, the same way the Dead City was said to give off sickness and disease. But the Dead City, however unearthly, was a physical place. Aeson couldn’t explain it, but the distant nebula made him feel as if he were peering into a mind, rather than a universe; into a place that had never been, or could ever be, ever again.
“Pain and Joy are my daughters,” Death said, “and that gray place is the Void in which they reside. They are never far from me.”
Death crossed her arms, closing her wings around her body. The antennae twitched on her head, the same way someone’s lip might if they were starting to tear up. Using her scissor-like fingers, she made shapes in the air—sign language, perhaps, for the forever sleeping—and then turned her back to Aeson and Bjørn.
“Come with me,” she said, leaving the helm of their boat, going deeper into the Garden.
Aeson and Bjørn both looked down. No matter where they planted their feet, the life-stealing plant that was Death’s Dilemma would be crushed. Their attentions focused on them, the flowers ducked their heads even farther beneath their stalks, as if embarrassed.
Death went sideways. Her mouth opened, but didn’t move, as she said, “You’re as far away from living as possible. Those flowers won’t hurt you.” She paused, added, “They’re not for you. They never were for anyone,” and kept walking towards the center of the Garden.
Aeson looked at Bjørn, and Bjørn looked at Aeson. They didn’t need to take off their masks to know the expression on each other’s faces.
“She’s right,” Bjørn said. “There’s nothing to lose.”
“Right now, she has everything,” Aeson said.
“Death always did.”
Bjørn took a deep breath, even though there was no air to breathe here, and stepped out of the boat. Carefully at first, and then brutishly, he crushed a patch of Death’s Dilemma with both his feet. The flowers melted like ice underneath Bjørn, but he did not die.
Okay, Aeson told himself. You can do this. And so he stepped out of the boat, into the Garden, and onto a patch of Death’s Dilemma so thick he should’ve died ten times over.
Bjørn laughed.
Aeson couldn’t help but do the same.
“They were the first,” Death said. “I wouldn’t call them daughters, but they are mine.”
She was referring to the shepherds that kept appearing and disappearing at random intervals around the Garden of Sleep. They didn’t seem to be alive or dead; rather, merely being; creatures of focus and a singular purpose. The shepherds were nearly identical to one another; the only discrepancy was the color of their nail polish. It was as if Death had decided they had to be human, and female, and because Death was neither, superficiality was the only tool at her disposal she was competent enough with to use.
“The entropy of existence can be difficult to manage. Things, on occasion, do slip through my fingers.”
Death flexed her hands; Aeson could hear the sharpness of her claws. They looked like scissors, but were far more delicate in shape and curve. Scalpels, maybe, meant to cut out the dead tissue of the World.
Death continued through the Garden, her footsteps leaving no impression, no destruction. She was there, and yet, she wasn’t.
“My shepherds maintain those who resist the Abyss, and those who have been called from it.” Death stopped at the center, where her namesake flowers were at their thickest, looked at Aeson and Bjørn, and said, “You have already taken the first step. A few more will not kill you.”
At the same time, Aeson and Bjørn moved forward, side-by-side, like two friends approaching oblivion. The Garden of Sleep withered and died in every place that their feet touched it. If they had some life in them, then this was no place for it.
“Are… are Pain and Joy shepherds?” Aeson asked.
“I cannot give life,” Death said. “I can only give a part of myself. The shepherds are simply extensions of my purpose. But Pain and Joy were pieces I tore from myself and molded into something new. They began as me, and then, over time, became something else.
“After watching the living for so long, I realized how lonely I was in the Abyss. The lights below us—”
Aeson looked down, through the groundless Garden, at the countless stars that filled the fathomless dimensions of the Abyss.
“—are those that have died. I used to snuff souls out of existence, but over time, I started to collect them. Once I did this, things began to weave spells to steal from my collection. I did not mind this. I liked the challenge, and the idea of a second chance. I did not know such things.
“So, I collected souls to keep me company, but the dead are poor companions. They do not speak, and they are far from me. Those who were resurrected were eager to go, so I formed my shepherds to return them to the flock. But the shepherds are mirrors, and already myself was not enough. For all that I created and coveted, I was still alone.
“I reached inside myself and tore out of a piece of my heart. I gave it my blood and breath, and because my loneliness had grown so painful, Pain is what I grew.”
Aeson and Bjørn had reached the center of the Garden. Behind them, their treacherous trek had left a path of ruin. He didn’t know if the plants would grow again, and because they appeared to be all Death had, he felt guilty; more so than for courting a mother to help kill her daughters.
The skulls and eyes on Death’s wings rotated and blinked. Her stomach, colored in accordance to her Dilemmas, shimmered. She continued: “Humans interest me. There are better, more evolved creatures, but I am fascinated by their flaws. I modeled the shepherds after them, and in time, Pain began to take on their appearance, too. Even when she was nothing more than tissue and fluids, she was beautiful. I had one daughter. I needed another.
“I reached into my heart and tore another piece from it. I gave it my blood and breath, and because I was overjoyed with what I had done, Joy is what I grew.”
Watching Death retell her tale, Aeson began to worry. He noticed the way her antennae moved, and the way parts of her bulbous eyes swelled. She stiffened, too, as if on the defense. And she kept twitching her fingers, striking blade against blade. If she managed to finish her story without finishing them first, would she still help them? Was it making it better? Or making it worse?
Aeson took off his mask and held it at his side. “What happened next?” he asked Death, all his flaws on display.
“Children are observers,” Death said, cocking her head, fascinated by his appearance. She looked at Bjørn.
And Bjørn quickly took off his mask and held it at his side. His face was flushed, and sagging; he looked two times older than what he claimed. All the years he had dodged Death were finally caching up with him.
“I wanted them to observe something other than the Abyss.” Death sounded pleased; her iridescent jaw quivered. “They were not much then, so I carried them like dust upon my wings. We flew the Membrane, even the worlds no one will ever know, but because a child is, in part, their parent, it was humans and the places they had colonized to which my daughters were drawn.”
Bjørn cleared his throat. “Were they… always… always the way they are now?”
“No,” Death said, turning to the gray Void clinging like mold to the rim of the Abyss. “I made them much, much worse.
“They grew up too quickly. Pain and Joy had bodies of their own before I knew it. Thoughts, too, and beliefs that I had not put there. They were me, this is true, but I had left most of them empty, so that they could be filled and made something else. Different kinds of Death, if you will; two that had taken different paths from their mother, and yet would still arrive at the same place. That is, here, in the Abyss, with me.
“I was never a child. I was never anything but what I am now. I did not know childhood. Pain and Joy were difficult children. They were cruel, and covetous. They teased and tortured my shepherds—”
Aeson glanced over at the creatures. Though they had been arriving and leaving the Garden of Sleep in silence, each with bandages in their hands, their gaze was always fixed on Death. It wasn’t that they didn’t know the story she was telling. It was almost as if, and this was a guess, because their long, blonde hair blocked their faces, they wanted to hear how she was telling it. If it would reach the end they all clearly wanted.
“—and when I left them with the humans, mostly on Earth, they would sow mischief and misery. Parents lie to themselves about the quality of their children. I did not.”
Aeson’s throat tightened. Because of Death’s words, he remembered something Adelyn had said: To love Vrana, no matter what she had become.
“For a long time, I did lie to myself about Pain and Joy. They were cruel and mischievous, and mean-spirited, but darkness breeds darkness, and darkness is what we had here at the edge of everything. Difficult as it may be to imagine now, Pain and Joy did develop kindness and consideration. They showed affection in kisses, and even played with the shepherds. Joy grew the Garden, to make me happy and to gather friends, while Pain tended to the souls below, to study them and quantify the deeds that led to their deaths.
“No, it was not their quality about which I lied to myself, but their necessity.
“In my daughters, I saw my own doubt, and perhaps, my own downfall. Death does not have a lineage, and yet I formed successors. Pain and Joy were killers, while I merely collected those that needed to be killed. In my daughters, I saw competition, and perhaps, my own obsolescence.”
The shepherds stopped coming to the Garden. Above, the red ring that let out to the fleshy tunnel beyond seared itself shut. Below, the stars of souls grew smaller and smaller, while the gray Void appeared to be expanding. Death was steering them closer to her daughters’ domain.
“I know the end of all things. Not how it will happen, or when, but only that it will. I know when you will die Aeson—”
Aeson swallowed hard and stared at Death’s wings.
“—and when you will die, Bjørn.”
Bjørn nodded, whispered, “Is it soon?”
Death ignored him. “I knew that my daughters would die, too. But death does not know her own death, and never had I worried about my place until those two girls were standing in my shadow. By creating Pain and Joy, I had violated something sacred and profound. I loved them. I love them dearly. But in the end, as it had always been, I loved myself more.”
Again, Death’s torso shimmered blue and white. She bent down and plucked a Death’s Dilemma from the ground and held it outwards. The melancholic petals caught the gray Void’s light and glowed like a grave at dusk.
“Pain and Joy had lived for a very long time, but if you had seen them at the moment I decided to kill them, you would have thought they were five years old.”
Death dropped the flower, and her Dilemma was dust before it could hit the ground.
“I brought them to Earth with a lie. I told them we were going to live amongst the humans for a while—something which they had greatly enjoyed in the past. We settled on a small town in the mountains that has since been renamed Angheuawl.”
That’s where the Cult of the Worm is gathering, Aeson realized, heart thudding in his chest.
“There are many beautiful lakes in the area. Hot springs, too, from the volcanic activity of Kistvaen. Pain and Joy played with the children during the day, and their parents at night, while I debated and debased myself away from a decision. I think my daughters knew something was wrong, but among the living, they were, in their own way, gods. The Abyss never had satisfied their cravings. How could it? They were creatures born of my curiosity in humanity. They wanted power, and companionship.
“I knew they could no longer be, so I woke them early one morning, packed food for a picnic, and took them to Angheuawl’s most secluded lake. While they were laying out the blanket and setting out the food, I took a rock and bashed their heads in. They did not die. I knew that it would not be that easy, but I could not bring myself to destroy them so brutally. While they were unconscious, I dragged them to the lake. I held them under the water for hours, until the sun had risen and fallen and risen once more. They were full of water, and they were no longer moving. When I looked upon their bloated corpses, I, for the first time in my existence, wept.
“And then I left them there, because despite all my strength, I was not and could never be strong enough to carry what I had done back to the Abyss with me.”
Death sighed, clicked her claws against one another. The Garden of Sleep slowed to a halt. The gray Void wasn’t close enough to touch, but it was near enough that Aeson could see shapes inside it. Pillars, and walls, and landscapes of its own pock-marked by black, roaming clouds.
She’s in there, Aeson thought. Vrana’s in there. She’s right there. If only I could just…
“Why didn’t they die?” Bjørn asked.
“I do not know,” Death said. “They had a part of me, and so perhaps that gave them an immunity to me. They were curious creatures, like myself, and I know they had spent much time in the Membrane, exploring the worlds it ran between.
“Some time passed before I realized Pain and Joy had not perished. Souls began to join the Abyss that had died by their hands. My daughters were alive, and they were an unstoppable force, moving through the world, building their own myth, constructing their own lore. They gave themselves strengths and limitations, and simple goals to achieve. The humans they terrorized and tortured were instrumental in providing my daughters a purpose. Pain and Joy could have murdered the world in those days, but they preferred to make it suffer, instead.
“I could not kill them again. I could have, but I had failed once, and I knew, in part, their slaughtering was an attempt to spite me. I could not face them; that is the truth of it.”
“The Void,” Aeson said, nodding towards it. “What is it?”
“I gave half my heart to have my daughters, and half my heart to kill them. The void that was left behind is my weakness, and the Void made of it is their power.
“I do not know if it was I who made it, or them, but when I realized they had not died, I then realized the Void was there. It is where they live; they cannot be harmed there. In the shadow of Death, one is immortal.”
Death bent over once more and plucked another Dilemma. In a whisper, she said, “Humans are terrible storytellers. In a matter of seconds, a tale can change. Tell me, Bear, what is this flower’s story?”
“It’s, uh, meant to represent… represent someone you loved,” Bjørn said, sweating. “And someone who loved you. An… impossible union.”
“No,” Death said, shaking her head. “I formed these flowers after I learned my daughters were still alive. Death’s Dilemma is not a weapon, but an invitation. I could not kill them by my own hand, but if they would take one of these flowers, they would be accepting death on their own terms.
“I planted Death’s Dilemma across the Earth, and every place my daughters were known to go. Everything they do is to hurt me; I wanted them to know that I was watching, listening, and that the Abyss would have them, if they would have it.”
“The flowers are said to snip your soul if you pick it,” Aeson whispered.
Death flicked her fingers, like scissor blades.
“Even if it’s not your daughters picking them, you kill the person?”
“The flowers, like the shepherds, are extensions of myself. They do, and if they do not, they are nothing.”
Death crumbled the flower. “It interests me that a few years ago, Joy was having a similar conversation to ours now with King Edgar in the Nameless Forest.”
Aeson and Bjørn exchanged glances.
“Pain and Joy have been together as much as they have been apart. They loathe each other’s company as much as they love it. After the Trauma, they went their separate ways. Pain retreated to the Void, while Joy settled in the Nameless Forest.
“She had a family. Joy had always wanted a family, or at least, playthings. Throughout history, she has formed families, only to destroy them or cause them to destroy themselves. But for the first time, in the Nameless Forest, she had a family of four boys that just so happened to be descendants of King Edgar. So many had tried to kill them in the past, to claim the Forest, and every time, Joy stopped them, even though she had wanted to do the same herself. But when King Edgar arrived, she finally lost all interest in her sons, and she promised him the Forest and its secrets if he did. And he did.
“And so here we are now, you beseeching me to destroy my daughters—my daughters, who I cannot kill, and yet think of killing every day. At any other moment in time, I would have collected you for the dark, but in this moment, I will help you.
“Because, you see, children truly are their parents. I tortured and mutilated myself to create tortured and mutilated companions—my shepherds, my Pain and Joy. What does Pain do if not torture and mutilate in the pursuit of companionship and power? I leave Death’s Dilemma, and my daughter leaves traps. She is me, and I am her.
“I formed beings because I was lonely. Despite the terrible existences they have lived, I formed them, regardless. I have done it before, and I will do it again, and again. I collect. I am covetous. I need nothing, and yet I want. What does Joy do if not collect and covet in the pursuit of happiness and higher purpose? I form extensions of myself, and my daughter does the same. She is me, and I am her.
“Today, I want them dead. Tomorrow, I may not. I do not see the future. I do not know if this was meant to be. You seek a Red Death weapon? I would have to forge one anew.”
“Will it take long?” Aeson asked.
And Bjørn followed with: “How does it work?”
Death lightly flapped her wings and lifted slightly off the ground. “I created the Red Death weapons for creatures to combat threats beyond their capabilities. Humans have created replicas through the use of spellweaving, but a true Red Death weapon holds the power of myself and the Abyss.”
“It can kill anything?” Aeson asked.
Death nodded.
“Even a Worm?”
“Worms do not answer to this Death,” she said.
“But it will kill the Witches?” Bjørn asked.
“No,” Death said, “but it will be strong enough to sever their connection to this place, to me. It will close them off from the Void, and they will be as human and weak as they’ve told themselves they would be without it.”
Aeson said, “But they have to be out of the Void.”
“They will be,” Death said. “Abandoned children crave attention. The Cult of the Worm will reach the end of its pilgrimage soon. You can be sure they will be there, in attendance.”
Aeson didn’t want to ask it. He didn’t want to ask anything, anymore. He wanted to be on his way, out of here, with what they had, and nothing else. But he had to ask it, and so he did. “Will it take long to make a new weapon?”
“It is already ready,” Death said. She lowered herself back onto the Garden. “If things were different, I may have given the weapon to you two freely.”
Aeson’s heart sank.
Bjørn literally sank beside him.
“But between you, Aeson, and you, Bjørn, and Vrana, the woman you mean to save, I have been cheated. Each of you were meant to die. You did not die.”
Bjørn started whispering underneath his breath.
“One soul for one weapon. I do not care whose soul it is. I could take you both, and one day, I will have you both, but for now, one will do.”
Aeson quivered. “Bjørn,” he said. “I… we… you’re strong… you’re stronger…” He wanted to say that he should die in the Bear’s place, but the words weren’t coming to him. He didn’t want to die. He had suffered and suffered, but he didn’t want to die. “You have a better…”
Bjørn stepped up to Death. He dropped his mask into the flowers. “Take me,” he said.
“What?” Aeson shouted. He reached for Bjørn—
But before he could touch him, and tell him no, this wasn’t right, that he shouldn’t be the one to die; that he was the one who should save Vrana, just like he had saved Vrana before; that Aeson should have died on the tree with his parents—
Death swept forward and closed her wings around Bjørn. Her form overtook him, and he disappeared completely in her embrace. There was something like a sigh, and then Death pulled back, away.
Bjørn’s pale, lifeless body fell down on its knees. It lingered there a moment, his eyes dim, his mouth slack. And then he fell on his haunches and onto his back, crushing all the beautiful, killing flowers under his dead weight.
“Bjørn,” Aeson whispered, eyes bulging from their sockets, drool dripping from his jaws.
Death hummed and leaned over Bjørn’s body. With one blade-like finger, she sliced through the Bear’s breastplate, shirt, and chest. His body split open like a clam, revealing his glistening, useless innards.
“Don’t,” Aeson said, barely able to speak.
But Death continued, anyway. She reached into Bjørn’s chest, grabbed one of his ribs, and broke it off. Then the moth stood up, twisted off her own finger, and jammed it through the rib, so that it protruded from it like a blade. She held the weapon up to her iridescent mouth, and the words she spoke materialized as runes upon the air. They slithered onto the rib and burned into the bone as vibrant, red shapes.
“Here,” Death said, offering the Red Death weapon to Aeson. “Now, if you give up, you will not only betray your love, but your friend as well.”
Aeson closed his eyes, and then closed his grip around the rib. He was crying so hard, he almost nicked his finger on Death’s finger blade.
“You can go now,” Death said. “When you open your eyes, you will be back where you started, in the swamp, outside your home of Caldera. If you are surprised that I do not offer any more assistance, you should not be. You are going to kill my daughters.
“As for your friend, weep not. His suffering is over. He will no longer know pain, nor joy. Only the finality of the Abyss. In this existence, for a man like Bjørn, there is no greater kindness.”
“Why didn’t you kill him before?” Aeson said, eyes squeezed shut. “Why did you let him go? With me? With Vrana?”
“Why does the Skeleton live when he’s died more than the whole of the world combined?” He heard Death laugh. “If I knew everything, there would be nothing. Nothing is best… for everything.
“You must be strong now, Aeson,” Death said. “Is a human skull truly the right mask for you?”
Aeson felt his mask leave his hand, and another one, a larger one, go in its place.
“Remember me as I am today. So that when we meet again, we meet as friends.”
Aeson slowly opened his eyes. Death was gone, and so were the Abyss and the Garden of Sleep. He was back in the swamp, amongst the Weeping Willows, with Ferry Woman a few feet away, standing diligently by her boat.
Aeson looked down. In one hand, he held the Red Death weapon, and in the other, Bjørn’s mask. He fixed the rib to his belt, and slowly, more carefully than he had been with the Red Death weapon, he lowered the bear skull over his head.
It was too large. It didn’t fit right. But it would, in time. It had to.




CHAPTER XX

The Ossuary hadn’t stopped stirring ever since King Edgar and his guard had arrived. He had heard stories that the desert was actually comprised of bone, not sand, but even he, the man who had taken the Nameless Forest and witnessed the Vermillion God, struggled to believe them. According to maps, the Ossuary was just as large, if not larger, than the rest of the continent. The amount of bones needed to be crushed and spread over that vast distance was made all the more gut-wrenching by imagining how many bodies had to be pulverized to achieve such a goal. But whereas before he might’ve been put off by the notion, today, Edgar was not. For with his knees on the ground, the bones of the earth running between his fingers, he knew he knelt not before the graveyard of graveyards, but the gates and wastes of his God’s great and inevitable heaven.
Edgar made a fist, some sand still inside it, and pressed it to his parched lips. He breathed in the dead, until he coughed them right back out. Heaven was a heavy weight to carry. He had been bearing it for years now; at first, reluctantly, but now he carried it because he hadn’t the help to set it down. It drove him. It kept the ghost away.
The desert was a furnace, and Edgar and his companions seemed to be the coals off which it fed. They had been in the Ossuary for two days and two nights. Whether it was morning or evening, the heat was constant, and consistently unbearable. It was a searing omen of death to come—like the hot breath trapped against one’s mouth and the pillow meant to smother. Even with Archivist Amon’s collection at his disposal, Edgar hadn’t been able to find much in the way of research on the desert. Most expeditions failed due to dehydration or death, or the futility of trying to understand such a hostile frontier. But where previous explorers were wrong was in their assumption that such a place was meant to be discovered. It was never meant to be charted. Like a shipwreck upon a shore, it was never meant to be here at all.
Edgar wiped the bone off his brow and rose to his feet. It was hard to look at the sun, not only because of how bright it was, but because he was fairly certain it wasn’t their sun. The blazing, seemingly melting orb hung in the sky like a meteor in low orbit—an apocalypse in stasis.
There were footsteps behind him, but he didn’t want to acknowledge them. For the first time since Edgar could remember, he had found some semblance of peace. Between murdering his family, overtaking the Nameless Forest, and unleashing the Disciples of the Deep upon the mainland, he’d had no reprieve. It had been years since this task was forced upon him, and yet when he looked back, the years seemed to be nothing more than a single day he’d stretched beyond what should’ve been its limits. Archivist Amon, Alexander Blodworth, Crestfallen, the Anointed One, Lotus—they each had coaxed and coerced him into doing awful, terrible, unforgettable things. But he had been complacent, too, in the planting of the Crossbreed in Geharra, the spreading of the vermillion veins, and the torturing of the Marrow Cabal and their leader, the Gravedigger. To call an end to the years-long day would require some acceptance of the events. And accept them Edgar could not, not until this was over. It all had to have been for something, and that something had to be good.
Edgar took a few steps forward, until the plateau they’d made camp on fell away to a fifteen-foot drop. They were deep enough in the Ossuary to be able to look back and not see the world from which they’d come. Standing there, surveying the seamless sand and endless sky, he could fully feel and appreciate the allure of heaven. After so much wrongdoing, he felt right inside. This was the gift he wanted to share with the world; not only with the Disciples of the Deep, but everyone, even the non-believers. It was a shame he had to denounce the Holy Order of Penance, but he needed as little division as possible. The Trauma wasn’t a scar, but a wound still sore to the touch. When the Vermillion God woke, he had to be sure that wound wasn’t going to open again. Otherwise, this time, there would be no saving the world from drowning in its own ignorant blood.
At the bottom of the plateau, dried-out vermillion veins rose and fell out of the sands, like coils of razor nettle. God’s fluids still pumped through the growths, but in a thick, inconsumable broth of blood and bone. Addiction made Edgar salivate at the sight, so he reached into his pocket, pulled out a fresher vein, put it in his mouth, and sucked his Lord out of it.
The footsteps stopped. The shadow of the person behind him joined his own.
“We need to go farther.”
Edgar turned to face the Anointed One. The boy he’d brought out of the Nameless Forest looked twelve years old now—the same age as the Holy Child. In fact, the Anointed One appeared to imitate the Holy Child every chance he could get, be it in mannerism, speech, and appearance. He had even given himself a secret, common name—Valac—which only Edgar was to call him by.
Edgar had only known Amon in his twilight years; he had never realized how much these pieces of the Vermillion God were truly creatures of mimicry. The Anointed One was the harbinger of their Lord, and yet he looked to false prophets for inspiration. Sometimes, it made Edgar worry; other times, he laughed, instead.
Valac’s entire mouth and throat were stained with the Vermillion God’s blood. His teeth were red, and so were his fingertips. The boy was twelve years old, but of late, he looked closer to his actual age, which had to be in the hundreds of thousands to millions. It was the gut that gave him away. Before they had left Eldrus for the Ossuary, Valac had finished assimilating Amon into his body, gaining all his knowledge and experience in the process. The drawback was that now the boy’s stomach was completely swollen with the corpse of the old man he had consumed. If the reminders of cooking weren’t enough, to Edgar, Valac looked like a potbelly stove.
“We have to find the communing place,” Valac said. And then, gravely, he added, “Before nightfall.”
The temperature in the Ossuary spiked another two or three degrees, as if to add a fiery underscore to Valac’s warning. Edgar wasn’t wearing armor, but mumiya wraps, which were thin strips of skin that, when wrapped around a body, kept it fairly resistant to the elements, especially sunlight. The mumiya were extinct, mummy-like creatures that were said to have migrated from the other side of the world. Most of their remains were kept in Eldrus, with Archivist Amon’s collection; however, there were reports of women in possession of the wraps, too. Blonde women, with large, battered hats and thick, brutal crooks. Like shepherds that had taken a sinister turn.
Picking at the wraps to air out his flesh some, Edgar said, “I understand making the pilgrimage out of tradition. But look at what we’ve accomplished. I have to be the Speaker.”
“I have collated with the Blood in Us All,” Valac said, changing the topic. “I have updates to share.”
The Blood in Us All. He’d heard that phrase before, from Crestfallen, when she spoke on her connection to his lineage. But Valac wasn’t talking about that. The Blood in Us All was the God’s blood that flowed through the vermillion veins and, possibly, all Corrupted. Because it was too difficult to keep up on the current events of the continent, Valac used the blood as a means by which he and Edgar could remain informed. It took a long time, and it took a toll. Valac looked sicker and sicker after every collation.
Edgar turned to face the endless Ossuary and asked, “Did they find Audra?”
“Yes.”
Somehow, he shivered. “Is she alive?”
“Yes, but Isla Taggart was not able to secure her.” Valac’s face flashed fear for a moment. “The Winnowers’ Chapter took Rime, but your sister escaped with the help of a Night Terror.”
“Do you think she knows we sent Isla in after her?”
Valac shook his head, said, “I don’t know.” The boy wrung his hands and then, with a fake smile: “But there is good news—”
As long as Audra was alive and anywhere but at his side, how could there truly be good news? She was the last of him. If he lost her to hate or death—
“—concerning the continent.”
Like an Old World switchboard, something changed over in Edgar’s mind. A new channel of thoughts and concerns overwhelmed him. Audra became background noise to his ego and pride.
“Did Lotus and the Arachne overtake Penance on the Divide?” he asked, excitedly.
“Many veins were damaged or destroyed in the attack. The reports are inconsistent. Lotus lives, but hundreds of Arachne were killed.”
Edgar shrugged.
“Penance is still there, but only by a thread. A second attack would surely crush the survivors. The Arachne are refusing to fight, however.”
Edgar scoffed. “They must have a different definition of ‘good news’ in the Deep.”
Valac’s flesh-fattened face grinned. He bared his small, vermillion-colored teeth. At the back of his throat, veins swirled.
“What?”
“The Mother Abbess Justine has revealed herself for what she truly is,” Valac said. “A Worm of the Earth.”
Edgar couldn’t help but laugh as he said, “A Worm of the Earth? You’re sure?”
Valac nodded.
“You didn’t know? Again, good news?”
“Only God can track the Worms; Its pieces cannot, nor can the Worms. She has revealed herself, I expect, to draw faith and devotion. But in truth, she has placed a target on her head. The Worms, if nothing else, are a unifying enemy. Most of our flock are sheep that have strayed from hers. They still possess sympathy or allegiance to the Holy Order.”
“We’ve been telling the Disciples that their old religion was a false religion,” Edgar said. “Now that they can see there’s been a demon the whole time at the head of their church…” Edgar covered his mouth; he could almost cry he was so happy. “Our people will tear Penance apart. They were lied to, made fools of. They’ll have to kill the religion, as if to prove they were never truly a part of it.”
Valac rubbed his distended belly; it made a sloshing sound of satisfaction. “Good news, then?”
“Take us farther,” Edgar said, turning his attention towards their camp. “Bring us to the Deep.”
To avoid attention, they hadn’t brought many soldiers for the journey, so there wasn’t much to the camp other than three tents, ten horses, and bags and boxes of supplies from Kres—the last Corrupted settlement before entering the Ossuary. Adding to the subterfuge, Edgar had abandoned all of his kingly attire, while his guard dressed themselves in the rattiest garbs not even rats would wear. The goal was to look like traders, or traitors, and so far, unmolested and unnoticed by all, they were succeeding.
Captain Yelena muscled her way out of her tent. A few feet of sand caught her foot and nearly sent her face-first into the ground.
“This is Hell,” Yelena said, trying to catch her balance. “I hate this place.”
“That borders on blasphemy,” Edgar said.
Yelena straightened up and got it together. With her black skin and the ocean of sweat running down it, she looked as close as one could get to a living piece of obsidian. And like obsidian, she was rigid, and sharp. Bringing the Skeleton to Ghostgrave had won her respect with Edgar; everything afterward had won her assignment here. She was obsidian, but only because of the fire inside her, that volcanic violence that put even Kistvaen to shame.
Valac waddled up beside Edgar and told Yelena, “Pray for forgiveness.”
“And while you’re doing that,” Edgar said, “ready the rest. We’re moving out.”
Yelena mopped her brow with her sleeve. Her lips looked like two pieces of burnt bacon, she was so dehydrated. If Edgar gave her the order to die, she probably would, and gratefully. Most of his soldiers wouldn’t make it home. In fact, he didn’t expect any of them to, except Valac and himself. Any other day, he might’ve minded this, but he had chosen these hateful ass-kissers for a reason. No one would mourn them, not even him.
“Pack it up!” Captain Yelena screamed. With her order, seven additional soldiers emerged from the tents. They stretched their arms and legs, cracked their necks and backs; the cramped confines had done them no favors. Edgar let them sleep most of the time, especially here in the Ossuary. If he was under any threat, it was from God, and nothing here, in the desert, on this planet, or from this universe, was going to stop God.
They broke apart camp in ten minutes. Seconds later, they were well on their way, down the plateau, and towards the bone-dusted horizon. Their horses were born and bred to withstand the intense climate, but the farther they went into the desert, the clearer it became the beasts weren’t going to make it.
The terrain became more and more alien; the dunes and flat stretches took on subtle, eldritch shapes that called to mind great, faded tattoos. When the horses’ hooves touched these designs, the horses shook and stumbled, and belted out short, sharp screams. The horses stayed their course, if only to reach Death and her final release.
The atmosphere took a hit, too. While the heat was relentless, even more so on the desert floor, the air and the gravity were undergoing changes with every step they took. Oxygen became sparse, thin as paper and just as filling; and, in places, there were pockets of sand rising off the ground, as if something were breathing the Ossuary in from the depths of space. Again, the horses struggled; but it was the royals and those loyal to them that struggled the most. Edgar and Valac were practically lying down in their saddles, while most of the soldiers had to ride close enough to one another to stop each other from falling off the horses.
“We… are… close,” Valac said, each word a struggle. “Do you see it?”
Lost in a reverie, Edgar wasn’t seeing anything that wasn’t already in his mind. He felt the pained movements of his horse, that brutal Braille all living things can read, but in a way, it was a language he was more fluent in than anything else.
Thoughts gathered on the surface of his mind. Vaporous and bubbling, they came as quickly as they went, but the film of their filth stayed. Thoughts of the continent, and thoughts of the country it could be.
It had been three years since the Nameless Forest. Despite doubt and rebellion, the vermillion veins and the Disciples of the Deep were everywhere. People were no longer believing passively, but emphatically. With every follower gained, the specter of Penance was further exorcised from the Heartland, and the cracks the Trauma had created in the collective unconscious could begin to heal.
The Night Terrors sought balance through division bordering on segregation. But humans were social creatures by nature. Their balance wasn’t external, but internal. Equilibrium was impossible, but so were advancements without some sort of togetherness. From Eldrus’ suffer centers to today’s religious organizations, Edgar had found a way to finally help others in a way that actually mattered.
Soon, God would be here. The oldest question would be answered. Edgar would give to the human race the kindest closure. People would hate him, and they would try to hurt him, but for the first time, they would know. In the Old World, the humans were too blind to see the truth that towered over them. They killed God because they did not recognize It. That wasn’t going to happen again.
“My lord?” Valac tried again.
But once more, Edgar was gone. He could taste bone in his mouth. It was packing up his ears. He had the sense gravity was trying to lift him from the saddle. Was this what it felt like to die? Was he dead? He remembered Lotus. His heart started beating again.
And then he thought of Audra, and it stopped once more.
“Captain Yelena, would you check our King?”
If you see what I’ve done, you’ll understand. He blinked some bugs out of his eyes. You created the Crossbreed. You can’t judge me. He ran his tongue over his teeth, the inside of his cheeks, in search of some sort of sustenance. I killed them. I killed them, but they were all doomed to die. If I hadn’t, you would’ve. They would’ve made you. Made you like they made me. Made you like they made—
“My lord?” Captain Yelena grabbed Edgar by the back of his wraps.
Edgar’s thoughts dispersed. He shot up on his own, slinging a wave of sweat across Yelena’s face. For a moment, he was cold—the ghost tended to do that to him—but when it passed, so did the chill. He looked at the other soldiers—Paxton, Lawrence, Marc, Katherine, Colleen, and Amir—and did his best to be the king everyone had told themselves he was supposed to be.
“I’m fine. I had a vision.” That was a lie. He had never heard from God before in his life, but that was about to change. “Where is it, Valac?”
Valac wheeled his horse around Edgar, stopped, and pointed to where the dunes met in a cross-shaped ridge.
Night was near. The sun wasn’t falling past the skyline, but retreating into the distance, retiring from its assault for the day. Other than Edgar and the others, there wasn’t much to cast shadows in the area. Yet, in the place to which Valac pointed, there were thousands of shadows, growing and shrinking and slinking across the sands.
“Stop, and make camp,” Valac said.
The soldiers looked to Edgar for confirmation.
“Go ahead,” he said, “and kill the horses, before they spoil.”
“My lord,” Amir said, dismounting in unison with the other soldiers, “how will we get home?”
“Have faith,” Edgar said. “God will guide us from our desert.”
With the help of Yelena, Edgar dropped from his horse. He caught himself against her, and then caught his breath. The air was thin, but now it was filled with sand. A storm was mounting.
“There is an altar inside the shadows,” Valac said.
Edgar let Yelena feed him a mash of poultry and produce. It was the same thing they fed to the poor and starving at the suffer centers. Paxton flanked him with a flagon of water, and he downed, that, too. For as little concern as he paid to their wellbeing, they gave great care to his. He knew it wasn’t genuine, even now on the precipice of delirium, but it was nice all the same.
“I’ll take it from here,” Edgar said, reaching for the food and water.
But Valac intervened and stayed Edgar’s hand. “Bring as little reminders of living that you can. Your flesh will be enough to set the shadows on edge.”
Edgar nodded, jammed some more mash into his mouth, and washed it down with a thirty-second chug of one-hundred-degree water. The sun was farther back, and there were more shadows huddled around the still unseen altar. They hated the living, Valac had told him once, these shadows. They were the dead who had denied God and were now condemned to an eternity of pain and regret. For the Vermillion God, Heaven and Hell were one and  the same. The exulted existed alongside the ex-communicated. The sinners supped with the saints.
And yet, where were the exulted? Where were the saints? Audra spoke and wove with the shadows, but never their betters. Probably in the Deep, he told himself. They were probably in the Deep.
“Go to the altar, and listen!” Valac shouted over the worsening sandstorm. “You will know It when you hear It!”
Edgar nodded. Pulling his wraps tighter across his face, so that his eyes were almost completely covered, he said, “What if I can’t?”
Valac’s face darkened. He mouthed a word—was that ‘Audra’ he had whispered?—and turned and headed towards the makings of their camp. The soldiers were moving as fast possible, which, given the cutting circumstances, wasn’t all that fast at all.
Edgar wrapped his arms around himself and pushed through the storm. Most of the light had left the desert, but even now, he could see the wind tearing the Ossuary apart, unmaking it, so that by the next day, everything here would look completely different.
And he would be no different. The mumiya wraps weren’t strong enough to resist the sand. With every choking blast, the storm ripped through the wraps. It did it in pieces, a kind of methodical disrobing. First his arms, then his legs; then his chest, and finally, his face. If he were to go to God, he had to go to God bloody and raw—the same way he came into this world, and the same way he expected to leave it.
Not far from the shadows and the altar, Edgar had to stop. He put a piece of vermillion vein from his pocket into his mouth and chewed on it like a pacifier. The air was so filled with bone that, even if he wanted to breathe, he almost couldn’t. Like a fish out of water, he gulped pathetically for something that wasn’t there. The desert was up to his knees; he fell over, planted his hands in the sand. Looking forward, he saw the shadows were watching him, their silver fangs bared, their red eyes glowing like embers.
He had to die to meet God, and so dead-like he had to be. He waited for the sandstorm to flay him some, until he was bloody and raw, and then let the ghost in.
The ghost wanted to stand, and so Edgar stood. The sandstorm kicked up a few miles faster. He couldn’t see past his feet, but that didn’t matter. The ghost was nothing if not determined. He was impervious to pain, to doubt, and the sticky mire of morality. In the desert of bones, the boneless was king.
How did the ghost always end up covered in blood? He laughed, pushed deeper into the storm. Black shapes darted in and out of his view. The ghost stopped. The shadows surged forward. Hundreds of them, thousands; free-standing, three-dimensional. Drool poured down their ephemeral lips as they salivated at the sight of the ghost and his host.
The ghost remembered a little boy telling him about the shadows once, and how their forms were cast from nothing more than the memories they held of themselves. According to the little boy, their punishment was that, although they could remember who they had been, they could not recognize or be recognized by the shadows around them. They reached out to the living mostly to hurt them, but some, like those who had been in communication with Audra, did it to show that they could. To be something more than what their God had told them they could be.
With a wave of his hands, the shadows broke apart. The amorphous mass split and left a path between him and the altar they’d been guarding.
The altar was a slab of stone, four-feet high, from which vermillion veins jutted outwards, like horns. Moving closer, the ghost noticed intricate etchings running across the surface of the slab, covering it completely. Here, the sand couldn’t gather; when it fell across the altar, the reduced gravity carried it away.
The ghost went to his knees and put his palms on top of the altar. One by one, the etchings began to glow. Red, white, and blue; yellow, silver, green and purple—the colors emerged from the etching as light, and then evolved, one by one, into flaming helixes.
A shifting shape caught Edgar’s eye from a distant dune. The dying light touched it—it looked like a huge maggot—and then the shape was gone.
“My ears are yours, Lord,” the ghost said, ignoring the image, closing his eyes, and pressing his head to the altar. “I am listening.”
Edgar came out of the desert and the storm, naked but for the blood that covered him. The mumiya warps that hadn’t been torn from him, they were now a part of him, adhered to his skin by the Ossuary’s brutality. The ghost had gotten him this far; he had to get himself the rest of the way. Even dead inside and offering dominion, Edgar hadn’t been good enough for God.
Valac came running out of the camp. Yelena and Amir followed closely behind, torches in each of their hands. There was no moon in the sky, and yet the Anointed One had sensed him all the same.
Edgar collapsed. The bones beneath his feet caught him in their pale embrace. He had given his ears to God, and now all he heard was the Deep; its fathomless depths, its impenetrable dark. He could hear the ruin of worlds, and all those tainted treasures being stirred and shifted and transmuted. He could hear massive limbs lumbering, rending the space through which they passed. He could hear the halo of smoke, and the dying breaths it was actually comprised of. He could hear God’s words, each one an orb of uncountable languages, and when they met his mind, they shattered into incomprehensible shards.
“What did It say?” Valac clamored.
Amir threw a blanket over Edgar. Almost immediately, his blood soaked it through.
Yelena helped Edgar to his feet, and then Amir rushed in and steadied him on his shoulder.
“Go back,” Valac said, pushing Yelena and Amir away. “Leave us!”
Edgar fell forward, but Valac grabbed him by the chest and held him there. The boy’s arms rippled as the vermillion veins inside him leant him their strength.
“I’m not… I’m not… the Speaker,” Edgar said. “I’m not.”
Valac closed his eyes and sighed.
“You knew that.” Edgar planted one bloody paw on the back of Valac’s neck and started to crush it. “You knew!” He shook his head, played with the blood in his mouth. “Her—” He spit on the boy’s feet. “Audra. You were so goddamn eager to get her back.”
“She is the Speaker,” Valac said. “A Speaker first speaks to heaven and hell—the shadows—and then to God Itself. Alexander Blodworth must have known. That is why he hid her in Penance, to use her against us. Not for the murders, but because without her, we are deaf to God’s will.”
“We’re doing just fine… just fine without her,” Edgar said.
Valac shoved Edgar backwards, sending him into the sand. “We need a Speaker when God wakes. Amon assured me it was you, but he lied. He led me on. Once God wakes, we will need to hear Its word.”
“Then I’ll find her,” Edgar said, sitting up. “I have to find her, anyways. I’ll find her. I’ll explain everything. She’ll understand.”
Valac shook his head. “She doesn’t have to understand. She just has to die.”
“What?” Edgar kicked at Valac’s ankle. “What the fuck did you say?”
“Kill her, and her blessing as Speaker will be gifted to you.”
“No.” Edgar tried to get to his feet, but he was too weak.
“It does not have to be you,” Valac said, his belly rumbling, “but it should be. You killed the rest of your family. You might as well finish the job.”
“Fuck you.”
“We are one catastrophe away from God’s awakening. The world is ready. It just needs a reason, a surge of belief. Did you know that you are not the only one to make a pilgrimage this year? People from Penance are going to Cathedra, to try and make it the new seat of the Holy Order. The Disciples of the Deep are going to Penance, to bring the Word to the heretics.
“And have you heard of the Cult of the Worm? They are new to me, too, but the Blood in Us All does not lie. They are led by two powerful witches under the Disciples’ banner. Their ranks are flesh fiends and Night Terrors and Corrupted from all across the continent. They are gathering in Angheuawl soon. I do not know what their intentions are or where their allegiances truly lie, but with this many people on the move, causing so much unrest, all the while war is raging all around them, can you not agree God is needed now more than ever?”
Edgar nodded, reluctantly.
“Can you not agree your work has been good and just?”
Again, Edgar nodded. He was bleeding out of every pore and orifice.
“You do not invite a guest to dinner, only to ignore them for the whole evening. God is coming. You have made sure of that. A God without a tongue speaks only in the syllables of slaughter. What matters more? One life, or many?”
He hated to say, but he said it: “Many.”
“Find her, kill her, it does not matter. We must collect your sister.”
“If I don’t find her… if she doesn’t… die.” Edgar breathed in the Ossuary. “Can she use the shadows against us?”
“Yes,” Valac said.
“Can they stop us?”
Valac narrowed his eyes. His silence said it all.




CHAPTER XXI

R’lyeh must’ve passed out, because when she opened her eyes, she was in the Skeleton’s arms. He was carrying her through the streets of Geharra. She started to say something, but her mouth wouldn’t work. She tried to shift her weight, to signal she was awake, but her limbs wouldn’t listen. All that she had was all that she could see, inside and out, and most of it made for the poorest company.
She blinked and blinked, but the blurriness in her vision would not break. She sniffed and sniffed, but the stench of the pit would not lift. Her ears were clogged; she moved her jaws to pop them, and instead, she tasted blood and poison and the hot, lingering residue of stomach acids. R’lyeh’s body was a prison, kind of like the cells beneath the city. Abandoned and ignored; dilapidated and desecrated; good for one thing, and not much else. If she had only looked back, she might’ve seen this coming.
Like a ghost, Geharra crept towards her. Second by second, stone by stone, the city-state closed in on her—its advance unavoidable, her anxiety undeniable. With its towering buildings, it reached out to her. With its upturned streets, it dared to touch her. Its breath was a cold cocktail she couldn’t place; a drowsy mixture of things not human. It smelled like earth and milk, and something else she knew but had forgotten.
R’lyeh could see better now, and now she saw that Geharra was wild. The Red Worm’s awakening had ruptured the Northern District through which they passed. With no humans to heal the wound, Mother Nature had made the effort instead. Trees and plants had overrun the city-state. Where there had once been the main thoroughfare, there were only weeds. She saw cats and dogs, too, and hundreds of birds in the high towers and low wreckages. For a place that had once been covered in the Red Worm’s bloody afterbirth, it was far greener here than she would’ve ever thought possible.
The Skeleton glanced down. R’lyeh closed her eyes, but she was pretty sure he’d seen her, anyway. He didn’t say anything, and neither did she. When a couple seconds passed, she opened her eyes again, only to find them moving through the Northern District’s gate.
The heart of Geharra stood before them. R’lyeh could still remember the layout fairly well. To the south, the Southern District, and beyond, the fields of Elys; to the east, the main gate and the market; to the west, the Western District, and all its fisheries and abattoirs.
When Penance had drugged Alluvia, they marched R’lyeh and her people through the main gate. From there to here and the pit beneath them, she knew every twist and turn, and street name, real or imagined. She could recall all the buildings they passed. She could see all the faces that should’ve helped, but couldn’t have, because of the Crossbreed inside them. R’lyeh was an expert on poisons. What was Geharra if not another poison? This was her second dose of the place. She was scared, but she was also content. Could she become immune to memories, too?
The Skeleton shifted R’lyeh in his arms. He held her like a dead body, but with a layer of leather and fabric between them. The leather came from the glove he always wore, and the fabric from the cloak that never left his gangly frame. If not for the forethought, his touch would’ve been transferring images from the Black Hour’s heart to her every second. It made R’lyeh’s own heart flutter to know he’d made the effort. And, blushing, she hoped he couldn’t tell.
R’lyeh rolled her eyes and settled on a distant sight. It was the entrance to the Marketplace. There were still stalls there, but the goods were gone; taken by thieves, or animals with a penchant for sparkling things. Seeing the market, she then saw echoes; not real Echoes—not the Earth’s Echoes—but her own echoes—hallucinations, if she were being honest, of Deimos, Lucan, Serra, and Vrana. They were beat up, short of breath; they kept looking over their shoulders, for the flesh fiends that had attacked them, and the Red Worm that, at that moment, was rampaging outside the city-state’s walls. R’lyeh should’ve seen herself in the memory, right next to Vrana, but she wasn’t there, because she was here, right here, being taken care of once again, being led out of hell once more.
A single tear slipped down R’lyeh’s cheek. It fell off her face and onto the Skeleton’s glove. He twitched, as if the piece of leather were now an extension of himself, with skin and nerve endings. But he didn’t look down.
She steadied her breathing as they turned eastward. And then stopped breathing, for what she saw stole the air from her. All across the buildings, alleys, and streets were long, thick, green roots. Large trunks, snake-like, with dark eyelets. The growths had nubs, like nipples, and dribbling out of them was a milky discharge that filled in the gaps of the road.
The Crossbreed, R’lyeh thought, teeth slicing into her tongue. She closed her eyes until her tears got the hint and went away. Serra. She opened her eyes, turned her head slightly. Shit, shit. Now that she knew they were there, she saw the Crossbreed’s roots everywhere; coming out of windows, coming out of wells; parks and churches, and the town hall, too. Why’s it still alive?
She called out Serra’s name in her mind. Maybe because he had been mute, and a spellweaver, she expected him to somehow respond. But if he had responded, he responded silently, and most likely from the grave. Deimos and Lucan had left Geharra to join with Penance. Vrana and R’lyeh had been sent back to Caldera, to inform the elders of what had happened. Serra… She could still see the final image of the Piranha. They had followed him to the waterworks in the Western District. Before they could follow any further, he set the doorway on fire and disappeared behind the smoke. He was supposed to burn the Crossbreed; kill it for good.
Teeth clenched, she strained herself to stop from shaking.  R’lyeh hadn’t known Serra well, but he had saved her. Deimos was an idiot to send the Piranha in alone, and she and Vrana were dumbasses for letting him do it.
The Crossbreed. Holy Child, it really was everywhere. At this point, she didn’t care if the Skeleton knew she was awake. From the smallest stalks to the tree-sized roots, she searched the city for any sign that the plant was nearby. Of course, last time, it had been in the waterworks, but maybe it had moved. It owned Geharra now. And that taste that was in the air? That itching smell that made her eyelids heavy? She knew what it was. It was the Crossbreed dousing the city in its fluids. If she hadn’t been immune, and the Skeleton hadn’t been immortal, they wouldn’t be standing here. They’d be lying in the streets without a will of their own, waiting for someone or something to come along and whisper to them the new meaning of their sad, pathetic lives.
Serra, R’lyeh called out again with her thoughts. There was no response. She wasn’t about to fool herself with ideas of saving him. If he was here, he was dead. And if he wasn’t dead, then he might as well be. She had failed Vrana. She would fail him. In the history of Night Terrors, she barely registered as a bad dream.
“Back when I was a boy,” the Skeleton said, “we called Death’s home the Garden of Sleep. All these roots round here got me thinking Death might want a change of residence.”
“How long was I out?”
“Long enough to start snoring. About five minutes, actually.” The Skeleton readjusted her weight. “Herbert warned you about following me. Should’ve listened.”
R’lyeh said through her teeth, “Did you see anyone else?”
“Bunch of flesh fiends that were picked clean. Nothing living. Dead City’s going to have to work hard to keep its claim to the name with Geharra the way it is.” The Skeleton ran his fat, black tongue over his teeth. “You alright?”
“Better than I thought I’d be.”
The Skeleton’s glassy eyes met hers, and he said, “You’re strong, Vale.”
“What?”
“How many times you been here?” the Skeleton asked, ignoring her.
“A lot,” R’lyeh said, catching his meaning. Not a day went by that she didn’t visit this place in her mind.
“I used to see the Membrane a lot. Got old after a while.”
“You went so much you got immune to it.”
R’lyeh tipped her head back and made the city upside-down. The sky became stained stone and crumbling brickwork. The clouds hardened over into the tops of buildings, pointed and blunted. From out of space, the Crossbreed’s roots twisted, puncturing everything they came into contact with, and binding it together. There was blood, too, behind the green. It was dried now, and some of it had faded, but it was there, like stars that had long since died and yet shone all the same. And vermillion veins. Yes, there they were here. Nests of them, in the gutters and sewers of heaven. Parasites preying on a paralyzed sky, waiting for the eternal night.
Upside-down, Geharra made sense. It stopped being a puzzle her mind couldn’t solve. It turned into a tapestry weaved by the Crossbreed’s needle-like roots. Each thread was a piece of the past forever immortalized in the amber of greed and gore. But the tapestry didn’t start here, nor would it stop here. It ran clear across the continent, to Eldrus, to Penance, and to all the places in between, doubling back and forth upon itself, each layer growing tighter and tighter, and harder to break.
There was a place for R’lyeh in the tapestry. Even though she was above ground, she could see it. A tiny black spot in Geharra’s depths. A hole she had fallen into, and then torn herself from.
She wasn’t meant to die here, because she was meant for something else. There was something waiting for her in the Dead City. She could see that now. She couldn’t before, not with Vrana’s belongings weighing her down, or the octopus mask blinding her. Elizabeth and Miranda… had done their best to convince her she could be good, but they just wanted her to be what they couldn’t have.
R’lyeh lifted her head up and shed one last tear for Serra. She hadn’t tried to, but it happened all the same.
The Skeleton grunted. He turned onto a large, windy boardwalk. Geharra’s outer walls grew before them. Not far from where they were, but farther away than it looked, was the Eastern Gate—the actual gate completely demolished, reduced to debris.
“You can put me down,” R’lyeh said, wiggling her legs.
The Skeleton nodded, said, “I know.”
He didn’t put her down.
And R’lyeh didn’t bring it up again.
Inside, Geharra was dead, but outside the city, there was more life than R’lyeh had seen in a while. The fish-like, humanoid Mer creatures were not only still here, but they had expanded their scaly kingdom across Geharra’s two rivers and the marshes in between. Their homes were spheres—large, hollowed-out orbs of mucus that floated upon the bodies of waters weightlessly. There had to have been about sixty or seventy of the orbs, and the way they trailed off into the ocean made R’lyeh think there were even more of them, and the creatures, in the sea.
The Mer, sometimes crawling, sometimes slithering, were in a state of alarm. They moved quickly through the waters and atop the glassy pleating they’d drooled and molded onto it. They spoke, too, in high, reptilian hisses, and low, watery growls. It wasn’t R’lyeh and the Skeleton they were concerned about. Not yet, at least. It was something else. Something in the mist that surrounded the outskirts.
R’lyeh knew this, because she’d seen a village under attack. Twice now. In Alluvia, they went willingly, because of the Crossbreed in their bellies. In Rime, the people had been much like the Mer were today: angry, stiff; constantly pacing back and forth, while their attentions were fixed on the unseen threat. Alexander Blodworth’s soldiers; vermillion veins; the Winnowers’ Chapter; vermillion veins; and that caustic bitch, Isla Taggart—and if she had stayed in Gallows, she might’ve even met King Edgar and his Arachne, or the Holy Child and his Mother Worm… No, it was all too much to take. Too many violent strangers she couldn’t sell violent ends. The Mer had helped them once, by weaving the illusion of Corruption onto Deimos and Lucan, but this time, they were on their own.
R’lyeh dropped out of the Skeleton’s arms. Her legs were weak, half-asleep. She steadied herself on the road. The places where his shielded body had touched her were hot, as if the Black Hour had been trying to burn through the leather and cloth to get to her.
She started to say something to the Skeleton, but as he pointed to the mist, the words were lost to her.
Out of the mist, Corrupted came. Dirty and emaciated, and clad in crookedly cut leathers, they shuffled and shambled through the marsh. There were too many of them to count, but every age and sex seemed to be represented, even on that saw-toothed front. Because they looked so pathetic, R’lyeh thought they might have been refugees—escapees, possibly—from Geharra finally returning home. But then she saw the spears and the torches, and heard prayers on the air, and knew better.
“Scavengers,” R’lyeh whispered.
Though the great, achromatic tower was days away, she swore she could see it in the mist, looming; a vaporous silhouette, overbearing and enduring, that trailed the Scavengers and their not-so-good name. One didn’t seem to exist without the other. If the Scavengers were here at the gates of Geharra, then surely their object of obsession was, too. If Worms could be born, why couldn’t towers move? In a world as insane as R’lyeh’s, what was impossibility if not a minor challenge on the road to greater, terrible things?
“Don’t know much about them,” the Skeleton said. “Herbert might’ve mentioned them before we left. Can’t say for sure. Old man talks a lot once you get him going.”
R’lyeh pressed herself closer to Bone Daddy, not for his warmth, because he hadn’t any to share, but for the warmth of his cloak. “They’re from south of here—”
The Scavengers continued to amble through the mist, their broken bodies like breaking waves upon the Mer’s newfound shore.
“—and they worship this big metal tower. All they do every day is dig around its base, trying to find a way in.”
Groups of Mer, on their hands and stomachs, clawed and slithered to the Scavengers. The creatures cut through the marsh in stiff, hate-driven movements. Scales sparkling, they looked like beautiful shards of glass speeding towards all that flesh. Where they passed through, be it in the grassy shallows or depths of Geharra’s outskirts, spikes shot out of the ground. Subtly sentient, they waved like reeds and clicked out insectile chitters.
The Skeleton nudged R’lyeh, signaling her it was time to go on. “What’re they worshiping in that tower of theirs?”
“God,” she said.
The first of the Scavengers stopped just outside the Mer’s village, where the land gave way to the river, and the spherical homes were suspended. The approaching Mer hadn’t made it to this point, and yet the spikes shot out of the ground all the same.
“They think god is inside the tower.”
The spikes arched backward. Thin, glistening tubes worked their way up each spike and emerged from the tip. They weren’t traps, R’lyeh realized, but artillery. And they weren’t weapons. The movements… the sounds. These strange growths were alive.
The Skeleton marched onwards, going to where the road from Geharra split and veered north.
“Guess if someone looks hard enough, they can see god in just about anything,” he said.
R’lyeh was having a hard time tearing herself away from the sight of the Scavengers and their standstill on the edge of Mer territory. The mist had started to break. More Scavengers waited farther back, not with supplies or the makings of future homes, but killing tools.
How’re there so many? To call them walking corpses would be an insult to walking corpses. They were malnourished, malformed; sunburnt, and scarred. Their clothes were sacks, and their hair nests. The Corruption on their arms was such a bright red that it had taken on the color and texture of a seething wound. The closest thing the Scavengers resembled were flesh fiends, and now that R’lyeh had made that connection, flesh fiends were all she saw.
The Mer met the Scavengers outside their village. The humanoids puffed out their chests and started spitting out words that hit R’lyeh’s ears like wet punches. The Scavengers stood their ground, all the while shoring up their ranks.
“R’lyeh,” the Skeleton said, frustrated.
R’lyeh faced the Skeleton, his impatience having broken the scene’s spell over her.
He went for the northern road, and then: “Maybe they’re on a pilgrimage. Like everyone else these days.”
Pilgrimage. R’lyeh’s thoughts lurched as something deep in her subconscious hit the brakes. Pilgrimage. A word she had never heard or said before in her life, and yet now couldn’t shake. Hex had said it first, when she’d lost her shit and tried to shank R’lyeh. Then Ghelys in Rime had said the Children of Lacuna in his village were on a pilgrimage, and Deimos had told her later they were trying to get Angheuawl… Angheuawl. Hex’s hometown. And where the Skeleton had just sent his family and most of the Marrow Cabal. Did he know? He said Hex was better, but he had to have talked to her. Holy Child, did he know and send them there, anyway?
“Might be their god told them to go to Geharra to get something,” the Skeleton carried on.
Shit, shit, shit. I have to tell him. Maybe he doesn’t know. Fuck. If they get there and the Witch and the Lucanans… Vrana could be… I could still do something to save…
“Don’t know what those fish creatures are doing outside the city,” the Skeleton said, “but if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say the Scavengers came for this.”
The Skeleton’s disturbing grin seemed to stretch as he dug into his cloak and, briefly, flashed the object he held in his hand. It was a red stone with jagged marks etched into its surface. R’lyeh had noticed him carrying it when they came out of the pit. But this wasn’t the first time she’d seen something like it. Vrana had one, too, except it was blue. She had used it to put to sleep the Blue Worm.
“Summon a Worm, and it leaves a stone behind to seal it away again,” the Skeleton said, pocketing the object. “Kill a Worm, and it leaves behind a necklace to summon it again. We got it all now.”
“Who… who has the necklace?” R’lyeh asked, suddenly wanting it more than she had ever wanted anything else in her life. “Who has it?”
“Herbert. One of the God’s minions buried a similar necklace in his neck once, but he lost it. Guess he’s trying to do penance.”
“Is that why we’re here?”
“We were coming here all the same. Stone was a bonus. Don’t worry.”
R’lyeh trembled. “You’re not going to try to summon it again, are you?”
The Skeleton looked at her like the idiot she felt.
“Were you going to say something?” he asked her.
“What?”
“Just now. Looked like you were thinking about something.”
R’lyeh didn’t answer him, nor did she look away. Instead, she stared into his crazed eyes and saw the world reflected on their glassy, vein-choked surface. Surrounded by creatures that could kill her, she felt immortal at his side. Angheuawl didn’t hold answers, only bitter reminders and battles she couldn’t win. She had given up on saving Vrana. Maybe the Skeleton had given up on saving his family.
So when the Skeleton asked her again if she had something to say, R’lyeh didn’t say anything at all.
“We have a lot of ground to cover,” the Skeleton said. “Let’s be on our way before your fish friends stop being so friendly.”
Friends. Choking down her secret, she remembered that day she and Vrana had watched Deimos and Lucan from Geharra’s walls. They had gone to the Mer, and in exchange for their armor and masks, the creatures wove a spell of Corruption onto each man’s arm, so they could infiltrate Penance’s approaching convoy.
R’lyeh squeezed the corners of her eyes, to stem the tide of tears. Deimos’ and Lucan’s masks were probably still in the marshes, in one of the Mer’s caches for safekeeping. They were never going to get them back, she thought, just like she wasn’t ever going to get her octopus mask back. Without Deimos or Lucan, or herself, the masks were nothing more than pieces of dead animals. Someone would find them one day, and they would think nothing of them. It hurt R’lyeh to think something so meaningful could be, at the same time, so meaningless.
R’lyeh and the Skeleton walked for hours without stopping, talking, eating, or drinking. By the time they had reached the highlands northwest of Geharra, the moon had usurped the sun from the sky, and there was blood in R’lyeh’s boots. Her feet were sore and calloused, and her ankles had been rubbed raw. Her stomach sounded like a symphony of dying frogs, and her shoulders hurt so badly, it felt as if they were tightening inward, as if to pop her head off her body, like a cork from a bottle. She wasn’t carrying anything, and yet her muscles burned as if they had reached their limit. And maybe they hadn’t, but she had. She kept this to herself, though. Any sign of weakness, or mortality, and the Skeleton just might shake her.
It was midnight when the Skeleton put a stop to R’lyeh’s stubbornness. She knew it was midnight, because the Skeleton’s chest started to glow. Even without a clock, the Black Hour’s heart had a job to do. The Skeleton parked them on top of a hill surrounded by mountains. He didn’t prepare camp, because like the Scavengers, he hadn’t brought supplies to do so. By foot or horse, the Skeleton had intended to make this journey alone, and without stopping. He didn’t need to eat or drink or sleep, or simply take in his surroundings. Without flesh, he was beyond all earthly distractions.
R’lyeh lay on the ground, the grass her blanket and roots her pillow. Exhaustion was a poison for which she had no natural immunity. She could feel her body filling up with something that felt like water. Second after second, she was sinking into herself, succumbing to weakness.
“I can… keep… watch,” R’lyeh mumbled, looking past her toes at the Skeleton.
“Shut your mouth and sleep,” he said.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s better this way. More time to think.”
“About… what?”
“What needs to be done.”
R’lyeh went to respond, but when she finally did, a few hours had already passed. She jerked out of her uninvited sleep. A blanket, a real blanket, slid down her body, while her grasping hands closed around the pillow, a real pillow, her head had been on.
The Skeleton was where she had left him: on the side of the hill, staring off into the mountains that circled them. The moon was higher now. From their lonely rest, R’lyeh noticed where the mountain chain had been cleaved in two; there was a pass there, and beyond that, the lowlands that twisted towards the Dead City’s diseased peninsula.
R’lyeh, sitting up, blanket and pillow in hand: “Where’d you get these?”
“From 2017.” The Skeleton looked over his shoulder and touched his chest. “Go back to bed.”
The Black Hour. Lying back down, she asked, “They’re not tainted, are they?”
“Not any more than anything else you or I touch.”
Fatigue forced another question from her lips: “Do you really want to stop the Vermillion God?”
“Eh?” The Skeleton knitted his boney fingers over his boney knee. “What do you mean?”
“You have the heart of the Black Hour.” R’lyeh bit her lip and pinched her skin to stay awake. “You… traveled to Lacuna with it. Killed the Red Worm. And these—” She pulled up a part of the blanket and pillow, and laughed. “We don’t have to go to the City to kill God.”
“Isn’t that why you’re here?”
“To kill God?”
“To go to the Dead City.”
“No, I’m—”
“You sure? Figured you followed because you had something to prove.”
R’lyeh stopped pinching her skin. The Skeleton was getting her good and pissed. She didn’t need pain to stay awake. “What?” She shot up. “What about you? You could end this now.”
“Doesn’t mean I should. You talked to Clementine plenty. Don’t you know I like to make things complicated?” The Skeleton sighed and shook his head. “Can’t use the heart, not for something like this. Heart’s never been in something living before. It’s shown me things. Spoken to me. The more I use it, the more it’ll use me. Understand? It wants something, and I don’t know what. If I reach into the past for something strong enough to stop God, I think something else might just come through with whatever I bring back.
“Humans stopped the Vermillion God before. What was good enough then should be good enough now. I’ll carry the heart as long as I can, because I can. Besides, it’s freezing—”
It was freezing. R’lyeh could already tell she would be sick in the morning. If her body had stopped hurting, it was only because she was too numb to feel much else.
“—and I figured it wouldn’t hurt to use it to give you something to warm you up. Something small.”
“Thank you,” she said, holding the blanking tightly.
“Yeah.” He grumbled. “Guess I could’ve conjured up a roaring fire, but in the heart, seconds can turn into hours. It was the best I could do.”
“I appreciate it.”
The Skeleton threw his hood over his skull. “I forget what it’s like sometimes, to have skin.”
“Do you miss it?”
“The skin?”
“Yourself.”
“Oh.” He tongued his teeth and gawked at the moon. “I’m the same.”
“Then… why aren’t you with your family?”
“Nothing’s changed. I don’t expect you to know that, not knowing me as long as the others.”
R’lyeh passed out for another half an hour. Then, waking up, as if it were seconds later, she pressed him with: “But you fought so hard—”
The Skeleton stood up. He had a sword now, somehow. His cloak fell from his body and, for the first time in a long time, she saw him unraveled. He was all bones, that part of him hadn’t changed. But now the dark growths spreading from the Black Hour’s heart had covered his entire ribcage, and a portion of his pelvis. At this rate, if he waited long enough, there wouldn’t be anything left of the Skeleton, or the remnants of the man once called Atticus.
“I’m s-sorry,” R’lyeh stuttered. “I… I—”
His hands became claws. Against the white moon, the blackening Skeleton was demonic. “Why aren’t you with your friend Vrana? What happened to saving her? You aren’t going to find her here.”
“Fuck you,” R’lyeh said through her teeth. “I know that. I just—”
“Needed to get away?”
“Yeah.”
The Skeleton picked up his cloak and put it back on. “Going to the Dead City isn’t for anyone but myself.”
R’lyeh sniffled her nose, said, “Me, too.”
“I gave everything to get my family back.” The Skeleton’s voice quivered. “And now I come up with every excuse I can to get away from them.”
“Yeah.” R’lyeh wiped her eyes. “I don’t think Vrana would like who I am.”
“Clementine and Will like me plenty the way I am,” the Skeleton said. “That’s the problem.”
“I don’t know who I am,” R’lyeh said, lying down.
“You’re thirteen. You’re not supposed to.” The Skeleton wandered over and looked down on her. “What’s my excuse?”
R’lyeh woke at dawn to a small fire and two skinned rabbits that had been roasted over it. Starving, she didn’t ask where the Skeleton had gotten them from. The gesture was enough.
It would take most of the day to reach the mountain pass. The highlands were comprised of sheer cliffs and heart-stopping plummets. Paths were luxuries this part of the world couldn’t afford. R’lyeh did the best she could, where she could, but often times, it wasn’t enough. She found herself sliding down slopes, knees first, and paralyzed with fear in higher places—that damn phobia she often forgot about finally getting the better of her.
“My best friend’s name was Gary,” the Skeleton said, urging her along the last of the many narrow, open-faced trails they’d traversed.
R’lyeh nodded, hearing, but not really hearing what the Skeleton was saying. If she stepped forward, she’d fall for a good ten seconds before splatting on the forest floor below.
“He was a ghoul. You would’ve liked him.”
R’lyeh shimmied sideways, gripping the cliff behind her for dear life. “Was he a-afraid of heights, too?”
“No.” The Skeleton prodded her side, making her pick up the pace. “Just wanted to tell you that.”
By nightfall, they made it to the pass. At that point, R’lyeh’s knees were covered in blood, bruises, and scrapes; and her hands had been rubbed so raw, they put most scullers’ mitts to shame. All things considered, she had made it out fairly well. The Skeleton had died twice on their journey from the lonely hill to the desolate cleave. Once from bad footing that sent him skull first into a boulder, and secondly, randomly. He called these random deaths ‘hiccups.’ Said they happened out of nowhere, and didn’t stop until they felt like it.
R’lyeh’s battle scars had cost them a couple of hours. The Skeleton’s death… about twenty seconds. When it came to who was burdening who, the choice was clear, and yet Bone Daddy didn’t bring that kind of talking up anymore.
Coming out of the mountain pass, R’lyeh fell against the rocks there and caught her breath. Besides all the bones the Skeleton had broken on the way here, it was the first actual break she’d had herself.
The Skeleton, ahead of her, stopped and turned to face her. “It’s not far.”
R’lyeh licked her lips and lifted herself off the rocks. He was right. The Dead City wasn’t far at all. If she stretched out her hands, she could almost grasp it.
At the farthest end of the lowlands, the Dead City looked to be about twelve hours away. In the dark, it wasn’t much. Just skyscraper after skyscraper at what most maps seemed to suggest was the end of the world. In the light, like most things, the city would be different. She would see it for what it really was, and at that point, she would have to decide if she really wanted to go through with what she had come here to do.
“Even from here, I can taste it,” the Skeleton said, doubling-back to her.
She could, too. The disease, the sickness. It was faint, but it was there, in the air—tiny morsels of temptation from Death’s unending banquet. Defiant as ever, R’lyeh breathed in deeply, filling her lungs with that infected oxygen, beginning the inoculation process.
“You alright?” he asked.
R’lyeh didn’t know if she was or wasn’t, so she played it safe, said she was, and took the lead. The Dead City was twelve hours away. She’d get them there in ten.
Fifteen hours later, and on her last legs, R’lyeh stood trembling before the beginning of the peninsula that led out to the Dead City. The crooked piece of land wound across the ocean under a thick, green cloud of countless contagions. Whether or not it was actually land that connected the continent with the City, R’lyeh couldn’t really say. The peninsula wasn’t soil, but a thick, black, tar-like substance that shone like plastic garbage bags. It was as if something else had been built here at some point, but an intense heat had melted it down, beyond recognition.
Then there was the Dead City itself. She had spent the majority of the journey from the mountain pass to here staring at it, but it was so much easier to appreciate up close, in its diseased presence. In fact, it wasn’t until she was here that she could even make sense of it. The Dead City was unlike anything she had ever seen before. The height of the buildings, the intricacy of the architecture. The City was almost too dense for R’lyeh to fully realize. The streets, signs, and storefronts; the highways, advertisements, and neighborhoods; the cars, trucks, and toppled trams—all of it was there, on display, scattered or piled high. It looked as if a hurricane had hit the City hard and tried to drown it in its own excess.
There was no doubt in R’lyeh’s mind that whatever modern weaponry the Skeleton was looking for was probably inside the Dead City. But how he was going to find it—
R’lyeh stumbled backward, having blacked out for a moment. She gripped her head, where it throbbed with a sudden, monstrous migraine.
“R’lyeh,” the Skeleton said, touching her arm with his gloved hand.
She shook him off. Opening her stinging eyes, she saw the green cloud that blanketed the peninsula and City taunting her, testing her. Her lungs started to burn. Breaths became shallow. That was how it killed you, she’d heard before. The cloud attacked your lungs, and then you suffocated on your own blood.
“I’m fine,” she said, feeling anything but. “I’m ready.”
The Skeleton didn’t stop her as she took the lead. Walking alone into the haze of disease, R’lyeh wished he had. The green cloud swelled around her as she pressed into its sickly embrace. Carefully, so as to not ingest too much of whatever foulness was floating around her, she took small, measured breaths. If she gave her body enough time to process the cloud, then maybe it wouldn’t kill her. The Skeleton had said he had died so much he didn’t even really notice when it happened anymore. Like blinking, it became an invisible eventuality. If it worked for him, then maybe—
R’lyeh’s legs went out from under her and she hit the black ground hard. The tar-like surface rippled from the impact, like the water over which it spanned would. Sticky, she peeled herself from it and managed to get to her hands and knees. Her body was fire. Her lungs felt like two twisted rags hung out to dry in the heat. She was bleeding, too. Somewhere. She couldn’t be sure where.
No, no. Her heart was beating so fast she could hear it in her ears. A pillar of nausea exploded out of her stomach and rammed itself up her neck. Goddamn it, no. She covered her mouth, bit into her fingers to stop the pathetic sounds coming out of her mouth. She tried to take another breath, but the air caught in her chest and sat there, and she choked on the very thing she needed more than anything else at this point.
“Son of a bitch,” the Skeleton said, hurrying towards her from behind. “I told you!”
R’lyeh collapsed onto the ground. Her body twisted to the rhythm of its convulsions. Heaving hoarsely, she balled her fists and buried them in her stomach, because she was pretty sure if she didn’t, she just might cough it up.
I’m not dying, she told herself, and yet she could hardly believe it, with green death pressing in all around her. She tried to breathe again, and puked up blood instead. No, no, no. She buried her face in the trash bag-colored soil and huffed its virus-laced fragments. She ground her body into the ground; kicking and clawing, an indentation formed beneath her of her body—the only grave, perhaps, she could’ve hoped for.
“Get!”
The Skeleton yanked R’lyeh off the ground and into his arms. She writhed in his grip, kicking and screaming and spitting out chunks of stinking blood into his face.
“I don’t know why I let you do this.”
The Skeleton strengthened his hold on her and turned them back towards the mainland. But R’lyeh took him by the front of his cloak and shouted, “Don’t!”
She jerked out of his arms and, spinning, slammed back into the ground. The impact busted her chin, but somehow, had opened up her lungs. She gasped wretchedly. Digging her knuckles and toes into the black dirt, she went rigid and forced herself to breathe. Every breath was like surgery. Each one she took, she could feel her lungs tearing open, separating, as if the cloud and its diseases had fused them together.
“I’m…”
The spasms stopped in her arms and legs.
“I’m…”
She pressed her forehead into the ground and forced herself to vomit out the white foam that had been clogging up her throat.
“I’m…”
The migraine dispersed along her scalp, retreated behind her ears.
“I’m okay.” She stayed prostrated on the ground, because every muscle in her body was one movement away from cramping. “I’m okay,” she said, looking back, between her legs, at the Skeleton. “I told you… I’d be—”
“Get, goddamn it,” the Skeleton said. “We have company.”
R’lyeh, not moving, looked up. There were two… things standing ten feet away. They wore heavy, bulky, dirty white polyester suits that made them move as if they were underwater. Yellow tubes wrapped around the suits, from their backpacks and into their helmets, which were in the shapes of diamonds. The faceplates of the helmets, although transparent, were too filthy and scuffed to see into. The things looked like humans, but there was something wrong with their right arms. Those parts of the suits were engorged, as if something had been stuffed alongside their limbs. Lights, too; there were lights, blinking behind the fabric. Red lights, the color of Corruption.
“You are… alive,” one of the suits said. It was a woman’s voice. Her words were garbled, drenched in noise from the broken communicator she spoke through on the side of her mask.
The second suit: “Have you come to witness it?” This one was male, and his voice was even harder to understand. Not because of the communicator, but because it didn’t seem as if he had spoken to anyone in a long time.
R’lyeh swallowed hard, dipped her head forward. She sipped on the green death like a strong drink. Slowly, sweating, and cramping like she thought she would, with the Skeleton’s help, she rose back to her feet.
“Witness what?” the Skeleton asked gruffly, holding R’lyeh in place.
“The Putrid Prince,” the woman said, the tubing in her back vibrating as she spoke.
“As it rises to claim its kingdom in the stars,” the man added.
“No, we’ll pass,” the Skeleton said. “We’re just here to rob the place.”
The man in the suit shook his head. “Anything you take, you take a part of it with you. The Prince has filled your lungs, little girl, and yet you live.”
“Barely,” R’lyeh rumbled.
“And I don’t know what you are, skeleton—”
“Skeleton will do, actually.”
“—but if you’re here, then…”
The woman in the suit started to shake excitedly.
“…then maybe the world is finally ready.”
The Skeleton tugged R’lyeh backwards, closer towards him and the sword at his side. Carefully, she reached back and grabbed its hilt.
“Ready for what?” the Skeleton asked.
“I’m confused,” the woman in the suit said. “Aren’t you here to see it? Aren’t you here to bask in the glory of the great, Green Worm?”
R’lyeh eyes widened. “Green Worm?” She ripped the sword from the Skeleton and pointed it at the man and woman. “Another Worm? Are you fucking kidding me?”




CHAPTER XXII

The mining town of Angheuawl was part of a trade route that ran through the backwoods of Cathedra and the foothills of Kistvaen. The route was meant to meet up with the trail, Adelaide’s Hollow, which connected Cathedra with the eastern chamber of the Heartland, but thieves and carnivorous trees saw that the expansion never came to be. If the two had been connected, Aeson had once read, then it would’ve brought enough prosperity to the Heartland to sever their ties to their benefactors in Eldrus. Several towns, along with Angheuawl, had been erected along the route, in preparation for the Heartland’s new age of independence.
Caldera’s Night Terrors let the Corrupted settlements build up in Kistvaen’s range, and then they sabotaged the route and planted the carnivorous trees to ensure no one would ever use it. The thieves that appeared later were just icing on the cake. Most of the Corrupted fled from these company towns, while those who stayed did so only because they had the Dismal Sticks’ special brand of stupidity weighing them down.
Forty miles from Caldera, in a basin, the first of the five settlements had been established. Older maps called the town Llyn, but newer ones didn’t even bother listing it at all. Because of its close proximity to Caldera, the Night Terrors took it upon themselves to slaughter every man, woman, and child in the town, several times over, until the Corrupted got the hint to stop populating it.
So when Aeson arrived at Llyn a few days later from the Garden of Sleep, he wasn’t surprised to find the town abandoned. What surprised him were all the freshly flayed and fucked corpses that littered it. Corrupted, Night Terrors, flesh fiends; all ages and sex; color and creed; and every beautiful trait and wretched imperfection—they were all accounted for, in every home and alley, on every street and dock. The Choir had already been here, and in the dead, they left their heavenly psalms.
He had to go around Llyn, rather than through it. Because of the area, it cost him some time, but saved him some sanity. The sight of the ravaged reminded him of his rapist; even then, convinced he had moved on, he swore he could still feel her following him and reveling in his taste.
Eighty miles out of Caldera, thirty from Llyn, Aeson snuck into the meadows of Trist, the second town on the route. It wasn’t a hard place to find, but because, again, the Night Terrors had murdered everyone that once lived there, the place had been forgotten. There were no proper buildings to speak of. Nature had swallowed them up. The overgrown regurgitation—a large, hairball-looking hill impaled by wood beams and stone chips—was all that remained.
Death wasn’t here. After meeting Death face-to-face, that statement meant more for Aeson than most. Instead of slaughter, he found a sacristy. There was flesh and blood, of course, but not the defiled variety. The flaps of skin, sewn-together muscles, and organ ornaments stashed inside the hill weren’t trophies, but uniforms. Like someone’s Sunday best, they were laid out with great care, wrinkle-free, except for those hides that came from the elderly. There weren’t enough uniforms to dress the whole of the Cult of the Worm, which Aeson reasoned must be in the hundreds, but the sight was, despite obvious reasons, disturbing all the same. Not for what it was, which was revolting, but for what it represented, which was ritual, intent—something more than senseless debauchery. Above all else, there was meaning.
There was that, and then there was the Cult of the Worm’s symbol. One gigantic, double-headed stick figure icon that appeared to have been painted onto the hill with the celestial colors of the Abyss. Unlike the symbols of the Cult Aeson had seen previously, this one was different. The body of the stick figure was thicker; it had depth. It wasn’t because of the hill, or some trick of the light. The line was a gouge.
Pushing aside Bjørn’s bear mask, Aeson put his eye to the line, and recoiled. There were sights inside the symbol. Grayness, and a solitary retreat suspended in darkness. The Void. It was here, just out of reach, waiting to be called forth. What was holding it back? Why here, rather than Angheuawl?
The road to Marwaidd was paved with bad intentions. The third town on the route straddled an impassable swamp and an impossibly thick wood in the deepest part of Kistvaen’s range. Following the route through each of the settlements was the only reliable way to reach Angheuawl, but by the time Aeson hit Marwaidd, he started to consider other options.
Half of his hesitation came from the vermillion veins that had sprung up like weeds in the area—six foot, pitcher plant-like weeds that followed him as he passed. The other half came from the songs rolling out of Marwaidd, and the fact that he couldn’t find anyone singing them.
He was getting used to Bjørn’s bear mask, but when panic set in, it was the first thing he took off. The Night Terrors wore the dead on a daily basis. But wearing the skull of his dead friend, even if it wasn’t really his skull, made Aeson feel like a flesh fiend. And he couldn’t deal with that shit right now.
“Okay, okay,” Aeson said, slipping off Marwaidd’s road, towards the swamp side of the area. There weren’t any vermillion veins there. Not yet, at least.
He stopped beside the water’s edge. Catching his reflection, the air caught in his throat. Mask or no mask, he looked like a flesh fiend. His hair was greasy and hung unevenly above his shoulders. His eyes and his cheeks were sunken; pallid, he wasn’t palatable to even vultures. He didn’t know what he’d weighed before leaving home, but he had to have been twenty or more pounds lighter. He had muscles, sure, like Bjørn would’ve wanted, but they were the cheated kind. The kind that showed when there was barely an ounce of fat on someone’s body. The kind that was soaked in adrenaline, and would be useless to him as soon as they did what they had to do.
Death had spared him, but for how long? If he killed the Witches, would the moth cart him off before Vrana made it to his arms? Better yet, would she even recognize him? He laughed, thinking that Vrana could hardly be picky about his appearance given her own, but she could, couldn’t she? He wore his hurt inside and out, now. He was supposed to be her reflection. An image of strength, like she had always been for him.
Aeson found a tree and leaned against it. If he sat, he was liable to not get up again. Digging into his bag, he pulled out a squirrel he’d cooked and finished it off. It tasted awful; he’d probably pay the consequences for his poor cooking skills later in the day. He knew how to survive in the wild, the same way a rat knew how to survive in the wild. He had all the knowledge, and yet all he did was scavenge. He was doing the best he could, but if Bjørn were here… if Bjørn were here he would be doing so much better.
The Blood of Before brushed against Aeson’s fingers. He took it out and opened to the last page he’d been trying to decipher. The eerie songs from Marwaidd swelled into a teeth-aching howl, but he ignored them. He had to ignore them; otherwise, every note would take him back to that night in the Dismal Sticks, and Ichor’s dinner party at House Gloom.
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Aeson was a little less than three-fourths of the way through The Blood of Before. After the entry about the Dead City and the disease the Night Terrors brought back from the place, there had been several more of little significance. He was getting closer to the portion of the book where the words were written in blood. The only thing stopping him? This entry here. One sentence. Either it was the strain of the journey, or his mind had finally snapped, but either way, he could not figure out how to decipher it. He had stared at it for so long, he didn’t even read it anymore. But until he understood its meaning, he couldn’t go forward (or rather, backward in time, since the book was in reverse chronology).
He put The Blood of Before away and closed his eyes. He thought about Bjørn, how little he had truly known him, and how much he missed him. Aeson reached behind his breastplate, where he carefully hid the Red Death weapon. Keeping the Bear’s rib close was what kept him going. He would’ve liked to have said it was Vrana, but this weapon and Bjørn’s sacrifice was the only thing that gave him enough hope to finish the mission.
A piece of parchment fell out of his bag and landed over his feet. He snatched it up before the wind could. It was the small list of names of the Children of Lacuna Anguis had given him to investigate. How many “Children” were there these days, he wondered. Children of Lacuna: they were either Night Terrors or Corrupted, or some indiscernible combination of the two. Children of the Witches made more sense, though. Thinking this, he thought back to House Gloom and how he’d seen Joy carrying babies back into the Void. There were more children coming, he knew. Not flesh fiends, Corrupted, or Night Terrors. Abominations. Grotesque playthings of the two daughters spurned for eternity by their heartless mother.
Fuck, he should’ve asked for more Red Death weapons. Bjørn would’ve been pissed knowing the rest of his ribs went to waste.
The songs of Marwaidd stuck with Aeson as he made his way to the next town. The verses and chorus swirled inside his head—a ravenous repetition that feasted on his senses, leaving him deaf to his environment, and nearly blind to himself. As if such a thing were possible, the song gave him a mild case of synesthesia; except the only color he saw in the songs was blue. Blue, like the Worm the Witches were using Vrana to somehow draw from. If Pain and Joy had managed a way to harness a fraction of the Worm’s power without actually having to summon one…
The fourth town, Rhyfel, found him before he found it. Lost in the greasy lines of the Cult and Choir’s horrendous art, he walked into the town without even realizing it. He couldn’t remember what Rhyfel had been before the Cult took it over, but they had turned the town into a factory. The wide, open spaces between buildings and the poor creatures shuffling from them gave Rhyfel the appearance of an internment camp.
Aeson ducked behind one of the buildings. Damn near sweating through his armor, he inched along the stone, three-story building, carefully minding the scrap that had built up behind it. Voices and footsteps rose and fell around him, in a language that wasn’t a language, much like the song reverberating through his head. But he could recognize orders when they were being given. And progress, too; the sound of creation; intense metalwork, furious crafting. Hammers and anvils, knives and leather; the jangle of chains; the hiss of steam. Progress, of a nefarious purpose.
Already he could feel his body breaking down, giving itself over to his own personal Trauma. Like the continent he called home, his insides shifted and memories twisted, and suddenly even the most recognizable things became foreign to him. From the piles of scrap, fingers, like worms, wriggled through the gaps and beckoned him to them.
“Stop it,” he said to the visions, just as angry as he was afraid. “Stop!”
Aeson slid alongside the building to where it stopped. He was tired of this shit. Not a day or night went by that he didn’t find himself reminded of House Gloom and… her… it. He knew his mind was trying to make it easy on him, because the memory of what’d happened to him was getting hazier and hazier. The narrative was always the same, but the details that made it kept going missing. Like the disease that afflicted his people from the Dead City, or the Corruption that tainted the Corrupted’s arms, his rape was a sickness his body was trying to push out.
But his body didn’t forget the sounds, the sensations. The wound would heal, but the phantom pains would haunt him until he was a haunt himself.
Through his teeth, he said, “Fucking stop,” and leaned out from behind the building.
Night Terrors and Corrupted—members of the Cult of the Worm—were working too hard to notice him. Their eyes were a dazzling blue that was far prettier than they deserved to be. He couldn’t get a good fix on how many people were here, but after a few minutes of observing, he knew what they were doing.
They were forging weapons and armor, and what the hell was that? Aeson rubbed the gunk—weeks’-worth of travel—out of his eyes to clear his vision. From one of the farther buildings, a crumpled silo, several Cult members carried out three large, very heavy-looking wreaths. But the rings of the wreaths weren’t comprised of flowers, leaves, and twigs, but skin and bone tied together with tendons and stretched intestines. Blood and a dark putty—undoubtedly some torturous extract—acted as the glue that kept the structure together. Attached to the sides of the wreath and running down its center was, for Aeson, a familiar sight: the two-headed stick figure symbol.
Whatever the wreath was, it was, if nothing else, a testament to the Witches’ lack of creativity.
There were no flesh fiends here, except for those that roamed the corridors of Aeson’s brain, and that, although relieving, confused him.
Llyn was a slaughtering ground, Aeson thought, slipping back behind the building. In Trist, there were the uniforms and that big ass symbol… and in Marwaidd the Choir was somewhere. Underground, I guess.
Footsteps. Aeson straightened up and drew his sword. He had the Red Death weapon, but who knows how many deaths it had in it before the thing would break.
Heavy breathing, a cough: a shadow stretched past the edge of the building. Then the footsteps stopped.
A wicked smile stretched across Aeson’s face. He hadn’t killed anything but animals since the Dismal Sticks.
Still out of sight, Aeson watched the person’s shadow for movement. The shadow sighed; it raised its arms. Fluttering wings, and then a snap: the person threw a dead raven into the grass and then, laughing, walked away.
Rhyfel… He shook his head, crept along the building, to the edge, again. It’s an armory.
He heard shouting, and more wings flapping. He leaned out once more. From the wreaths, a handful of ravens had emerged. The cultists were scrambling after them.
Was Llyn a slaughter ground? Or a training yard?
He steadied his breathing. Watching the cultists rip the ravens out of the air and break them. It made his heart hurt.
Llyn… a training ground. Trist… a place to be fitted, or initiated. Marwaidd… a chapel. And here, Rhyfel… an armory. The towns aren’t that far off from each other. And they’re right in the middle of the continent. Easy access to the North and South, but especially the Heartland.
Aeson started away from the town, and as he did so, thought: If all the towns have a purpose… then the Witches have everything covered. What the hell are they doing in Angheuawl?
When he finally reached Angheuawl, it was the first afternoon of November, and it was snowing. There was about an inch of snow on the ground, but most of it had been reduced to a red slush. Because even as Aeson crept towards the town from the distance, there were still flesh fiends and cultists pouring into the town from every direction, and wherever they went, blood flowed; be it from their own wounds, or the wounds they made in passing on their brothers and sisters. It seemed as if the Witches’ congregations couldn’t go a second without tearing a piece out of one another. Even as they finally finished the climb to the hill upon which Angheuawl sat, the flesh fiends were fondling with and chewing on everything they could get their claws on. And the strange thing was that the cultists, whether they were Children of Lacuna or new initiates who had bought into the sisters’ bullshit, didn’t seem to mind. They welcomed the mutilation. Disappearing into the town, Aeson could still hear them clamoring for “communion.”
Aeson dropped down into the bushes. There was no wind, and yet the raucous cries of the Choir deep inside Angheuawl seemed to move through the area the way wind would—the sound waves flattening the foliage, bending trees. He checked the Red Death weapon, even though he knew it was there, in his armor, and again, stowed it away.
I’m here, I did it. He glanced up at Angheuawl. There was blue smoke in the air, rising from the center of the village. Vrana’s here. I can do this.
He started for his feet, and then stopped. What was that? He had heard—
A curse wolf padded through the undergrowth, its stark-white face sizing him up, and headed towards the hill to Angheuawl. The wolves were said to be portents of Death, but Aeson knew what was going on. She was watching him, waiting to see how dirty he was willing to get to do her dirty work.
How the hell am I going to get up there? he thought. Will they even notice if I’m not one of them? The Cult of the Worm didn’t seem to be part of some hive-mind. If I’m with people that look like me… He shivered. I could ignore them. I could ignore the flesh fiends. I could walk right past them. Hell, they might even think I’m a flesh fiend given—
The curse wolf stopped halfway up the hill and stared into the woods, directly at Aeson. A pack of Night Terrors in heavy furs—Rimeans—lumbered past the curse wolf, as if it wasn’t there.
Despite his pep talk, Aeson immediately caved. “I can’t,” he said under his breath. “I can’t do it.”
A sharp pain pricked his chest. A tunnel of pressure slammed into his forehead; his eyes filled with black light. Something scratched his skin again from behind his breastplate. Mindful of the Red Death weapon, but frantic, he reached into his armor and took it out.
Death’s finger, which she had fixed to Bjørn’s rib, was moving slowly, beckoning him forward. Lip quivering, the effects of the weapon’s pricks waning, he looked at the curse wolf. The beast gave him a nod and went to the edge of the hill, where the woods were thin and crosshatched with sun shafts.
“Follow,” Death seemed to say. And why not? He had been chasing Death his entire life, in one form or another.
Sword in one hand, Red Death weapon in the other, he swallowed the sick in his throat and, skirting the hill, headed towards the wolf. He kept to the trees, bushes, boulders, and anything else he could cower behind. Every time the snow crunched underneath his feet, he swore the cultists climbing the hill could hear him. But no one had, or if they had, they didn’t seem to care.
Carefully, Aeson rounded the bottom of the hill. He came up the side of it where the curse wolf waited. Death’s familiar shook its head and padded off, away from Angheuawl, into the trees.
This is stupid, Aeson thought. The woods that scaled the hill’s slope were not only sparse and sun-soaked, but flooded, too. It wasn’t that snow was melting, though it flowed past his feet all the same; it was the lakes in the area. Farther on, where the land flattened at higher elevations, two lakes had flooded.
“Pain and Joy use water to enter our world,” Aeson said, crouched, the rushing water up to his shins. “What’re they doing here?”
The curse wolf glanced back, as if to say, “You’ll see.”
Aeson heard splashing not far from where he stood. With the wolf, he hurried towards the thickest grouping of trees he could find and wedged himself there. Sitting on the ground, lower-half soaked, hard-hitting shivers rocked his body. He made himself as small as possible, without relinquishing the weapons, and waited for whatever was up ahead to leave.
Don’t see me, don’t see me, don’t see me.
The splashing grew louder. He could make out limbs wading through the water, as if those who were approaching were down on all-fours. He heard teeth chattering, too, and wheezing.
Aeson cringed as each sound grew louder and louder. They were close enough that he could hear the cracking of their bones; he could feel how uneven their teeth must be, by the way they clicked together. He gripped his sword, started to lean out from the trees, and then quickly retreated.
They were passing right by him.
And there was his reflection in the water, scared shitless and plain as day.
Looking at the wolf, he begged it silently for a plan. But Death’s dog had no answers for him. It was as scared as he was.
Ripples from those approaching broke against Aeson’s side. A voice, loud enough that it felt as if the speaker were shouting in his ear: “She’s h-h-here… I c-c-can smell t-the way s-she tastes.”
That voice, Aeson thought. I know I know that voice. It was garbled, though, like the speaker’s mouth was filled with spit and glass. He couldn’t place it, but he knew he knew—
A fat flesh fiend crawled into view, inches away from where he sat. Like a startled animal, Aeson went stiff. He stopped breathing, stopped blinking. He retreated inside himself, to that dark and dead place where not even the most severe suffering could reach him.
The flesh fiend’s sagging gut bludgeoned the water with every step it took. It didn’t crawl on two hands, but one; and the same was true of the three flesh fiends that traveled with it. Each of them had one of their twisted, mutilated, white-crusted arms extended above and away from them. They were carrying something, sharing together the heavy weight of the unholy load stretched over them.
Above the flesh fiends, held up in their grips, a sedan of charred vermillion veins was suspended. The warped, blackened chunk looked like a comet disgorged from some chaotic plane. The flesh fiends struggled to hold it, but they held it all the same; as if the speaker buried within the mass’ center was royalty.
“Take m-me t-to… her,” the voice spoke again.
The end of the procession passed Aeson. The four flesh fiends’ eyes never left Angheuawl. They had a job to do. Everything else was invisible to them.
“She n-needs… my hurt.”
The four flesh fiends and their vermillion cargo reached the hill and headed for town.
The curse wolf nudged Aeson to move, but his body wouldn’t budge. He felt Death’s finger scratching at his chest again, but the threads of his mortality wouldn’t yield.
Get up, he said, coming out of that dark and dead place. You have to get up.
And that was true. It was now or never. And never really wasn’t an option, because it was the only one that anyone with any sense would choose. The long line of cultists coming into town was thinning. There were only stragglers now, from the north and south; Corrupted and Night Terrors, mostly—some wearing the white garments of Cathedra, others, the mossy armor of Traesk.
Again, the curse wolf nudged him. He stared into the beast’s jet-black eyes and saw the luminescent sheen of Death’s wings in its pupils.
I have to do it now.
Three dead ravens floated past him.
I have to do this now.
The curse wolf took off through the woods, darting between the trees. Aeson followed as fast as he could, his legs numb from sitting in the icy water for so long. The closer they came to Angheuawl, the less cover they had with which to hide themselves.
Aeson and the curse wolf reached the hill’s summit and quickly slid behind a work shed that stood in shambles on the outskirts. They waited until the very last of the cultists passed, and moved deeper into Angheuawl, one wrecked wall and bombed-out building at a time.
So close to the center, to the end of this horrid quest, and yet Aeson couldn’t steal but a glimpse into the heart of the Witches’ operation. Angheuawl was a mining town, built by miners, on the edges of Southern Cradle, in a volcanic range. Not much thought went into its construction or aesthetic. It was an uneven, unpainted mess of homes and stores intersecting at odd angles; a plot of garish geometry, streamlined for work, and reluctant to allow for anything else. Squat homes, narrow roofs; woods worth of wood on every corner, along every street—splintered, buckled, and covered in the Cult’s graffiti.
But like cattle answering the call, there was an order, despite the meandering. For at the farthest end of Angheuawl, there was the mine. Aeson couldn’t see it from where he was, but he saw the top portion of façade that had been built over it; a wooden steeple jutting high into the sky, and a name—Nicholas Harrington—painted boldly in black on a horizontal beam between the supports. That was where the blue smoke was coming from, and the singing, and the—
Aeson dropped the sword and held the Red Death weapon against his chest. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t pretend to ignore it anymore. The Cult of the Worm was everywhere.
Holy Child in hell there were hundreds of them. Clogging the streets, moving in and out of the business and homes. Adults, mostly, except for the childish flesh fiends that slinked along the rooftops, biting the heads off the ravens in their hands. Night Terror, Corrupted, Child of Lacuna, or Cultist—it didn’t matter. Other than the presence of Corruption, who these people were or what they believed was impossible to determine. The distinction between species and sub-species was so blurred it made Aeson cross-eyed trying to figure it out. The only way he could identify them was by the culture they clothed themselves in.
There, Night Terrors from Rime and Traesk, and a few elderlies from Eld. Shit, was that the Wasp and Boar from Caldera?
There, Corrupted from Nora, Nyxis, and, yes, hunters of the Blasted Woodland. And goddamn, soldiers from Eldrus and Penance, too?
But that wasn’t all. There were more, many more, up ahead, shuffling towards the mine, damn near walking hand-in-hand with the flesh fiends at their sides. Flesh fiends. Subterranean sadists, subdued, almost docile. He’d hoped the creatures at the Dismal Sticks had been a fluke, but, no, it was true: The Witches had discovered a way to control them. And there were so many of them. More than the humans and humanoids with blue light dripping from their eyes. For every piece of flesh, there were five fiends. Like roaches on their best behavior, they seemed to be playing a part, biding their time, for the great feast to come.
Shrill laughter swept through the town, from the mine upon which the Cult was converging. It was Pain’s voice he heard, and behind it, pathetically, there was a croaking. And beating wings. And scrabbling claws. And another woman, Joy, screaming at the yet unseen, still love of his life—the Winged Horror.
The curse wolf started for the next building, an infirmary. Aeson cleared his thoughts and thought of nothing else but Vrana. She was his blessing, his boon; the backbone he’d been born without. He never would’ve come this far for anyone else. No one else could’ve brought him this far.
They slipped into the infirmary through a backdoor. It smelled sour inside. Most of the beds were nothing more than frames. The supply cabinets had already been emptied and filled again; this time with cobwebs. Unless someone was seeking a radical cure for arachnophobia, no healing was going to happen here anytime soon.
The curse wolf kept going. Aeson did, too. They hurried into an administrative office and back into the streets. The wolf stopped, barred his path. The tail end of the four flesh fiends and the vermillion sedan passed by. And then the coast was clear; they were off again.
They snaked through the edge of Angheuawl, never daring the main road. From the infirmary, they went into a chapel and out its window and into a string of residences. They were getting closer to the meeting point—the Choir’s throaty hymns were absolutely deafening—but the dread inside Aeson told him they were never going to get close enough. The lack of guards was surprising, but when he thought about it, it really wasn’t. No one except for himself was going to be stupid enough to come into a town crawling with flesh fiends. And Pain and Joy had nothing to fear. So long as they had the Void, they had everything.
The curse wolf crept out of the last house, paused, and huffed at Aeson to give chase. He hurried down the porch. Just then, a Night Terror and Corrupted, both women, naked and still covered in the sweat of their sex, came trudging down the street. They locked eyes with him, and he with them.
“Have you come to open yourself?” the Corrupted asked.
Aeson nodded.
The Night Terror was holding her mask. It was a monkey. “There’s a void in us all. One to fill the other.” She smiled, slipped on her skull, and walked on with her lover.
About to shit his pants, Aeson ran after the curse wolf into the saloon. The place was covered in the Cult’s two-headed stick figure symbols, as if a child had gone to work on the walls.
“Fuck.” Aeson gasped and propped himself up against the bar. “Fuck, that was close.”
“Goddamn it,” a woman rumbled behind him.
Aeson’s stomach sank.
The curse wolf’s lips peeled back into a terrifying snarl. Its teeth were Death’s nails.
Aeson spun around. Behind the bar, there was Belia, the one-armed servant flesh fiend from House Gloom. She was still wearing the dress Ichor had given her, except she wasn’t really wearing it; rather, it was now a part of her. When the house had burned down, the heat must’ve fused the corset and cage crinoline to her body. There was pus oozing down her chest; and her breasts looked like two deflated balloons covered in hair. When she caught Aeson gazing at her, she covered herself up, as if embarrassed.
“Goddamn it!” she screamed, hurling herself at him.
Aeson stumbled backwards. He dropped the Red Death weapon beside the curse wolf, not wanting to waste it.
Belia hobbled across the saloon, spitting and swinging her claws. Her left leg, shorter than the right, slowed her down badly.
“Goddamn it, goddamn it!” she said, over and over, the only phrase she was capable of. “Goddamn it!” Her voice was an alarm he couldn’t afford to have going off any longer.
Belia sped up and flung herself at him. Aeson went sideways. Her grasping claws hooked onto his breastplate and yanked him onto the ground with her. Aeson broke his fall on her hip. She took the blow like a champ, oriented herself, and came after him, on her hands and feet.
Aeson scooted backwards, the nails in the wooden floor catching on his ass. Feeling bad for Belia, he pulled the sword back, ready to bust her with the pommel. But as she vaulted towards him, she stopped being Belia, and started being her, it, the fiend that had fucked him.
He felt an invisible weight on his groin. And heat from the fire that burned Gloom down. And the wet grass, soaking his back.
“Goddamn it!” Belia lunged.
Aeson’s sympathy was the finality of steel. At the last second, he twisted his hand and drove the sword through Belia’s mouth. It scraped against her teeth, made a mush of her gums. The flesh fiend’s momentum drove her down on the sword. The tip blew out the back of her skull. It wasn’t until her bleeding face hit the hilt that she stopped.
“Goddamn it,” Aeson said, standing up. Belia slid off his sword like meat from a skewer. “Thanks for the help,” he said to the curse wolf, stepping over Belia and retrieving the Red Death weapon.
Vrana. Vrana. Vrana. Aeson repeated the name over and over as he and the curse wolf ran out of the saloon before anyone might come investigate the noise. I’m coming. It’s almost over.
Angheuawl’s streets had all but cleared. Aeson and the curse wolf skirted along the sides of a general store, waiting for two flesh fiend children to catch up with their brethren at the town’s center.
The falling snow started to thicken. The flurries fattened and came in sideways. As if his eyes were failing him, the town was suddenly rendered in a gray tone, and visibility fell off after fifteen feet. Convenient. Maybe it was the work of whatever spells the Witches were weaving ahead, or maybe, just maybe, Mother Nature wanted these bitches dead as much as he did.
Vrana, I’m so sorry I took so long.
Aeson went low when the wolf seemed to tell him to get low. Like the beast he followed, he crawled along the ground, to the last turn in this maze of a mining town. After that, he’d be close enough to the center to see everything.
I don’t care what you are now.
The curse wolf glanced back, to make sure Aeson was still there.
I know you won’t care what I’ve become.
“Get up,” the curse wolf said with a yelp.
We’ve both gone to pieces.
Aeson got up and slinked over to the alley that let out from Angheuawl’s center.
I’d rather be broken than broken-hearted.
He moved down the alley, the snowflakes that pelted him melting around him, as if he gave off an aura of intense heat. He set his sword against the wall, within reach, and holding the Red Death weapon with both hands, peered out at the center of town.
The Cult of the Worm was everywhere. On every roof, in every doorway. There was no ground to walk on, because the cultists blanketed it with their bodies. The Night Terrors, Corrupted, and flesh fiends were here by the hundreds, and all of them, every single one of them, were on their backs, their arms interlocked with their neighbors’, singing a single eldritch note no creature of this planet should’ve been able to create. There was no blood or gore; no senseless slaughter, no mass rape; just body after body, bound by their limbs, looking up into the sky, weeping diamonds of light, as blue smoke swept across the congregation and poured into their quivering mouths.
Wicked laughter lifted Aeson’s attention from the demonstration. At the back of Angheuawl, where he had expected to find them, Pain and Joy stood. They were in front of the entrance to the drift mine, except the mine wasn’t a mine anymore; its doorway was now a gray, swirling portal that let out into the Void itself.
And there was Vrana. There she was. It hurt to look at her, the same way it hurt to look at the sun, but despite the pain, he needed them all the same. Vrana was between Pain and Joy, her arms and wings crucified to the support beams that formed the opening of the mine. Her head was tipped back; the blue smoke that roamed Angheuawl was pouring out of her beak. Around Vrana’s neck, the Blue Worm’s silver necklace shone with an intense, throbbing light.
Between here and the witches were hundreds of their minions, all willing at any moment to tear Aeson to pieces. He gripped the Red Death weapon until it felt as if his knuckles were going to tear, and retreated into the alley. The curse wolf was gone. He had to do this alone.
“Bring out the babies,” Pain cried. “Let them see the world they’re going to inherit.”
Joy stepped in front of Vrana. Her white satin dress swished around her legs. Black bloodstains ran up and down the front and the back of the fabric from all her miscarriages. She held up her arms and said, “Are you sure?”
Pain grinned, spit on her sister, and laughed. Her wild eyes, black orbs pricked with red, rolled in their sockets. “Better late than never!”
“We should finish what we’re doing first—”
Pain walked over to Joy and slit her throat with her fingernail. Joy dropped to her knees, blood sputtering out of the wound in thick, almost comical geysers. It doused Vrana, but Vrana didn’t stir. At this point, Aeson couldn’t tell if she was alive or dead.
Pain held out her pale, slimy hand, and Joy took it. By the time she was back on her feet, the wound had healed.
“They’re coming!” Pain screamed giddily into Joy’s ear. “Give them a good show!”
Joy nodded and held up her arms again. The Void portal contracted, and a tendril of it reached out and touched her between the legs. The black bloodstains dripped off the dress and slithered into the Void.
“Not all of them,” Pain conceded, sounding annoyed.
Joy’s body jerked. The black bloodstains whipped out of the Void, like chains, and hooked upon their ends were the most terrifying abominations Aeson had ever seen.
From the Void, the bloodstains brought out huge cancerous masses that had been formed from the bodies of children. They were sick amalgamations of body parts, fitted together in such a way to allow for movement. Its lower half was a hard crust, like a massive callous, comprised of legs and arms, and some combination of the two that had been melted together into what amounted to tails and tentacles. The upper half was like a piece of severed fruit; a glistening bi-section of tiny bodies and heads constantly crying out in garbled, childish pleas. Like rotted seeds, babies and infants were lodged into the top of the Horror of the Womb. From their split bellies, ropes of intestines flailed in the air, flinging blood and shit across the nearby cultists.
One after the other, Joy conjured these creatures from the Void, until there were four of them. Then, the last of black bloodstains wrenched a fifth Horror from the Void—their mother.
The Mother Horror wasn’t Death, but a mockery of Her. The Horror came tumbling out of the Void, end over end, until it was checked by Joy’s trembling legs. Slowly, it rose off the ground—gallons of clear, steaming fluids pouring off it. The Mother Horror grew exponentially in size as it gathered itself. Beginning as a dripping grub, it soon sprouted sets of arms and legs, and then two moth-eaten, moth-like wings. It wasn’t beautiful in the way Death was beautiful; it was horrible to behold. Its body was oily; the furs that covered it matted and knotted. A head burst from the top of the grub, and it was a single black bulb, with no eyes or antennae; simply a sneering grin painted on with what appeared to be nail polish.
Joy dropped her arms. Pain, rubbing her hands together like the villainess she was, shouldered past her sister and, flailing her arms, screamed at the Horrors, “Go! Go!”
The white satin dress practically swallowed Joy as she dropped to her knees, spent. The black bloodstains returned to their place on the fabric. “They can’t fend for themselves.”
“Neither could we,” Pain said, taking Joy by the chin. “Look at us now.”
The Mother Horror, now a good twenty feet long, lifted off the ground. Gracelessly, it drifted like a kite over the Horrors of the Womb. One by one, with its arms and legs, it picked up the oversized ovaries and hauled them off, over Angheuawl and into the snowy distance.
With the Horrors gone, Aeson let himself breathe again. I can’t do this, he said to himself. Crying, and shaking, he fell like Joy, crumpling on the floor of the alleyway. Out the corner of his eyes, he stared at Vrana, crucified; her feathered body struggling in a kind of epileptic shock. She was covered in every kind of fluid imaginable. There were fresh scars all over her body, and her legs looked gnarled. I shouldn’t do this. I can’t save you to kill you. Killing you is the only way to save you. I can’t—
“What’s that?” Pain hollered.
Her voice found him like an arrow and pierced him through. He looked back at the Witches.
The Witches were looking back at him.
“Is that…” Pain tilted her head; her ashen hair fell across her face. “It is! Joy, fetch him!”
No, no, no. Aeson hurried to his feet.
But Joy was faster. She rose out of her dress and glided over the still lying, still singing Cult of the Worm. She cleared the distance in a blur. One second, and she was there, in the alley with him.
“Do I know you?” Joy asked, slowing her words to sound sultry. She was flirting with him.
Aeson slipped the Red Death weapon behind his back.
But it was too late. She had already seen it.
“What do you have there?” she whispered. Her eyes narrowed. She bared her teeth and winked. “I can keep a secret.”
Aeson shook his head.
“Bring him here!” Pain yelled.
Joy rolled her eyes, turned her head: “Have some fucking patience for—”
Aeson swung the Red Death weapon at Joy’s side.
But before it touched her, she caught his arm by the wrist and stopped him.
“What is it?” Pain asked.
Joy’s face turned paler than it already was. Death’s nail was an inch away from her side, and already it was going to work on her, burning through her dress, eating through her skin.
“Do… do you…” Joy stared at Aeson; her lip quivered. “Do you know who… this is?” she asked Pain.
“Yes, yes! Bring him here. I have someone special to show him!”
Aeson could feel Joy’s grip loosening on his wrist. She was breathing heavily now. There was a pop; boils and blisters spread across her skin.
“You’re going to miss your babies! They’re almost there,” Pain said.
Joy’s eyes began to water. A smile flashed across her face. Knitting her brow, she let go of Aeson’s wrist. They stood there a moment in silence, staring one another down, as the snow built up around their feet, and the ice melted from their hearts.
“We’re coming,” Joy said, with a nod.
Aeson took the Red Death weapon and stowed it behind his breastplate. Hesitant at first, Joy finally took him by both hands. She was careful with him; gentle, even. She whispered a word. His feet left the ground. And then they were off, floating over the Cult of the Worm.
The Maiden of Pain could hardly control herself. “Come here, come here,” she said.
Joy landed the both of them beside Vrana. Aeson tried to look away from her, but Pain quickly came up beside him, took him by the head, and forced him to stare at her.
“Like what you see?” Pain whispered into his ear; her breath smelled of mildew. Her touch was like touching a cold, moss-covered stone. “She did everything for me. I’m sure she would do anything for you.
“You came a long way, didn’t you? That night I burned your shitty little village… I couldn’t even bring myself to kill you—”
He remembered. She had just laughed at him, instead.
“—and here you are. They say you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover and, what do you know—” Joy slapped the bear mask off his head, “—this book has a new cover. Look, Vrana, at who’s come to see you!”
For the first time since he’d seen her, Vrana moved on her own. She was alive. Yes, somehow, she was alive. The smoke stopped spewing from her beak. She twisted her neck and, with one pained eye, looked at him.
“It’s Aeson, isn’t it?” Pain scoffed at Joy, who was pacing nervously. “Oh, just go! Go!”
Joy lifted into the air and left Angheuawl in the same direction her Horrors had.
Pain nudged Aeson and spun him around to face the Cult of the Worm. “What do you think?”
Bide your time, he told himself. Bide your time. Every centimeter of his body tensed. He could feel it breaking down on the inside, the acid of anxiety eating away at his core. Bide your time.
“I wish I had someone love me as much as you do her,” Pain said, smirking. She picked a raven feather out of her ratty dress. “Soon, though, soon.”
“Please…” Aeson closed his eyes, pretended he was somewhere else, so he could get this out. “I don’t believe…”
“Believe this is happening?” Pain laughed. “Do you even know what is happening?”
Aeson shook his head.
Pain pointed to one of the double-headed stick figure icons on the wall. Her eyes rolled back into her skull and she screamed, “Kvuxl Vkxul!
The Cult of the Worm’s symbol crumpled, sucked inside itself, and a vortex opened behind it. A gray portal that, like the one behind them, led into the Void.
“Kvuxl Vkxul!”
Another symbol was torn apart by the spell; where it had once been, a swirling gate now stood, as if it had been there the whole time, simply waiting to be called forth.
“Kvuxl Vkxul! Kvuxl Vkxul!”
Two more portals opened at the center of Angheuawl. And every time one did, the Choir sang louder from the ground.
“This isn’t the first time you’ve seen our symbol, is it, Skull Boy?”
It wasn’t. They were everywhere in Angheuawl, and in most, if not all, the towns he had passed through getting here. He had seen the symbol in the Dismal Sticks and… Caldera.
Aeson covered his mouth. When Pain had attacked Caldera, she had burnt an image into the ground. No matter what they did, they could never get the image to go away. Like a brand, it was there forever.
“Alone no more,” Pain said. “We will be everywhere soon, in every village, town, and city. King Edgar had the right idea with the vermillion veins. But our idea was better.”
“H-how?”
Pain grabbed Aeson by the shoulders and bit off a piece of his cheek. She spat the bloody hunk his face, and then kissed him, forcing her bristled tongue deep inside his mouth.
Aeson broke free of her grasp. He pressed one hand to his cheek, and crossed his arm over his chest. The Red Death weapon had almost fallen out.
“Belief. We have so many believers now, and we’re about to have more. Come here.” Pain snapped her fingers. Aeson was levitating again. “Come and see.”
Pain pushed Aeson into the sky and urged him forward; far enough away that he could see what was going on outside the town. There was Joy and her Horrors… and what appeared to be a small army of Corrupted battling in the snow. Below him, the vermillion sedan burst out of Angheuawl and headed for the fight. For a moment, it looked up at him, and he saw buried inside the writhing mass the burnt face of Ichor.
“Ever heard of the Marrow Cabal?” Pain asked, lowering him back into the town beside her.
Aeson stumbled and landed near Vrana’s feet. She was panting. She had been watching him the whole time.
Almost, he wanted to tell her. Almost.
“They’ll be ours by the end of the day,” Pain said.
Aeson crawled forward. He took Vrana’s feathered ankle in his hand and kissed it. She had to know. If he didn’t save her, she had to at least know he still loved her.
With a spell, Pain yanked him to his feet and put him in front of her. “Joy’s stupid children can’t fight for shit. They’re just there—”
“For fear,” Aeson said, shivering, on the brink of collapsing.
“For fear. I like that. When I drink your blood tonight, it will be to fear that I toast.”
“What’s the point?” Aeson asked, crossing his arms over his breastplate.
“It brings me joy,” Pain said, “to bring them pain.”
Joy returned to Angheuawl and floated down beside her sister. “They will be here soon,” she said, smoothing out her white satin dress.
“Good. Is that Skeleton with them?”
Joy shook her head.
“Next time. Prepare the Cult, we’re opening all the—”
Joy reached out and touched Pain’s face.
“What?” Pain asked, confused.
One look. Joy gave Aeson one look.
He pulled the Red Death weapon out of his breastplate and, with every ounce of hate and sadness, malice and madness; with every ounce self-doubt, self-loathing, and self-harm; with every burning piece of filth inside him, filling him, polluting him, ruining him, he drove Death’s touch into Her daughter’s heart.
Pain screamed louder than the Choir that praised her. She touched the Red Death weapon still protruding from her chest. It crumbled into nothingness, but the damage was already done. Behind her, and all around her, the portals to the Void began to react violently.
Joy looked at Aeson as if she hated him more than anything else in the world and ran into the Void, the gateway closing behind her.
Pain, gasping for air, dropped to her knees and dug at the wound in her chest. Her mother’s touch was poison. She cupped her breast and drank the wound, trying to suck out the force that had severed her tie to the Void.
“No,” Pain said, and Aeson heard her clear as day, for the Cult of the Worm had stopped singing. The light had left their eyes. There was a moment of silence, mutual confusion, and then the flesh fiends turned on those they had once held hands with.
There was another sound. A tearing of skin, and a loud thump.
Aeson turned around to find Vrana standing behind him. She tore off the Blue Worm’s silver necklace, threw it at him, and ran at Pain.
Vrana’s wings closed around the Witch. She picked her off the ground as if she weighed nothing at all, then threw her down, breaking her face on the hard soil. Vrana straddled Pain, pinned her limbs back. And then she started eating her.
Vrana raked Pain’s flesh, splitting it into strands. She made six strands at a time, and then shoved them down her beak. Pain screamed out in agony.
Vrana ripped her jaw off, tore her tongue out of her mouth, and gobbled down both of them. Warm, hot blood poured out of the Witch. Vrana cupped her claws together and drank it like soup.
The Witch, somehow still alive, beat Vrana’s side. Vrana bore her beak down on each of Pain’s arm sockets, until they were easy enough to rip away from her body. And once they were, Vrana did just that. And then she ate them, too.
Blood and muscle and tendons spilled out of Pain’s shaking torso. Vrana gathered them with her twitching talons and sucked them off each of her fingers.
Pain was laughing now, so Vrana tore open her gut and buried her face inside it, and one by one, ate every organ inside. They popped and hissed and squirted inside Vrana’s beak.
Then, leaving the rib cage and head, Vrana mutilated Pain’s pelvis, until it was so mashed and beaten she had to lick it off the ground.
She worked her way down to Pain’s disembodied legs and choked them down her throat whole. It took her a moment to swallow them, but she did.
Vrana reared back, completely covered in blood and gore. She glanced at Aeson, and Aeson made no attempt to stop her.
Vrana grabbed Pain’s torso and ripped the ribs out of it. She ate them, one by one, leaving no scrap of flesh or cartilage unconsumed. And then, slowly, considerately, she closed her claws around Pain’s severed head, bashed it open until it split in two like a rock, and gulped down everything inside it, bones, too.
And then, when there was nothing left of the Witch but the few pints of blood that had escaped Vrana’s lips, Vrana stood up and wiped her mouth.
“Twenty pieces a person, for every person the Witch killed in Caldera that night. I promised Caldera that’s what I’d take from Pain when I found her,” Vrana said, blood and chewed-up body parts pouring out of her mouth. “There are two-hundred-and-six bones in the body, and seventy-eight organs. Between those, and everything else, I think everyone’s covered.”
Aeson nodded, and he was lucky he could do that. Blood splashed across his shoes. A few feet away, the Cult of the Worm were slaughtering one another, raping one another; completely annihilating one another. There were no words to describe the carnage. It was carnage beyond comprehension. Something only the blind could comprehend, for the eyes couldn’t behold what the other senses could sample. The overwhelming stench of violence and lust, the discharge of seminal and vaginal fluids, and balled fists holding clumps of shit like trophies. Too many bodies. Too much blood. Holes where there shouldn’t have been holes. It was, for the Cult of the Worm and the God they claimed to worship, their greatest masterpiece.
Vrana took Aeson into her wings and lifted them into the sky, where he morbidly thought to himself how fortunate he must be to be one of the few to see the eradication of an entire species.
His species.
There was no coming back from this.




CHAPTER XXIII

R’lyeh covered her mouth and coughed as quietly as she could into her hand, so as to not alarm the Skeleton. She closed her palm, sealing the blood she’d spat up into her lifeline. It wasn’t much, and it was watery, like it’d been diluted. It smelled sweet, too, like fruit. She went to wipe it on her pant leg, but there was already so much hacked-up gunk there it was starting to get obvious; so, she smeared it on the park bench, instead.
When it came to its name and lore, the Dead City didn’t disappoint. Caving inwards upon itself, like the slowest closing pop-up book, the place had all the charms and amenities of a sepulcher. Gray stone, old dirt; filthy glass, rusted metalwork—the true source of color in the city came from the green clouds of sickness and disease that roamed through it. Because the clouds were constantly moving, the Dead City appeared to be constantly breathing. The skyscrapers and subway stations, and businesses and apartments were transformed from decayed corpses to rotting corpses, and then back again, depending upon the time of day, and how much infection was spewing from their splintered, shattered, broken-down, busted-through lips.
The Dead City was dead, but the Green Worm had taken its husk and, with it, had given itself a form. The Green Worm was the city. Every street and highway, road and lane; every business district and residential span; every park and playground and putrid pothole that plummeted into the sewers below. Like a ghost beneath a sheet, or a spirit inside a doll, the Green Worm was what it possessed. That’s what the weird people in the suits had told R’lyeh and the Skeleton, and that’s what R’lyeh was thinking about now, as she filled her lungs with the same kind of creature that had taken everything from her.
R’lyeh coughed again, but no blood came out. A good sign. As with every other infection or poison, her body was rejecting the Worm. Hell, how could it not? This was the third time she’d crossed paths with their kind. Fourth, maybe, if the Mother Hydra was one. Is that what she was meant to be? A hunter of Worms? She liked the idea as much as she hated it. But wasn’t that why most people did the things they loved? To stop the things they hated?
The Skeleton paced back and forth near the small merry-go-round, giving it a good spin here and there. Ever since they had been escorted into the City, he had been acting strange. Aloof, that was how her mom would describe it. He’d come so far, and yet it seemed like this was the last place he wanted to be.
It’s the Worm, R’lyeh thought. He thinks he has to kill another one.
The Skeleton stopped near a demolished drinking fountain and adjusted his cloak. The Black Hour’s heart’s growth appeared as if it had stopped for the time being. The black moss hadn’t spread any further. Maybe he didn’t want to be here, because this was exactly where it wanted to be.
I want to kill it. R’lyeh tapped her fingers on the blade of the sword across her lap. I want to kill something.
R’lyeh rose to her feet. Unsteady, she took a deep breath and waited for the nausea to pass. Another cough; no blood. Swinging the sword at her side, she made her way towards the Skeleton. With him, the past couldn’t touch her; he was the boney barrier that kept the bad memories back. He couldn’t die, so neither could she. That’s how these things worked. The Green Worm was this city, and she was the company she kept. No different than anybody else.
“I used to be obsessed with the Old World,” R’lyeh said, going to the merry-go-ground.
The Skeleton stopped at a toilet, the last standing part of a bathroom that used to be here. “That so? Don’t look like you’re having a field day.”
R’lyeh stifled a cough. “I wanted to be a librarian.” She grinned. “A badass librarian.”
“Hate to be a bearer of bad news, but I can’t say I’ve ever met something of the sort. I think being a librarian and kicking ass are two mutually exclusive things.”
“I got the ass kicking part down.”
The Skeleton laughed. “Hope so. Expect we’ll be fighting our way out of here soon.”
“Okay,” R’lyeh said, swinging the sword a little faster. “That’s fine.”
The Skeleton threw on his hood, and then took it back off. He strolled over to the edge of the park, where the sidewalk was split and a telephone pole had fallen through. Across the street, a storefront had been spray painted over with a mess of graffiti. It was hard to make out most of it, but there was a phrase separate from the rest. It read: Don’t Assume my God.
“I take it Elizabeth and Miranda’s teachings of non-violence didn’t take?” the Skeleton asked.
“No—” R’lyeh’s eyes wandered over the city, noticing that same phrase was repeated again and again across walls and billboards, “—not really.” And then, forcing the image of Miranda’s mutilated body out of her mind: “Wait, were they supposed to work?”
“They wanted them to.”
“Why?”
“Because they thought you could be more than a killer.”
R’lyeh twisted her mouth. “I am more.”
“Never said you weren’t.”
“I’ve been through hell.”
“Me and you both.”
R’lyeh stormed over to the Skeleton. “You see that there?” She pointed to a cell phone store. “That’s where people would go and buy phones, things that let them talk to each other, no matter where they were in the world.”
“Fascinating,” the Skeleton said, unimpressed.
“And that—” R’lyeh drew his attention to what appeared to be a courthouse, “—was where people were judged, to decide if they were innocent or guilty of crimes.”
“Yeah, alright.”
“That’s a gym, where people worked out to get stronger. And that’s a—” she coughed, “—place where people who didn’t have a lot of money got help from the government.” She smacked the Skeleton’s arm—
Black winter; red summer.
—and shook off the Black Hour’s image. “That’s… that’s a library. There’s probably computers in there. For a lot of people, that and the Internet was everything—”
“R’lyeh.”
“—because it had everything. You didn’t have to wait for someone to tell you something, or spend your whole life looking for something. If something bad was coming, you’d know about it. You’d have time to get—”
“R’lyeh.”
“What?!” she shouted, a knot in her forehead. “Sorry, what?”
“You’re here,” the Skeleton said, “isn’t that enough? That’s better than most, if not all—me withstanding, of course.”
R’lyeh covered her mouth, fought back the urge to wheeze.
“The only past that should concern you is yours. What’s all this—” he held out his skeletal arms, “—going to do for you? Fill the shelves in your head with all this knowledge, and for what?”
“Seriously?” She shook her head. “Isn’t that why we’re here? To use whatever weapons they made in the past to fight?”
The Skeleton stared at her, his crazed eyes glistening in their sockets. “I don’t want to be another Poe.”
“I don’t know what that is.”
The Skeleton sighed. “Doesn’t matter.”
“Then why’d you say it?”
“Can you say no to me?” The Skeleton stepped up to her; his crooked, bare smile sending a chill down her spine. “Can you say no to anyone you trust?”
“Yes, yes, I fucking can,” R’lyeh said. “I’m not a child. I’m a Night Terror. I’m not like you.”
“Without your mask, you are.” The Skeleton touched his chest. “I’m not always me, not with this inside me. Neither are you, what with all you’ve got locked away. I am getting worse. I don’t know you well enough to say if you’re getting better.”
“I’m fine,” R’lyeh said, resolutely. “I’m fine… Atticus.”
The Skeleton grunted. “People used to call me the Gravedigger. Wish I could get back to that. People ever call you something different?”
“No, just R’lyeh.”
“You still R’lyeh? Or do we need something fancier, on account of you being a badass librarian now?”
“R’lyeh works,” she said, trying not to smile. “I guess.”
“Get your Vrana back after this,” the Skeleton said.
R’lyeh pretended not to hear him. She coughed blood up and quickly wiped it off her lips.
The Skeleton pretended not to see her. He touched the heart again and quickly pulled away.
They waited another good twenty minutes in the park before the man, Arbo, and woman, Merna, who had met them outside the City, returned. This time, it was more than the two of them. They were flanked by six suits which were somehow bulkier and cruder than their own. Large, flimsy white tubes twisted out of each of the individual’s backpacks, into their suits and masks. Like Arbo and Merna, it was impossible to see their masks. Unlike Arbo and Merna, these six were armed. With guns.
The Skeleton stepped in front of R’lyeh and said to those approaching, “What’s this all about?”
Rifles? Automatic rifles? R’lyeh hadn’t really learned much about guns in school; most of her knowledge came from the books she devoured. She peeked around the Skeleton. They were definitely rifles. Looking down at her sword, she didn’t feel so immortal anymore. And with the Skeleton having no flesh of his own, he didn’t even make a very good human shield. She coughed again, and bad thoughts starting brewing at the back of her skull.
This is just like Rime, just like Geharra. Bad choices always bring you back to where you belong. Her mom used to say that, but R’lyeh never knew what it meant, and she still didn’t.
“It’s okay,” Merna said, approaching slowly, signaling for the others, including Arbo, to stay behind. “Trust me. We do not want to hurt you.”
A thick, green cloud rolled across the playground, and then took a sharp turn down a street.
“The last time anyone made it this far into the city was decades ago,” Arbo said, going to Merna. “People with animal skulls on their heads. There was a large party of them.”
The Night Terrors were here? R’lyeh wondered.
Arbo went on: “They lasted about an hour. Most of them died before reaching the outskirts. It has been a long, long time of watching, and waiting. This—” he gestured to the six behind him, “—is just necessity. There aren’t a lot of us left.”
Not wanting to look weak, R’lyeh stepped out from behind the Skeleton and stood at his side.
“Not a lot of anything left nowadays,” the Skeleton said. “You said waiting. What’ve you been waiting for?”
Merna spoke up. “A sign, and a chance to leave.”
“Leave the Dead City?” R’lyeh asked, her eyes never lifting from the rifles.
“Walk with us, to where we live. If the Putrid Prince hasn’t rotted you already, then we must assume you are honored guests.”
“Answer the girl,” the Skeleton said.
Merna adjusted the voice modulator on her suit and said, “Yes, we want to leave the city. We want to leave this whole planet behind.”
They called themselves Virion, and their home was at the center of the Dead City, where the buildings leaned into one another at impossible angles, creating the image of an enormous triangle looming over the city. With the overwhelming amount of green clouds roiling there, it appeared this was the Green Worm’s epicenter. That was where R’lyeh and the Skeleton were now headed. And if it had been any other Worm, R’lyeh wouldn’t have been able to make the walk. But it was a Worm without form, and apparently, without an effect on her. No, this was easy; what was going to be hard was what the Virions seemed so excited to show them—that large shape, blinking and screaming, they kept getting glimpses of the closer they drew to the pyramid.
“As far as we know, the Green Worm has been awake the longest out of all the other Worms,” Merna said, directing them down the narrow streets. “Humanity did not summon it. God did.”
“The Vermillion God?” R’lyeh whispered.
“Yes. When the Vermillion God brought about the Trauma, It gave Its most loyal followers Its crimson blessing.” Merna stopped and stared at R’lyeh’s right arm. “You do not have the ‘Corruption,’ child.”
R’lyeh kept her mouth shut.
Merna tapped her faceplate, the same way she might’ve her chin in contemplation. “And yet you are still… here.”
Arbo piped up: “Skeleton, were you human?”
“Still am,” the Skeleton said, looking not at him, but the six armed guards surrounding them. “What about it?”
“Those that did not receive the crimson blessing were ostracized, but still they thrived. God did not like this,” Merna said, “nor did It have any interest in this world any longer. As It fell into Its long slumber, It woke the Green Worm and let it loose upon the Earth, to infect and kill anything that did not bear the mark.”
“I should be—” R’lyeh coughed, and then tasted blood, “—dead, then.”
“Dead? No. Changed,” Arbo said, voice wreathed in static through the modulator. “The Green Worm used to kill the unbelievers, but now it changes them. It makes believers out of everyone, eventually.”
“You see a lot of walking, talking skeletons around these parts?” the Skeleton asked. “Don’t see much moved by my being here.”
“We don’t,” Merna said, sounding elated inside her suit. “I see two people unchanged in the presence of the Putrid Prince, who both came here of their own accord. I see hope.”
R’lyeh’s attention bounced back and forth between the Virions and the cityscape that surrounded them. It was the middle of the afternoon, but the sky wasn’t so much a sky, but an infected slab of marbled meat that rendered the sun in a drunken blur. Light should’ve been faint, and yet it wasn’t. R’lyeh hadn’t realized it before, because it wasn’t something she was accustomed to seeing, but yes, holy shit, the Virions were supplying electricity to this stretch of the Dead City.
She started: “You’re just another—”
Street lights flickering; lone bulbs in coffee shops, computer stores; Christmas strings in a tax refund business; an art gallery on full-blast; an adult entertainment store drenched in seedy red.
“You’re just another—”
More coffee shops; a college university smashed between leaning apartment buildings, light bleeding from its abstract cracks. From a scalped police station, an alarm strobed out a thousand years of late warning.
The Skeleton leaned in, asked her if she was okay.
She nodded and finished: “You’re just another Cult of the Worm. Eldrus, Penance… the Witches—”
The Skeleton cocked his head, started to say something.
“—and here. All worshiping Worms. It’s always the same. Everywhere.” R’lyeh said to the Skeleton, “They’re not going to help us.”
“Witches…” the Skeleton mumbled.
“We do not worship the Green Worm,” Arbo said.
“Not at all,” Merna agreed.
“Besides, for all these Cults you say are out there, there is only one true Worm. The others are merely segments of It. Heralds.”
That’s not what Deimos said, R’lyeh thought, remembering the Bat’s words back at Geharra. “An apocalypse, that’s all they can bring.
“Yes,” Merna said, “an apocalypse. A shattering revelation.”
The Skeleton was glaring at R’lyeh as he said, “Don’t know about any revelations. Only thing the Worms seem good for is turning the rest of us into fertilizer.”
“Exactly,” Arbo buzzed. He fiddled with some dials on his suit. “They break humanity down to their rawest forms. And with that naked, desperate fear, the Worms reveal to us the most obvious, odious mystery.”
“That we need God. That without God, we are all nothing but worms ourselves, stuck in the soil of our miseries. The Worms are what they represent, are they not?” Merna stopped. “Violence, hidden knowledge. Religion, disease. Greed, lust. They are what they are, and they come from sacrifices done in the name of what each Worm represents. Worms are just as human as we are, if not more so, because what do humans sacrifice if not themselves?”
“But we don’t worship the Green Worm, nor does it expect us to,” Arbo interjected. “We appreciate what it is has done for us, for all the life it has given us. You’re here to find a way to stop the Vermillion God? Understandable. But you say there are more Worms summoned? Wouldn’t you think our need for God is greater than ever?”
The armed guards raised their rifles and pressed in towards R’lyeh and the Skeleton.
Arbo raised up his large, gloved hand. “We will help you find what you want. You will not succeed, but we will help all the same. The Green Worm is more than disease and sickness; it is a parasite, and we’ve grown used to a parasitic style of living. Hurt us and what we believe in, but that is fine so long as the host is whole.”
The Skeleton spun around and batted away the guns. The armed suits hesitated, but they didn’t open fire.
“I’m not as smart as you city folk seem to be,” he said, his hands clawed, his voice dripping with vitriol, “but if you love your Putrid Prince so much, then why the hell you dressed like that? Why’re you hiding from it?”
Merna’s voice came out garbled from her modulator. Arbo responded in the same unintelligible speech.
She pressed her hands to the sides of her helmet.
Belting out a distorted dialect that sounded like English crossed with a drainpipe, his arm shot out, and he grabbed at her.
“Stop, Arbo,” Merna said.
Click, hiss—she flipped two switches and broke a seal on the left side of her helmet.
“There’s not enough,” Arbo said, his voice nearly normal again.
“They have to know,” she said, her voice sounded scared.
Click, hiss—she flipped two switches and broke a seal on the right side of the helmet. Hesitation; her fingers fiddled with the switches, as if to lock them back into place. Green sludge dripped out from underneath the helmet, where the connectors that lined it had separated from the neck of the suit. As she slowly lifted her helmet off, a gelatinous hunk of mucus fell with a splat onto the toe of her boot.
Liquid syllables, laced with agony—Merna said, “They have to see,” and removed the helmet completely.
After everything she’d been through, R’lyeh wasn’t one to startle easily, and yet the image of Merna sent her reeling. Only a place without humanity could convince someone else that she was human. Merna’s neck and head had the shape and color of entwined kelp; a single appendage that flared outwards in random directions, and moved freely to an invisible current. She had a nose and a mouth, ears and eyes, but they were sunken into the swaying kelp, and held in place by the gaseous swells and seething pustules. Beyond the soft, almost tranquil exterior of Merna’s face were hard, translucent tubes; ribbed, and quivering, they mimicked the tubes that ran out of her backpack; and actually—R’lyeh circled Merna—they were one and the same.
“We do not wear these suits to keep the Green Worm out,” Merna said, each word a struggle without the modulator. She put her helmet back on and locked it into place. “We wear these suits to keep the Green Worm in.”
R’lyeh drifted closer to the Skeleton. When the Green Worm had been threats as empty as the clouds it traveled in, she could deal with it. But now she felt the dark stirrings inside her; the murderous tendons tugging out murderous tendencies. Six guns at her back, and two freaks in front of her. In a city as large as this, it couldn’t have felt any smaller. She knew a corner when she saw one, because everywhere she turned, there seemed to be one.
The Skeleton must’ve smelled the Trauma on her. As she raised the sword to strike, he touched her—
Sprawling fields of flowers, and a cool, babbling spring.
—and stayed her hand.
“You all look like that?” he asked.
Arbo said, “Yes, and there are not many of us left.”
“Why’s that?”
“The Putrid Prince did kill,” Merna said. “God wanted the bloodlines that swore allegiance to It to prosper, while It wanted those bloodlines that rejected God to die. But disease and sickness cannot survive with hosts—”
“Sacrifices,” R’lyeh spat.
“The Vermillion God and Its pieces are bound by rigid rules. Our Prince knew it would be needed again, so rather than fall into slumber after wiping out most of the unbelievers, it stayed awake, here, in the Dead City, and sustained itself on those that were able to resist its power.”
“First came the change,” Arbo said, flexing his gloved hands, “and then the realization the Putrid Prince’s presence had left its hosts infertile. All of us carry the Green Worm with us. We need it as much as it needs us. But the Vermillion God is coming, and soon the world will be Its. Eventually, It will grow tired of this world and seek out others. We want to be on each of them when this happens, to see our Prince restored to its former glory.”
Merna added, “We believe in the Vermillion God, but we owe our lives to the Prince. It has been good to us. We were once heretics, but now we are more.”
“We’re here to kill God,” R’lyeh said.
“You’re here to try,” Merna corrected. “We are all Worms in our own ways. You are the Red,” she said to R’lyeh. “You are the Black,” she said to the Skeleton.
He cocked his skull, looked at his arms, and laughed. “Is it still so obvious?”
“And we are the Green,” Merna said. “Through and through, forever, until we are never again.”
Shaking her head, R’lyeh said, “They want something.”
“We do,” Merna said, “but before we ask, here is what we offer.”
R’lyeh scanned the street, searching for weapons, bombs—any kind of anything that might deliver a good dose of deicide. In her searching, she noticed things she hadn’t before: massive tubes, running in and out of the buildings, down the street towards the leaning buildings—tubes not unlike those in the Virions’ suits and bodies. They reminded her of the Crossbreed’s roots, the way they had overtaken Geharra, went where they willed. Great appendages of a greater being, searching for fuel amongst the dead.
“I don’t see anything…” R’lyeh furrowed her brow. “Bag of Bones, I don’t think this is a good—”
“The Dead City,” the Skeleton said. “That’s your offer?”
“Yes,” Arbo said, modulator on the fritz. “Once we leave, the Green Worm will be gone from it. You will have all the destruction you could ever want at your fingertips. You could even bring your followers here. You have followers, don’t you?”
“Yeah,” the Skeleton said, reluctantly.
“If you don’t take this place, others will,” Merna said. “If you do not succeed, the Vermillion God will wake again, and It will claim this city.”
“And It’ll get rid of you,” R’lyeh said. “It’ll seal the Green Worm away. You’ll die.”
“Replication is the key to a pathogen’s survival,” Arbo said. “We cannot replicate, so we must be selfish, instead.”
“Assuming you got what I want…” the Skeleton chewed on his words, “… what do you want?”
Merna and Arbor told them to follow, and so with six guns at their backs, R’lyeh and the Skeleton followed.
The Dead City became less of a city and more of a machine the deeper they plunged into its narrowing streets. The tubes R’lyeh had spotted were everywhere, connected to everything. Like umbilical cords, they had been attached, or had attached themselves to everything capable of giving them electrifying life. The buildings, which were leaning so badly against one another R’lyeh was now certain they would topple, stopped being buildings and transitioned into moldy obelisks decorated with dials and jittery screens, and rows of lights, large and small, behind and between the miles of wiring that webbed the buildings. R’lyeh had seen a computer once, inside and out, and it didn’t look much different to the Dead City; the only difference was the scale… and the intent.
When they reached the center point, where the leaning skyscrapers formed that menacing pyramid in the sky, they were greeted by more Virions. More cumbersome suits with impenetrable visors, all in various shades of white, as if those that wore the dirtier suits had been around longer than the rest. Some were armed with rifles, others had handguns; but mostly, they held their arms outwards, to welcome R’lyeh and the Skeleton into their own makeshift Inner Sanctum.
Merna, Arbo, and the six silent soldiers they’d brought with them left R’lyeh and the Skeleton and went to the greeting party. They seemed eager enough to meet their guests, but nevertheless, they were blocking the way.
“What do they want?” R’lyeh said, leaning into the Skeleton. “Obviously, they think you can get it for them.”
The Skeleton ran his fat, black tongue over his teeth. “Something out of reach, I expect. Something guarded. They’re terrified of dying. I’m bored of it.”
Screaming from the center, below the pyramid. Not a human screaming, but a machine. Lights flickered around the Dead City. The massive tubes hummed out numbing vibrations. Whirring, clicks… the sharp discharge of energy. A pungent smell drifted from the center; something she’d never smelled before; it made her eyes water. And then finally, thankfully, silence.
On edge, R’lyeh said, “What the hell is that?”
“Don’t know.”
“Are you going to give them what they want?”
Merna and Arbo turned around and headed back their way.
“Depends on what they want.”
“They worship God, though,” R’lyeh said.
“Been friends with a lot of people who worship God,” the Skeleton said, his hands becoming claws again. “Killed a lot of them, too. Makes no difference to me.”
“Cool,” R’lyeh said, and coughed. “You’re going to get me killed.”
“Most likely be the other way around.”
R’lyeh coughed again, and wanting to test the Skeleton, said, “Sorry I keep coughing.”
Before the Skeleton could say anything, if he was going to say anything, Merna and Arbo rejoined them. A trail of green clouds followed them everywhere they went. The tubes running out of their backpacks and into their helmets trembled. As the seconds passed, the two seemed to move more quickly, more fluidly. They were feeding off the Green Worm, but it was more than that. It was like… it was like they were filtering out the rest of the stuff around them. As if, to them, this world was the contaminant. It was probably the thirteen-year-old inside her talking, but R’lyeh could get behind them on that. She’d slit their neck afterwards, but until then…
“I am sorry for keeping you in the dark,” Merna said, her speech clearer than it had ever been. “Our secret is all that we have. The others needed to be convinced it was worth sharing with you.”
“Let’s see it, then,” the Skeleton said. “My partner here—”
Partner?
“—is of the fleshy variety. It’s cold, and we had a long trip. She’s not… neither of us are feeling too good. You want to be gone? Me too, so let’s get.”
Arbo and Merna led them to and through the entrance, the gap, rather, between the buildings held up by one another. Passing through the skyscraper passage was like moving through a cave system on some distant, alien planet. The facades weren’t natural, and neither were the growths and wiring that covered them, and yet it all came together in such a way that, to R’lyeh, it made sense. A new kind of force. A happy marriage—her father’s favorite phrase—of man and earth. Mother Nature’s bio-mechanical sister.
Scaffolding began to take form in the green dark of the entryway. Virions roamed the upper levels, buzzing back and forth to one another. She didn’t know if they were civilians or soldiers, but that didn’t seem to matter. They were observing them, sizing them up, breaking them down. No different than the citizens of Geharra, or the soldiers of Penance, R’lyeh found herself fighting back image after image of that day she’d been paraded through the city-state’s streets.
Go away, she screamed at the memories. I don’t need you anymore. She gulped down the Green Worm’s vapors, to spite the flashbacks, to show herself she was stronger than her mind gave her credit for. She coughed, of course, and there was blood, of course, but that was like someone mentioning the sky was blue. For her, these things went without saying. And it was working—her immunity. She was here, with the Skeleton, about to finally, hopefully, do something that mattered. No more fuck-ups like in Bedlam or Rime. She’d had more failures than successes; if she kept it up, she’d be no better than those teenagers whose diaries she’d read back in Gallows. Thirteen, sure, in human years.
“You would’ve liked my wife and son,” the Skeleton said to her, out of the blue.
R’lyeh looked at him like he was insane. “Would’ve?”
He ground his teeth, stared at her as if she wasn’t there, and then kept going.
“Before the Vermillion God woke in the Old World,” Merna said, “the humans had finished construction on a space vessel called the Vigilant.”
“Turn here,” Arbo said, leading them through the busted wall of one of the skyscrapers. They passed through a stock trading exchange, and came out the other side. Once they broke through the green clouds ahead, they’d be at the center, directly underneath the pyramid.
“When the Vermillion God took Its place upon the Earth, the humans scrambled to be rid of It. While they assaulted It endlessly, the rich and the affluent scrambled to have the Vigilant launched into space.”
The Skeleton, with his gloved hand, took R’lyeh’s.
The hell is wrong with you? she wondered.
And then, with his other hand, he touched his chest, where the Black Hour’s heart was lodged.
Together, Arbo and Merna behind them, they stepped into the green cloud. Visibility dropped to zero. R’lyeh felt him squeezing her fingers, as if he, the Skeleton, Bone Daddy, Bag of Bones, their Undead Lord and Savior, were scared.
Merna’s voice, taking on once more its watery tone, closed in around them. “The Vigilant left the Earth’s atmosphere successfully, unfinished and unfurnished, and without proper stock. They did not make it far before malfunctions grounded the Vigilant at the rim of the system. The Trauma made communications impossible with Earth, so they resorted to stasis to maintain their lifespans.”
What is she getting at? R’lyeh squinted. The green clouds, the Green Worm’s true body, were beginning to disperse. Again, she heard that metallic screaming, that wretched whirring. It pierced her ears deeper than any blade ever could. They’re nuts. He can’t send them into fucking space.
Arbo passed in front of them, and disappeared into the field of color. “About thirty years ago, we began receiving transmissions from the Vigilant. The Dead City had been the launch site, and amidst the wreckage, we found portions of the facility. Communications devices.”
“Atticus,” R’lyeh said. She coughed, and tried to wriggle her hand free of his grasp. “You’re hurting me.”
She was able to see the Skeleton at her side; despite her pleas, he didn’t seem to give a damn.
“There are people who are still alive aboard the Vigilant,” Merna said. R’lyeh could see her, too. “They are the ones who told us where we could find it.”
It? It? R’lyeh opened her mouth to ask just what it was, but then the green fog lifted from the center, and she saw her answer, instead.
Surrounded by skyscrapers and the machines and labs that had been built around, the ‘it’ was a spacecraft. A vessel. A fucking technological marvel. More advanced than anything R’lyeh had seen before, she couldn’t even begin to fathom the components that it was comprised of. It looked like a ship, except it was supported by four pillars, and it was from these pillars the sounds and the harsh light, like bursts of fire, were merging. The body of the craft was sleek, but panel after panel had been torn away or replaced entirely, giving it a checkerboard-like appearance. The nose was covered in concave glass; inside, she spotted more Virions, working at terminals. The massive tubes R’lyeh had seen earlier in the city were here, too, connected to the back of the spacecraft, feeding it energy.
Arbo said, “When the crew of the Vigilant realized they would not be able to make it back to Earth, they sent an emergency vessel to return to the point of origin, this Dead City, for help. The vessel crashed, and those piloting it died. After we made contact with the Vigilant, they gave us the coordinates of the crash, and we unburied it.”
“Restoring the vessel has been a long-term project,” Merna said. “The materials we have to work with are limited, and not what was intended. But we are close, so close, to finishing what we and our predecessors set out to accomplish years ago.”
Above, the nebulous body of the Green Worm billowed and churned; growing impatient and restless, it kept reaching through the cracks in the buildings, already eager to begin its conquest for the stars.
“What do you need?” the Skeleton asked, coyly. “Where is it?”
“Not on Earth,” Arbo said.
“Sorry about your luck, then,” the Skeleton said.
“Not on this Earth,” Merna corrected, “but the one we knew from before.”
Oh, shit. No. Shit, shit, shit. R’lyeh drew her sword and stepped in front of the Skeleton; this time, she would be his shield, to stop him from doing something mighty stupid.
“You have the heart of the Black Hour,” Merna said.
And once she said that, every Virion, in their bulky suits, behind their blank helmets, turned their heads towards R’lyeh and the Skeleton.
“We know this, because the Putrid Prince knows this,” Arbo said.
“The Prince said you can use it for anything. We do not want anything. We want only what we need.”
Merna moved towards the Skeleton, but R’lyeh stabbed her sword outward, placing the tip centimeters away from Merna’s chest.
Undeterred, Merna continued. “We only need a few components. We can show you what they look like, what they are called. We have records of the day and time of when they were here, in the City. We do not want the heart… we… it—”
The Green Worm’s clouds formed violent, emerald nimbuses.
“—cannot have it. If you do this, then the Dead City is yours.”
“Haven’t seen the weapons. Haven’t seen why I’d want this place in the first place,” the Skeleton said.
“No, you can’t,” R’lyeh said, looking over her shoulder. “What the hell did we come here for if you’re going to use the heart, anyways?”
The Skeleton’s crazed eyes told her to be quiet.
And so she was.
“We want to rejoin the Vigilant,” Merna said. “We want to go into the infinite dark, and bring those lost there into the light.”
“You all aren’t going to fit,” the Skeleton said.
“We will become as one,” Arbo said. “It has happened before.”
The Skeleton clicked his teeth together. He flexed his hand, the leather glove that covered it stretching, almost ripping. What the hell was this? He was actually considering what they had to say?
R’lyeh lowered her sword, turned around, and pushed the Skeleton back. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You can’t do this.”
“R’lyeh, stop,” the Skeleton said.
“You know what’ll happen if you use that thing for even a minute!”
“I haven’t even made up my mind.”
“Yes, you have.” R’lyeh rolled her eyes. “I can tell. Don’t. You can’t.”
“It’s that, or kill all of them.”
“Fine, let’s kill all of them,” R’lyeh pleaded.
Arbo held up his hands. “Now, wait, just wait. We do have guns—”
“Shut the fuck up.” R’lyeh grabbed the Skeleton’s cloak. “Don’t. Don’t leave me… with them.”
The Skeleton, looking down upon her, like a pale demon not even hell had room for, whispered, “I’m not leaving with you any—”
R’lyeh forced herself to cough. The Skeleton straightened up. Again, she made herself cough, but louder this time. She dug deep inside herself; she constricted her throat. Each cough exploded out of her mouth. She doubled-over. The Skeleton reached for her, and she batted his hand away. She had his attention. She had their attention. She coughed and coughed and spit up a little blood. As long as all eyes were on her, they weren’t on the Black Hour’s heart.
When she couldn’t keep coughing, because it hurt too much, R’lyeh gathered herself, closed her mouth, and locked her watering eyes with the Skeleton’s.
“My partner and I need to discuss your offer,” he said. “If anything happens to her—”
And then R’lyeh was coughing again. Deep, burning coughs that barreled up her throat like fists. Blood exploded from her mouth. She dropped to her knees and tried to hold her breath, but it was impossible. She couldn’t breathe. She wasn’t faking it, not anymore. She couldn’t stop it. She wanted to ask for help, but now she was vomiting all over her hands.
And then there was the Skeleton, picking her up like she weighed nothing at all.
And then there were the Virions swarming him, tearing into his cloak, reaching over her, clawing at his ribcage, tearing at the Black Hour’s heart.
And then nothing.




CHAPTER XXIV

Vrana’s appearance was a puzzle Aeson’s mind couldn’t wrap itself around. Every time he began to recognize something, it immediately became unrecognizable. He was so desperate to find something to cling onto that he found himself scrambling between her features, like a panicked climber scrabbling carelessly between holds, searching for anything that might give him the slightest reprieve. He was making it about him, he knew, as his eyes darted from her eyes to her beak, from her talons to her wings, but he didn’t mean to. He’d told himself he wouldn’t do this. Pain and Joy had treated her like their own personal pet. The last thing she needed was another person gawking at her as if she were still stuck in the Witches’ grotesque zoo.
Kneading her forearms, Vrana caught Aeson’s gaze. “It’s not glamour,” she said. “It’s not going away.”
Her hands and feet were still bloody, open wounds from where the witches had crucified her. She didn’t seem to mind, though. They had scavenged the area for what curatives they could find, but Vrana wasn’t worried one way or another. She had told him she’d been through a lot these the last few months; that if she made a list of all the terrible things Pain and Joy had done to her, a few holes in her body would be sitting near the bottom, right under pissing on her.
“I’ll be able to fly again soon,” Vrana said. She smiled, or at least it seemed as if she were smiling. With the raven mask now fused to her face and threaded into her muscles and bones, it was hard to tell. If she was putting on a show, Aeson couldn’t say. But he knew how quickly agony could bring out the actor in everyone.
“Take your time,” he said, touching his seething cheek, where Pain had taken a chunk out of it. “We’re in no rush.” He stared at her some more. “This is all I wanted. To be here with you. If you need forever—” Had every feather been jammed into her skin? “—then forever is fine with me.”
Here. Where was here, exactly? Vrana had flown them east of Angheuawl for about twenty minutes before her strength gave out. She landed them high in Kistvaen’s range, where the peaks were white from the constant snowfall. Aeson was freezing; sitting there, he was so tightly balled up that he looked like an egg. And with the giant raven across from him, that kind of imagery hit a little closer to home than he would’ve liked.
There was so much blood in Vrana’s feathers the snow under her had turned red. It spread across the ground in veiny patterns, and like fingers, they reached out to touch him. Violence wasn’t something they’d had in common before, but not anymore. It was the bond between them that kept them from snapping. They were two gore-encrusted mirrors reflecting one another, simultaneously embodying every atrocity, as well as every strength. Her calmness became his calmness. His humanity became her humanity. For in all the ways they had changed, for all the pieces into which they had shattered, even sitting here, in the bloodied snow, raw and violated, trading exchanges like rare currencies, it seemed that, somehow, in some way, they could come together again, and fit where they hadn’t fitted before.
Aeson felt closer to Vrana than he ever had before. And yet, why the distance? Just because she looked like a wounded animal didn’t mean he had to treat her like one. So he scooted forward, the cold snow stinging his nerves, until his feet touched the talons where her toes should’ve been.
“I missed you,” Aeson said.
Vrana wiped her eyes. “I missed you, too.”
He reached backwards for Bjørn’s bear mask and set it on his lap. He hadn’t worn it since he’d saved Vrana.
“He still didn’t let it go to bone?” she asked, her beak barely moving.
Aeson ran his hand through the fur. Patches were missing, but not much. For everything the man had done, he still wore a mask whose “rank,” so to speak, was no better than an initiate’s. But that was how he’d liked things. Understated, without pretention. Being a hard-ass for the sake of being a hard-ass.
“He must’ve been a treat to travel with,” Vrana said, staring at the mask.
He hadn’t told her Bjørn had died. Apparently, he didn’t need to.
Vrana leaned forward, outstretching her wings. Aeson got the hint and moved closer, until his body was against hers, and her wings were wrapped around him. She wasn’t warm, but she wasn’t cold, either. She was somewhere in between; a tepid state. Having stayed inside the Void for so long, Vrana’s body was probably still working out the concept of temperature and what it meant to it.
Closer to Vrana, Aeson could see the human features that had otherwise been obscured by her feathers. Tenderly, he traced the outline of her face and the remainder of her jaw. He touched her neck, pressed carefully down on her clavicle. There were holes in her beak; through them, he could see her lips, sensual and inviting, and then… and then, when she breathed, her stretched-out tongue and toothless mouth.
Vrana’s wings slid over him as she moved to touch him, too. Her hand was tough and taut, and the skin that covered it the color of ash. It was all bones and tendons; he could tell by her touch her hands had taken many lives. Whereas he had been tender, she was anxious, unsure. The talons were a part of it—one extra ounce of strength, and his flesh would be flayed from his face, but it was something else, too. She was touching him—his face, his ears, his lips, his chin and chest—as if she hadn’t done this before, or in a very long time. Like she’d forgotten she could do this, without resorting to mutilation.
“You saved me,” she said. She went in, as if to kiss him, but with her break, it was never going to happen. She pressed her forehead to his, instead, and whispered, “Not going to lie. Figured it’d always be me saving you.”
Aeson snorted, sucked up some saliva. “You did. You are. Right now.”
“Tell me what happened,” Vrana said. “How the hell you and Bjørn… did this.”
Aeson tried to wrangle his memories together into something more manageable. This journey had a definite beginning, and so far, a definite end. She knew about the Dismal Sticks. She’d been the one to… save him from the flesh fiend. But did she know what she was? That she was born on Lacuna? Did she know about her father? Or that Bjørn had saved her from Death Herself? If he hit her with too many revelations, would she be ripped apart? And if she was, did he even have the right vocabulary to comfort her? Did anyone?
“You first,” he said, instead. “I always go first.”
Vrana’s hands made the shape of scissors, to beat the paper he always picked. “Play you for it.”
Aeson laughed; he noticed he’d stopped shivering. “You know I’ll lose.”
“Maybe not.” Vrana’s breath smelled of blood and gore, and every fluid and substance with which the Witch had been made. “I spent every day preparing myself for this.”
“Rock-paper-scissors?”
Was that a smirk? He couldn’t tell. “No. Seeing you… I mean, you seeing me. I know I’m… fucked up-looking.”
He wanted to compare himself to her, to show her she wasn’t as bad as she thought, but whereas he had scars and cuts and fresh wounds, she had transformed entirely. Sure, maybe he had undergone a transformation himself, on the inside, but how could he articulate that? Besides, he didn’t even know what it was.
“You’re still Vrana,” Aeson said. “That’s all that matters.”
“It’s not,” she said, running her talons down where her breasts used to be, to her feathered stomach and emaciated hips, “but thank you.”
“I don’t care about that,” he said.
Vrana’s eyes moistened. “I do. I care about everything those fucking bitches took from me.”
Aeson pressed himself closer to Vrana; the cold had found him again. “Did you think it would be me who came for you?” He shook his head. “The scared Archivist who never left home?”
Vrana cleared her throat, let her eyes wander over the mountain range.
“Wow,” Aeson said. “Thanks a lot.”
“At first, I thought maybe it would be R’lyeh… but when I saw you at the Dismal Sticks… god, I wanted so badly to go with you. To even talk to you.” Vrana held his hand as carefully as she could. “I knew you wouldn’t stop.”
Changing the subject from the Dismal Sticks, he asked, “R’lyeh sent Caldera a letter saying the Witches took you.”
“That was Pain and Joy, not R’lyeh.”
Aeson thought back to the day the letter arrived; he remembered how strange it felt to hold, and a purplish hue to it, as if it had been written in the colors of the cosmos. It seemed so obvious now, but then, it had just been a piece of hope in an otherwise hopeless situation.
“Pain wanted Caldera to send more people looking for me, to keep spreading word of the Witches, because it’s belief that powers them.” Vrana snorted. “Look how well that worked out for Pain.”
“Probably didn’t expect to see me,” Aeson said.
“I think I’m good to fly again,” Vrana said.
“No, I can walk—”
“Come on, it’s freezing. After everything, you want frostbite to be the thing that takes you out?” Vrana rose to her feet and stretched out her wings. “We can find a cave, at least; build a fire.”
Aeson, brushing the snow off his soaked backside, stood and dropped his arms to his sides. “How do you do it?”
“Be so positive?”
“Yeah, actually. Yeah.”
Vrana stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around him. She held him so tightly that it hurt, but he wasn’t about to complain. Her talons hooked his armor, and some of his skin, to keep a better hold on him. If she dropped him, he wasn’t sure if she could recover him mid-air. But he’d accomplished what he’d set out to do. That was enough.
“It’s not that I’m being positive.”
Her body tightened; holding him, she crouched down, to push herself off the mountain.
“A lot of things happened to me I couldn’t stop. And if I’d stopped to beat myself up about it, I would’ve been a bloody pulp my first week into the Void.”
She began beating her wings.
“I’ve numbed myself to everything; everything except you and the few people I actually care about. The Witches knew that, and tried to use it against me, but it was worth it.”
She flapped her wings forward; her feet left the ground. “They couldn’t kill me, so instead, they just tried to kill every part of me. I gave them almost everything.”
Higher and higher, she flew into the whitened sky.
“But I wouldn’t give them my love. They wanted, and hated, that the most.”
Vrana flew them through Kistvaen’s range for another thirty minutes before winding down into the naked, pale woods somewhere outside of Rhyfel. As promised, she found them a cave. They’d seen what appeared to be flesh fiends in the area in their fly-by, so they scouted the cave before building a fire. They heard the creatures killing animals, or one another, but by the time the sun began to set, the sounds of slaughter had died away. It turned Aeson’s stomach to think of where the flesh fiends were headed next, but he didn’t care. At last, he could say he was done with them.
Aeson sat as close as he could to the fire without sustaining first-degree burns. Down to his plainclothes, and glistening with sweat, he felt purified by the flames. But it wasn’t just the heat that was healing him; it was Vrana beside him, not above him or below him, or reaching out to him from the darkest recesses of his most terrible nightmares. She still had the Blue Worm’s necklace—she kept in a fleshy pouch in her side—but not once had she made any attempt to use it. She was a child of Lacuna, with the possibility of some flesh fiend cross-contamination playing havoc with her genetics, and yet she had been nothing but gentle, as she had always been. Yes, she had literally eaten Pain whole, but he was pretty sure she would’ve done something similar whether she was half-raven or not.
“Alright,” Aeson said, clearing his throat and nose, “I’ll do it.”
“Hmm?”
“I’ll tell you everything. From the beginning.”
Vrana nodded, and held his hand. “I know where I was born, how I was born. I know about my dad.” She paused. “You don’t have to hold anything back.”
And Aeson didn’t. He told her everything. From the day he left Caldera, with the list of Lacunans, to the Dismal Sticks and Ichor’s deranged dinner party.
“Do you want to… talk about it?” Vrana asked, regarding the flesh fiend who’d raped him.
Aeson shook his head. “I’ve been over it enough,” he said, as he smelled the female flesh fiend and her rank lust. He heard nails scratching on the cave of the floor, and claws, clicking, carrying out the Choir’s piercing tune; the deep dins of desire. They were calling to him, even now, when he was at his strongest, safest.
He took a moment for himself, and then told Vrana about Death, Her daughters, and the dagger She’d made to kill one of them.
“That makes… so much fucking sense,” Vrana said. “They never mentioned Death, but that makes… I can’t believe you and Bjørn did that.”
Aeson placed the bear skull on his lap. “He loved you. More than anything else, I think.”
“Yeah,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I’ve killed so many people. So many people have died because of me.”
“It’s not your fault—”
“I know,” she said, cutting him off. “I know.”
While Vrana sat in contemplation, Aeson removed The Blood of Before from his bag and handed it to her.
“What’s this?” she asked, taking it.
“Anguis gave it to me. It’s supposed to be our history.”
She opened the book, screwed up her face as she tried to read it.
“It’s encrypted. I’m almost finished. My parents wrote in it.”
“Shit.” Vrana handed it back to him. “They did?”
“When my parents killed themselves, they tried to kill me, too. They tried to hang me with them, but Bjørn cut me down. They thought something was coming; they wanted to spare me—”
“The Vermillion God,” Vrana whispered, still stuck on his previous statement. “Aeson, I’m so—”
“There’s something wrong with the Night Terrors. Something very wrong.” He chewed on his lip. “Everything we do seems to just lead to our extinction. If we get too old, we lose our minds. And I think we brought something back from the Dead City—”
“The Dead City?”
“Yeah. The elders sent Night Terrors to search for something. And then they came back diseased, and birth rates plummeted. And then there’s this shit with Lacuna and Corrupted and flesh fiends? And you know… you know Caldera was built under Kistvaen for the sole purpose of eventually being wiped out? It’s like… it’s like our ancestors knew we were fuck-ups, knew this shit had to end, but someone kept it going all these years. And we haven’t done anything worthwhile since.”
Breathlessly, Vrana said, “I didn’t know that. But, hey, Aeson, are you talking about our people, or us?”
“I just… I look at you and I… every second I’m convincing myself things are better. And then I remember. And I don’t even know what you had to go through. I… I just—” he swallowed hard and started to laugh pathetically, “—you know, we judge the Corrupted because of their Corruption and what they’ve done.”
“You want to be judged?”
“No. I just… don’t want to hurt anymore.”
Vrana scooted closer to him, wrapped her arm and wing around him. “Neither do I, but that’s not always up to us. Best we can do is hurt the ones who’ll try to hurt us.”
“Then it’s just that same circular shit again.”
“Pain and Joy are always going to be with me,” Vrana said.
Aeson cleared his throat. “Well, you did eat Pain.”
“Would it have helped if the flesh fiend had a name?”
A choking ball of anger rose through Aeson’s chest and throat. What the hell? he shouted inside his skull. What the hell does that mean? But he knew what she was getting at. Her tormentors were two of a kind; with names and faces and well-defined legacies. The ghost that owned his body was none of those things. She was one of many, and identical to the many she was one of. He would never see her coming, and in each flesh fiend, she’d be coming.
“Bjørn saved you, too,” Aeson said. “He said he ran into Death once, while he was carrying you home from Lacuna.”
“And Death stepped aside,” Vrana said, finishing his sentence. Her eyes were brighter now, with or without the flames in front of them. “I don’t even know…” She laid her head on Aeson’s shoulder. “I don’t think my story is going to make you feel any better, but can I tell you it?”
Her head was heavy, and her bones cut into his skin. Afraid to move or complain, he said, “Of course,” and tried his best to stop thinking of his goddamn self.
“I killed fifty-three men, forty-one women, and ninety-nine children for Pain and Joy,” Vrana started. “They were saving the hundredth child for something special. Pain thought it would be funny. Joy couldn’t wait.
“I think I’ve been to every town, village, and city at this point. I helped them track down Lacunans, and I convinced most of them to leave their homes and families to join the Cult. Pain and Joy used fear and manipulation to convince regular Corrupted to follow them; some people were part of the Holy Order of Penance, others were from The Disciples of the Deep. I lost track of how many we’d converted, but not everyone came to Angheuawl. There are still supporters out there.
“The Choir was Joy’s idea. Pain called the flesh fiends angels, and I think because Pain approved of them, Joy wanted to make them part of the family. Pain twisted things, but Joy wanted to make things, form her own bloodline. The flesh fiends are perfect. Night Terror and Corrupted fuck? One month, and there’s a kid. Flesh fiend and flesh fiend together? A few weeks, sometimes less. They just had… pits… everywhere. They’d throw people in. Cultists, or people they made me capture. Flesh fiends would fuck them, or eat them, or both. Some of those pits are still out there, still going. Flesh fiends develop quickly. Their children can give birth shortly after they’re born.”
Aeson remembered the Horrors of the Womb, how Pain had sent all four of them not to attack the Marrow Cabal, but to terrify them. A sacrificial offering in honor of the god of fear.
“Those were the offspring of the Cult, from Lacunans, Night Terrors, Corrupted, or flesh fiends. Joy collected them, like dolls. She was going to build her family with them, and then, like we did on Lacuna, when they were ready, she was going to release them from the Void into the world.
“Pain thought it would be better if the children were turned into the Horrors and used as instruments of fear. Joy… I’d never seen Joy so mad before.”
“She let me kill Pain,” Aeson whispered.
“She saved herself. Pain was always obsessed with being with her sister. But Joy always did better on her own. She ran the Nameless Forest for hundreds of years, Aeson. She’s… she has connections with Eldrus. And all these other families from the Old World.” Vrana squeezed the sides of her head. “You—”
“I killed the wrong Witch,” Aeson said, realizing what Vrana was getting at.
“You got me away from them.” She made a sniffing sound. Did she still have a nose? “But this isn’t over.”
What did they do to you, Vrana? Aeson held her hand tighter. You can’t even say it.
“Joy is going to come for you, Aeson,” Vrana said. “Even though she let it happen, you still killed Pain. All they had was each other. It doesn’t make sense, I know, but she’s going to want revenge. I know she will.”
He could hear them again—the flesh fiends—calling for his skin. “Does she… still have enough power to?”
Vrana’s voice was barely above a whisper. “She can’t control the Lacunans anymore without me or the necklace. But she still has her followers, maybe the Choir; and… the portals.”
“But everyone who came to Angheuawl has to be dead by now,” Aeson said.
“That was for show,” Vrana said. “They didn’t need to do that. But I guarantee you Joy will start spreading stories about what happened there, and her power will… skyrocket once people see the proof. I think she can still manage to open another portal.”
“Caldera.” Aeson tipped his head back; tears ran down the side of his face. “The mark in Caldera.”
“They set up outposts in these mountains.”
Llyn, Trist, Marwaidd, Rhyfel… Angheuawl. I knew it.
“Whether she can control them or not, this place is going to be swarming with flesh fiends soon.”
“I don’t think Death is going to give me another weapon to defend myself,” Aeson said, the statement making him laugh. “I don’t think I want to ask again, either.”
“We’ll figure out something,” Vrana said. “We’re together. That’s all that matters.”
Aeson nodded and cast his eyes into the heart of the fire, where he should have cast any notions of hope as well. How the hell was he thinking that this was over? His days might’ve begun and ended with thoughts of Vrana, and that was okay for him, but the rest of the world? It wasn’t going to stop, and nothing was going to be the same. He remembered the day he had given her the third trial, and wondered, if he hadn’t, would they be here, in this cave, contemplating ways to kill the inevitable? His parents had wanted him to die with them, to spare him from the wretched world to come. They weren’t wrong.
Stop it, he said to himself. Get it together. “Should we go after R’lyeh?”
“No, I think she’s found her people. She’ll be okay. The woman I saw her through, Hex, had a lot of love for her. Listen, I don’t know if you noticed—”
“Maybe we could spellweave some of the feathers off you. Shorten the beak.”
“Aeson—” Vrana touched his neck, “—we have to leave.”
“Right now?” He turned away from the fire, faced her. “Why? What’s wrong?”
Aeson’s ears pricked; he picked up sounds outside the cave—rustling in the overgrowth; something crunching through the accumulating snow. He smelled shit and blood and the stomach-churning musk of damp, matted hair. Movement stirred on his lap; shocked, as if he had been bitten, he screamed and jumped to his feet, as he grasped for the sword that was nowhere nearby.
“Hey…”
With a mouthful of spit and a fistful of sweat, he checked the cave entrance and found it empty. Vrana was staring at him. Her eyes, dark like a bird’s, considered every inch of him. Slowly, she rose, shedding feathers from her body, which the wintry wind fed to the fire. She was taller now, lankier; stretched out; her form inhuman enough to be unsettling. The closer she came to him, the closer her beak came to piercing him like a bladder, so that she could guzzle out the gore, the same way she had with Pain. The farther she moved away from the light, the deeper the darkness around her became. It wasn’t new. It was as if it had always been there. A piece of the Void she had brought with her, visible only when he was at his weakest, his most embarrassed. She would comfort him, until she would consume him.
“Aeson.”
Clenching his eyes shut, he shook his head and blubbered, “I’m sorry. I lost everything, too. I’m not as strong as you.”
“Don’t start that.” Vrana took a deep breath; he could tell she was losing her patience with him. “Look outside, to the west.”
He gulped like a child.
“Go,” she said. “We’re safe, but look to the west, man.”
Don’t take your shit out on her, Aeson told himself, nodding at Vrana. You’re an Archivist. You’re an Archivist. Having started to become something else, he had forgotten what he was before, so it bore repeating. You’re an Archivist. Stop this. Stop acting like everyone else. You’re not. You’re better.
Outside the cave, night had fallen to the Earth with violent reluctance. Aeson couldn’t remember what things had looked like before, even though it hadn’t been that long ago since they’d arrived, but he was certain that, somehow, something was different. December was still a few days away, and yet it was everywhere he looked: in the bright sheets of snow reflecting the moon’s mourning light; in the slinking shadows leaving darkness like gifts for those shunned by the sun; in the way land was jagged silhouettes, as if the cave were a throat, and everything else was simply teeth and bone and tongue of the invisible, inevitable evil that had swallowed this orb eons ago. And just like his parents had tried to warn everyone, this beast, be it from the Deep, the Nameless Forest, or the Ossuary—whether it was the Vermillion God or something worse—was waking, and it was hungry. The world was different. This was the first time he’d ever seen it outside of paper, ink, and binding, and even he knew that.
Vrana came up behind him and pointed over his shoulder to the massive mountain in the distance. “It’s Kistvaen. The last time I was able to see it outside Caldera, it was when Pain attacked the village—”
“And killed the spellweavers,” Aeson whispered. “How? How is she there?”
Vrana ignored him, started batting her wings.
Aeson ran back into the cave, grabbed his bag with The Blood of Before, and his sword. “How is Joy already there?” he screamed at Vrana. “Why won’t this end?”
Caldera wasn’t close. At first, they went by wing, and then by foot, and then, by a stroke of luck, they stumbled upon a wild horse and Vrana scared it into servitude. They flew, walked, and rode straight through Kistvaen’s range, never stopping to eat, drink, or relieve themselves. They slept in shifts, and never for long. With Kistvaen looming over them, rest wasn’t something that came easily. Anything could be happening in Caldera right now; and if it could’ve been avoided if he hadn’t saved Vrana at all…
They ditched the horse the first of December; Vrana, fighting against obvious exhaustion, carried Aeson through Caldera’s outskirts, before dropping him in the harvested fields.
They had everyone’s attention the moment their feet hit the ground. An Archivist and a giant half-human raven would do that to a village. It was day again, and there were Night Terrors everywhere. They should’ve been at home, with their families, but they were outside, in the streets, and they kept looking at Kistvaen. The mountain’s illusion had been dispelled days ago, and yet the Calderans still seemed surprised.
Aeson searched everyone’s faces and masks for signs of distress. He looked past them as they gathered on the edge of the fields, to where the first symbol of the Cult of the Worm had been burned into the ground. It was still there, but it hadn’t been activated.
“Your mom has to be around here,” Aeson said to Vrana. “She’ll want to see you. Anguis, Faolan, and Nuctea… they have to be inside the mountain.”
Vrana told him, “No,” and with his hand in hers, they took off through the silent crowd, to the house of the elders.
The house was dark and empty, no different than it had ever been. Though it felt as if it had been ages since he’d been here, Aeson knew the ritual for accessing Kistvaen by heart.
“I don’t know if it’ll let you in,” he told Vrana, taking her to the room of perpetual, seamless darkness, where the obsidian boulder—the gateway to Kistvaen—was supposed to be. “I know how to do it right, though.”
“I know,” she said, following him into the room. “I trust you.”
Aeson went to the boulder and went through the motions as quickly as he could. He splayed his fingers and placed them into the five grooves alongside the boulder; waiting five seconds, he then pulled away, his fingertips covered in black, and plunged them into the pond beside the boulder.
“Used to be so scared of messing this up,” Aeson told Vrana. “After hanging out with Death, though, I guess it’s not so bad.”
Vrana, standing over him, squeezed his shoulder. “After you witness your Void, not much is.”
The black stains ran off Aeson’s fingers and colored the pond black.
“Eil’en’kul,” he said, the pond scabbing over with a volcanic crust.
“You’re amazing,” Vrana said. “This is amazing.”
“But if there’s any killing to be done—” Aeson pressed both hands against the boulder, and slotted each of his fingers into the ten hidden grooves, “—I’ll leave it to you.”
Vrana nodded, said, “You killed Pain. You’re the only person who ever did. Not a bad thing to retire on.”
“Yeah,” he said, his smile quickly falling into a frown.
“What?” Vrana asked.
The boulder… Aeson pressed his body against the obsidian boulder. “It’s hot, like it’s on fire on the inside.”
“Is that bad?”
“It’s never happened… Nyxannul.” He spit on the pond and made sure Vrana was standing on it with him. “Nyxannul.”
The surface shattered, and Aeson and Vrana fell through, straight down, until in minutes—not seconds, like it should’ve been—they were standing upright, upon the top of the same pond; except the transparent grass was gone and so, too, were the mushrooms, sprites, and the ceiling of sky. Now, they were no longer in the house of the elders, but a mile outside the village, deep inside the mountain, Kistvaen.
And there, in front of them, framed by the jagged walls and prismatic pillars, stood Anguis, Faolan, and Nuctea. They weren’t moving, nor were they speaking; they were simply standing in silent awe as Gisela the spellweaver paraded around the inside of the volcano, with spellweavers Enaar’s and Verat’s innards streaming off her body, like the red robes of royalty.
Aeson didn’t know why he thought it, but the line from The Blood of Before he couldn’t decipher came into his mind, and seeing Gisela doused in the blood of her brethren, he knew what it meant.
Tssnrt sa nrie su osri  k.caiesheZ.
Disease. It always came back to disease. A fundamental flaw in the Night Terrors that the tribe was always trying to correct. Disease was the key to understanding the phrase, and with it, he unlocked its meaning.
“There is a sickness in our stars,” Aeson said aloud. He took out The Blood of Before and held it before him, its ancient knowledge now his only shield. “There is a sickness in our stars,” he repeated.
Anguis was the first to turn around from the sickening spectacle. “Yes, there is,” he hissed behind his snake skull. “Flesh, as you can see—” he glanced at Vrana, and then returned to Gisela, “—makes fiends of us all.”




CHAPTER XXV

Hebert North wasn’t a fan of this planet; never had been, and at this rate, the way things were going, never was going to be. From the day of his birth in 1870, to the day of his death in 2026, the bones of the Earth had, in most cases, never changed. A crack here, a fracture there; at times they broke, but at the same time, they were quick to mend. The framework was always the same; once you figured it out, even the unexpected became trivial.
As Gemma so often put it in her own snide, hundreds of years old adolescent way, “We all have the same Skeleton in our futures.”
He’d spent most of his living life hunting supernatural creatures, to prevent them from overtaking the world. Apparently, he hadn’t hunted them hard enough, because they ended up calling the shots, anyway. Perhaps it had been foolish to expect that his work who-the-hell-knows long ago would’ve meant something, but when Ruth Ashcroft finally found him and put him down for good in 2026, he had hoped, as his eyes dimmed and his unnaturally long life came to an end, that he’d made a difference.
Because he’d known monsters better than he did man. He’d even been one himself once (monster, not man; well, both, actually; whatever). The sum total of his friendships could be counted on one hand, whereas his knowledge of the occult, beasts, and the Membrane would take a couple of hours of hair metal and whiskey to get through (so it goes without saying, he’d never really bared his soul; the hair metal was generally a deal-breaker, and now, much to his dismay, extinct).
Ghouls, ghosts, and nethers; zombies, vampyres, and werewolves; mumiya, haunted dolls, and goredrinkers; marionettes, corpse collectors, and soul consumers; he knew witches like the back of his hand, and on the back of his hand, bore their scars, too; Argentos, they were a treat, and the Keeper of the Dread Clock? he was glad to be rid of it, even if another one seemed to have taken its place. He used to have books filled to the brim with entries and illustrations about these creatures and the hundreds, if not thousands, of others he’d come into contact with, or had heard about in passing.
The vermillion veins hadn’t been absent from his work, either; but like the man desperate to discover a cure, he mistook them, perhaps the most important species of all his encounters, as being inconsequential. He’d even had run-ins with their gardener, Amon Ashcroft, back in the day. They’d scuffled here and there, but not much came of it. If Seth had been with him, maybe he would have taken Amon a little more seriously; he might’ve followed the vermillion veins to their unearthly source and scorched them from the back of that Winged Heaven. But he hadn’t. He didn’t take anything seriously, ever.
It was a bunch of bullshit, if you asked him, which no one did, and probably because that was the answer they were expecting to get. He had devoted over one hundred years of his life to a world that went and fucked itself over, anyway. Was it too much to ask? It wasn’t like he had been a police officer, and that he had expected to rise from the grave to find the world rid of crime. No, he had been a supernatural investigator, spiriting around the world, closing doorways and chasing out the things that had slipped through them. It was hard work, but like philosophy professors, the demand wasn’t exactly through the roof. But… apparently, it was. So, again, bullshit.
Because here he was, in the thick of it again, everything exactly the way he’d left it. The skin was different, and the muscles were different, but the bones were the same. The old man in him (what was he? One-hundred-and-fifty-five going on oblivion?) wanted to break out that creaky phrase that everything had been better back in his day; that, goddamn it, monsters had class back then, and they weren’t running around with skin hanging down their asses; but he knew better. It was bullshit, all of it. The same bullshit, every day of the month, every month of every year, from here until the hereafter.
This fact hadn’t really hit him when the Skeleton pulled his kin and him out of the Membrane. Nor had it in the months that followed, when he was hanging out with the Marrow Cabal on a lake of blood governed by a giant mosquito he swore to splat back in 2020. Gemma was the first sign that something was fucky; but no, it wasn’t until today that he realized just how truly powerless he and those around him were to the forces that had ensnared this, quite literally, god-forsaken planet.
Today. Eight hours ago, to be exact. That’s when the shit hit the fan and he got his wake-up call. He and the Marrow Cabal had marched into Angheuawl on the Skeleton’s orders in search of a safe haven. What was the opposite of a safe haven? Connor had always been the writer. If he were still here, he’d know.
Hell. At first, Herbert had thought the Membrane was hell, but after a few stretches of seeming timelessness, he got used to it. At least, when he was there, he had a goal in mind. But no, the Membrane was hell as much as he was a heterosexual. He could look the part, but when it got down to the nitty gritty, most parties either ended up disappointed, or far more pleased than they would’ve expected. Needless to say (the epitaph of Herbert’s life), in a world so gray, Herbert still kept vigil for those fantastical, never-having-existed days of black and white.
“I’m older than you,” Gemma said, floating across the battlefield outside Angheuawl, “so how am I doing more than you?”
Hebert ignored the girl and kept his ass firmly planted within the confines of the Marrow Cabal’s guard. Because outside it, between here and Angheuawl, was a quarter-mile catastrophe. Eight hours ago, a foul abomination—some terrible combination of moth, bird, and grub—lifted out of the village and dropped four, ovary-shaped Horrors on top of the Marrow Cabal. The massive balls were like the aborted leftovers of some cruelly fertile womb. Comprised solely of children and their tiny parts, the Horrors were defenseless amalgamations. Two of them cracked open upon being dropped, dousing the Marrow Cabal in gallons of blood and amniotic fluid, while the other two Horrors sat, crying and shrieking, as the Cabal cut them to pieces. Because of their size and density, each Horror of the Womb took fifteen minutes each to kill. As for the Mother Horror, it died on its own. After dropping the ovaries, it ran itself into the ground, breaking its neck in a suicidal dive.
Herbert shook his head and waved off Gemma, as the vampyre was drawing closer, despite his insistence that she go away. Behind where he sat were the tents of Clementine, Will, and James. After the real attack, they had refused to come outside. And how could he blame them? Their husband, father, and best friend had sent them here. Nothing supposedly got past the Bone Man, except, apparently, the things that mattered.
“What’s wrong?” Gemma chided. “Bunions got you down? Hemorrhoids acting up?” She glided right up to and landed in front of him. Her green dress from the Orphanage was covered in blood. “You’re a lover, not a fighter, huh? Explains a lot.”
The Mother Horror and her despicable cargo didn’t count when it came to the attack. They were the shock before the awe. The attack started seven and a half hours ago; in small pockets of this cold mountainside, it was still happening.
It started shortly after the Witch, Joy, left the sky. That was a face he wasn’t expecting to see again. When she returned to Angheuawl, something happened. He could feel the change in the atmosphere, as if a great force had been released. Then, another shape took to the sky. Herbert had thought it was Seth, but then saw it was a raven, not a man covered in flies, and it was the greatest sight he had ever seen. He didn’t know when Pain had rid herself or had been rid of Seth, and no, he hadn’t been in the Membrane to find his friend during his descent, like he’d intended, like he’d meant to when he fought to stay in that place to begin with, but needless to say, he was moved to tears knowing that his love, his best friend, was no longer the bitch’s pet.
Whatever the Raven had done, she had tampered with the forces of hell in the process. Because out of Angheuawl, hell came; in a wave of flesh and blood, like one wet sheet of canvas torn from humanity’s depraved portrait, hell came. The cabalists called them flesh fiends, and the name made sense. But watching the monstrosities pour of Angheuawl in every direction, attacking one another and the poor cabalists and vampyres on the front lines, Herbert got to thinking about another kind of creature he’d encountered in the so-called Old World. What they used to call them, though, he couldn’t remember. But the resemblance, aesthetically and behaviorally, was damn near identical. God, what did they call them?
Gemma stopped beside Herbert. Slowly, she lowered herself to the ground, until her bare feet were touching it. The girl’s hands were stained; and the mouths in her palms were so swollen with blood, she looked as if she were developing an allergic reaction to the drink. The vampyrism had changed her in some ways, but not as much as one might’ve expected. The first and last time he had met her face-to-face, he had pulled her out of the Dread Clock, after she had gone inside it to save her mother and father. Even then, she’d been a rough child; no smooth edges—all cuts and bruises in a stew of simmering deviance. She was a girl who could handle herself, true, but his mistake was thinking that she could handle herself after the Dread Clock had its way with her and her family. It manipulated them to disown her, so she found a new family at the Orphanage, instead. Herbert should’ve seen it coming. In his later years, he learned that was where all the children who’d survived encounters with the Dread Clock ended up, as if it were collecting them, saving them. And then, as irony would have it, it was they, the Orphans, who ended up collecting the Clock in the Nameless Forest.
“What’re you thinking about?” Gemma asked, childishly, as the stink of death rolled off her in a choking fog. She turned towards the tents. “James in there?”
“Leave him alone,” Herbert said, his breath fog upon the cold air.
Gemma huffed. “So, for real, what’re you thinking about?”
“Just—” he gestured the battlefield before them, “—all of this.”
“Yeah, I don’t think Atta-boy would’ve sent us here if he knew.” She flexed her hands, so that more blood would run into the mouths on her palms. “See any shepherds?”
“Not one since we left the Membrane.”
“That’s good.”
“I don’t know.” Herbert crossed his arms and pulled on their flab. “Don’t think I’d be too bent out of shape if one came for me.”
Gemma laughed; her eyes were back on the tent again, probing it for shapes of James. “What? You don’t like all this?”
He didn’t have any whiskey or hair metal, and as all the good cops in bad cop movies used to say, he was getting too old for this shit, so he wasn’t about to give her his spiel. But no, Herbert North didn’t like all this.
He didn’t like he’d left the comfy confines of the Membrane thinking he’d come topside and be the lovable curmudgeon some strange farming family had taken in because he’d done them a solid once.
He didn’t like he’d become part of some pathetic resistance group hell-bent on stopping the hell that was already here—a resistance group that was fronted by an immortal who couldn’t give two shits about it, but was, in fact, actually led by a batshit crazy, blue-haired woman who only wanted the best, and yet went about achieving it in the worst ways possible.
He didn’t like that he was sitting here, alone (aside from the blood-sucking nuisance beside him), watching as gullible cabalists and relentless cultists crashed into one another, trading blows and bodily fluids—fucking one another into the dirt, or decimating one another into an early grave; each group giving everything they had for nothing in return; trampling the dead and the dying in their desperate dance to win the praise and attention of overlords that weren’t even watching; leaving corpses, like brambles, to twist out of the earth, to be stepped on and reduced to dust, and forgotten, until that day some sad piece of shit like Herbert North, but not Herbert North, is called to the site, to put down some unholy uprising, some spiritual succession; until that day some poor bastard has to go in and play doctor with a wound that has been festering for years; a wound like all wounds everyone everywhere carries; the same old wounds—different sizes and shapes, but from all the same sources all the same: politics, power, and the pursuit of grace; he’d been here before, a thousand times before; new flesh, old bones.
But most of all, he didn’t like that, when he was at his most needed, and so far into his element they’d have to make a spot for him on the periodic table, he was completely, one hundred percent useless. He was an old man who couldn’t fight worth a damn. He used to have all kinds of potions and powders and a few Red Death weapons at his disposal; he used to have eyes and ears in the community, keeping tabs on targets and carrying out jobs when he couldn’t make it. He’d taken out a good chunk of the Ashcroft line, and had even harbored the Dread Clock for a time. He’d gone toe-to-toe with Gemma’s master, Camazotz, and a whole clutch of succubae and their queen, Agrat. And then there was that time with Scarlet…
Herbert sighed and shook his head at himself. That’s what it came to. All tell and no show. The most he could lay claim to these days were the mind-numbing farts he let loose amongst the ranks. Crop-dusting, that’s what they used to call it. Sure, he had knowledge of the Old World, but look where it got them. It got them here, in Angheuawl, their numbers thinned and morale mere motes on the wind. And it was his fault they were here. And it would be his fault if the Skeleton did or didn’t come back with all the guns, all the bombs—all the terrible things humanity had covered with their ashes.
Gemma made a shocking sound and pinched Herbert’s side. “Buzz, buzz. What’s the matter, Grandpa?”
Herbert started to stand, but then most of his bones cracked, and he sat back down, annoyed. “What’s Hex’s next play?”
Gemma shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s still… indisposed. Most of the cultists inside the village killed each other. Some ran away. Can’t really stay in the village with it looking the way it does, but… the cultists that ran may come back. So I don’t know what to do.”
Herbert squinted as he watched a cabalist bi-sect a flesh fiend. “Just keeping killing.”
“You’re welcome, by the way, for saving all of you.” Gemma stuck her tongue out.
“I’m the one who saved you. If I hadn’t been stupid and left you with your parents, you might not be here right now, saving everyone else.”
“I guess every turd has a silver lining,” Gemma said. “Well, I better get back to making you look bad.”
“Gemma—” Herbert grabbed her collar and yanked until she crouched down, closer to his face. “How did you get ahold of the Dread Clock again? Connor and I sealed the hell out of that thing.”
“Well, I wanted it to get some sweet revenge on,” Gemma said, “but then the Trauma happened… and the Orphanage got stuck in the Nameless Forest.” She laughed and shook her head. “Only in a world as crazy as this can I say what I’m about to say and not look insane.”
Herbert looked at Gemma, the mouths in her palm, and said, “Words are the least of your worries, you little creep.”
“You smell like prune juice,” Gemma said, wrinkling her nose.
“Not sure prune juice exists anymore. You’re going to need better insults if you’re going to keep pretending you’re a kid.”
Gemma jerked out of Herbert’s grasp. Her blood-speckled face tightened into a grimace. And then, when it seemed she was done talking to him, she said, “A big ass maggot dropped the Dread Clock off at our doorstep.”
Screams, from Angheuawl; feet pattering across the empty spaces; the thud of a body going down to a chorus of clanging swords.
“A maggot?” Herbert asked.
“Yeah, a real big sucker. I’d say it was… I don’t know. Seven hundred pounds? Color of pus. It had the Dread Clock on its back.”
“And… it just left it there?”
Gemma nodded, stood. “Uh, huh, yeah.”
“Why?”
“It said not to move it, no matter what. And I wasn’t planning on moving it. But we were in the Nameless Forest a really long time, and then Edgar started sending soldiers in trying to take it out, and then the Gravedigger popped up and he actually seemed like he could take it out, and… I just wanted to leave. Seemed like my only chance to get my family away from the Forest.”
“Do you think it was hiding it from something?”
“No,” Gemma said, “I think it was trying to stop something from getting back in.”
“What… God?”
“Probably. I mean, once Bone Man took the Dread Clock out, the vermillion veins were everywhere. And the Disciples of the Deep, too. There’s a gateway to God deep in the Forest. Makes sense that somehow the Dread Clock was holding it back. It was holding everything back.”
“And… you don’t care you might be responsible for… everything?”
“We all have the same Skeleton in our futures,” Gemma said, coy as she could be.
Hebert waved her off, and then: “The hell does that even mean?”
“The Black Hour’s Keeper told me that once. I just think it sounds gangster.”
Hebert sank down in his seat and pinched the bridge of his nose. As Gemma levitated herself off the ground and headed for the field again, he called after her. “What happened to that maggot?”
She shrugged, shouted, “Don’t know. Went South. Said it had more work to do.”
Herbert sat there awhile longer, not thinking about much of anything. Instead, his eyes simply wandered over the scene, capturing each grotesquerie like a photograph for the vaults of his dusty mind. He wanted to remember the naked cultists face-down in the mud, the flesh fiends entwined in their balls of death, having died together like breeding cockroaches. He wanted to cherish the sight of the cabalists and vampyres marauding in and out of the village; every time they came back, a little more missing from them. He wanted to capture, in the amber of his memory, all those who had died here, all the life that could’ve been better spent somewhere else, rather than in the form of blood and semen and sweat. He wanted to immortalize the Horrors of the Womb and the Mother Horror, still dead upon the field and now host to a horde of skittering, slithering, snacking smaller horrors filling their bodies and eating their innards. He wanted it all, in crystal clear clarity, so that the next time anyone offered him any proposition other than to have a cheap beer, he’d say, “No thank you, buddy,” and be on his way.
When the blood from the field began to stream underneath his toes, Herbert got up, went past the cabalists guarding the tent, and visited Clementine and Will.
The first thing Clementine said to him as he drew back the flap was, “Please, not right now, Herbert.”
“You got rid of my dad,” Will said, his eyes following Herbert like a predator’s, “and you promised you wouldn’t.”
Herbert shook off the snow that had gathered on his shoulders. He didn’t pay them any attention. Invitations weren’t something he was accustomed to receiving, anyway. Clementine and Will’s tent was spacious but sparse; having spent so long outside of the earth, they had, apparently, given up all need for earthly belongings. To the Skeleton, this had been a warning sign that something wasn’t quite right with his wife and son. To Herbert, it just made good sense. Because what the hell was the point of building a life back up if a shepherd was just going to come along to knock it back down? It wasn’t just Death that had changed them, but also a distaste for bitter disappointment. All they had wanted was the husband and father who had wanted them most of all. He tried to explain this to the Skeleton on numerous occasions, but the stubborn bastard hadn’t wanted to hear it. To be fair, though, Herbert was surprised the Skeleton could hear anything these days, what with the Black Hour constantly whispering into his non-existent ears.
Clementine combed her fingers through her hair. For a moment, she looked like a spellweaver conjuring a crown of silken fire atop her head. Herbert could see why the Skeleton had sacrificed life and limb for her. She was beautiful, and she was sharp; a rare gem, not to be collected, but to be cherished. She had an effect on everything she came into contact with. And Herbert was fairly certain that, if she told the Marrow Cabal to pack it up and turn this ship around, back to Gallows, they’d do just that. It wasn’t infatuation or fear she was working with, but a genuine personality. The Skeleton had said everyone was obsessed with him and her and their relationship back in the day—small town sweethearts, if you will. Herbert could tell that, when the Skeleton told him this, he missed those days, the same way the starving may fantasize about food. It was a fleeting sustenance currently unsustainable in this vermillion hell. And that’s why, if anyone asked Herbert, he thought the Skeleton had caught himself a ride to the Dead City. To find a way to wipe the slate clean, before it was dirtied for good.
“How is it out there?” Clementine finally spoke up. “How much more killing needs to be done?”
“A bit,” Herbert said. And then, to Will: “I didn’t get rid of your dad. You know I wouldn’t do that. Your dad isn’t someone you can say no to.”
Will crossed his arms and looked cross. The Skeleton and Clementine had led storied lives, even before he lost his flesh and she, possibly, her mind. But Will wasn’t either of them in any respect. He wasn’t going to become the criminals they’d once been, or the pillars of this hodgepodge community they’d become. He was young—fourteen—but he had his future written across his face, and etched into every action he made. He was good. He was kind. And despite being gored by one of Eldrus’ soldiers, dying, and then coming back to life again, he was still those things. The Marrow Cabal was no place for him. Neither was Angheuawl. He reminded Herbert of Connor: gullible, hyperbolic; more capable than he gave himself credit for. In a different place, in a different time, Herbert might’ve tried to make something of Will. A partner in investigations, maybe, or the son he’d never have.
“I thought Mr. Haemo was coming with us, to bring him back,” Will said. “There’s enough blood here to do it, right?”
“I don’t know,” Herbert said, shrugging. “I don’t think the mosquito is giving up Gallows without a fight.”
“How’s Dad going to get back?”
“He said he had something in mind. Your dad is going to be fine, I swear.” Herbert smiled as he nodded and said, “He really will be. Nothing can stand up to him.”
“Except the heart he’s carrying around.” Will dug his heel into the dirt. “It’s making him crazy.”
“Your father just doesn’t do anything simple,” Clementine said, “but he always comes through.”
Will agreed, begrudgingly.
“He’s going to arm the Marrow Cabal with whatever’s in the Dead City, right?” Clementine asked.
“Right,” Herbert said. “If he can do that, he can stop Eldrus before they wake up the Vermillion God. This… world is so regressed. It might be good to give it some new technology. Move things forward.”
“Then it’s not going to stop,” Will said. “Dad, I mean, isn’t going to stop. He doesn’t care about any of this.”
Dull screams passed through the tent like the phantoms of the dead who’d let them out.
“He doesn’t have to listen to anybody, but he lets Hex boss him around.”
“We owe a lot to Hex,” Clementine said. “Herbert?”
“Yeah?”
“We’re here. What’s next?”
“We’re to wait.” Herbert strained his ears; someone was approaching the guard. “He should be back in the next day or two.”
Will’s face tightened. He ground his teeth together in deliberation.
“What’s wrong?” Herbert asked.
“Did he know it’d be like this here?”
“No way, no. I don’t think so. He wouldn’t send you guys into danger.” Herbert laughed uncomfortably. “What makes you say that?”
Clementine touched Will’s arm, but he shook her off and said, “The heart might be making him try to get rid of us.”
Clementine was silent. She’d been with the Skeleton at the most intimate of moments. Her silence was her unspoken agreement with her son.
“I mean, Hex tried to kill R’lyeh. She was nuts. And Dad put her back in charge, anyway. He could’ve sent us anywhere away from Eldrus or Penance.” Will closed his eyes and balled his fists. “You think R’lyeh is okay?”
Herbert didn’t need a teenager of his own to know a crush when he saw one. “Yeah, she’s a tough kid. I’m sure she’s the one keeping him out of trouble. She’s going to be fine.”
Will nodded. Was that what he was actually worried about? With his dad, he always seemed distant. And according to the Skeleton, his son was always distant. They were two planets drifting out of one another’s orbits—the need for the other no longer necessary.
“Clementine,” Hebert said, “I’m sorry if I made this worse. He pulled me from the Membrane. He didn’t want to use the Black Hour’s heart. I didn’t know he’d haul ass—”
Voices, from outside the tent.
Clementine smiled the saddest smile Herbert had ever seen. “We’ve been through worse, he and I. Have you seen any shepherds lately, Herbert?”
Shepherds? No one had, not as far as he could tell. She knew that. The only time anyone saw shepherds was when Clementine and Will claimed to have seen some themselves, to keep the Skeleton at their side.
“No, I haven’t,” he said.
“Let me know if you do,” she said, the sad smile never falling from her face. “Let us both know.”
Cocking his head, Herbert said, “Clem, I don’t…” I’m not getting into this, not in front of Will, he thought. He changed the subject. “Where the hell’s James?”
Will pointed his finger, a tear in his eye, and said, “Behind you.”
Herbert turned—“Holy shit!”—and jumped sideways as he caught James standing behind him, his body half inside the tent.
“Jesus Christ,” Herbert said, grabbing his chest. “You about broke my ticker.”
James drove his stump of a hand into Herbert’s side and said, “Hex wants to see you.”
Warren had been waiting for Herbert and James outside the tent. Like Gemma, but somehow worse, the mountainous man was covered in blood. He didn’t have a sword at the moment, just his hands, which had been fists for so long, he was having a hard time making them anything else. Of all those that held the important positions in the Marrow Cabal, Herbert knew very little about Warren. He hadn’t been around much, on account of Hex always sending him into the field. And now that he was here, had been here during the move from Gallows, the man said next to nothing. When Elizabeth came back with R’lyeh and he found out Miranda had been killed, Warren’s vocabulary had been reduced to cuss words and growls. But ever since Elizabeth ran out on the Marrow Cabal the night before they left, Warren had stopped speaking altogether.
James did most of the talking nowadays, for most everyone. A self-proclaimed gimp, he enjoyed his new job of diplomacy, and as an ex-prostitute, it seemed he couldn’t have been a more perfect fit.
Hebert, standing with James and Warren outside the tent, gave the corpse-clogged horizon a once-over and said, “Tell Hex I’m busy.”
“It’s safe,” James said.
Warren squeezed his fists until blood shot out of them.
“What does she want? She pissed at me, too, for sending Bone Daddy away?”
James puffed out his cheeks and blew. “She wants you to look at her brother.”
“That thing was her—”
“She wants to see if you know any way to help him.”
“It’s still alive? How the fuck is it still alive?”
Warren, apparently having tired of the conversation, started forward, each stomp of his feet leaving holes in the snow.
There had been another Horror of Angheuawl, but unlike those of the Womb and the Mother Horror, this one’d had only one target in mind: Hex. It had come screaming out of the village on the backs of flesh fiends. A giant seed pod, completely covered in hundreds, if not thousands of vermillion veins. When the Marrow Cabal cut down the flesh fiends that’d been carrying it, the flailing tumor tightened the veins into limbs to support itself. At that point, Hex had seen it, and it had seen Hex. They took off together, towards the hills and the sun, with tens of scrambling Marrow Cabal in tow.
“Brother?” Herbert repeated, minding the dead strewn across the outskirts. “Isn’t Ichor supposed to be… missing?”
James threw up his hand and nub in confusion. “He’s not anymore, apparently.”
“I don’t think I can… bring him back to what he used to be. I’m not a miracle worker.”
“She doesn’t want you to…” James rolled his eyes. “She just wants to help him.”
“What… does that mean?”
Warren cleared his throat and said, “Help him, so she can keep hurting him,” and then went silent again.
They all did.
Herbert and the others hurried through the thickening snow to the woods that ran wide around Angheuawl. When they’d first arrived, the area had been reduced to a shallow marsh due to the nearby lakes that had flooded. Over the course of battle, the streams slowed and the waters thinned, as the dead had drifted into one another and built dams with their bodies. Now the corpses had begun to freeze; snow-covered and sparkling, it was about the only time in their lives these mercenaries and murderers could be called beautiful.
Hex was waiting for them at the wood’s edge, guarding the mass, her so-called brother, behind her like a mother would her brood. Her blue hair was greasy, knotted; filled with twigs and stones like the bird’s nest it resembled. As with almost everyone else here, she was covered in blood, except Herbert could see where she was wounded. A long gash across her face, from her ear to chin, and then down her neck, vertically. Her breastplate had been broken in; the plainclothes behind it shredded, as if something had meant to get at her breasts. Her hands looked as if she had armed herself with thorn bushes as weapons, and her left leg kept giving out. She used her sword like a cane; seeing that, Herbert didn’t feel so old anymore.
Ichor, partially obscured by Hex, the trees, and the snowfall, whined. Thick vermillion veins rose and fell from his bulbous husk. Periodically, they would snap off, hit the ground with a loud crunch and thump. One by one, they did this, like ropes being cut from a completed monument. Herbert didn’t know anything about Ichor, but he didn’t have to know there wasn’t anything beyond what he’d become.
He moved to move closer, but Hex intervened. “Don’t lay a hand on him.”
Herbert held up both his hands. “Trust me, I’d rather not. This is… this is Ichor?”
Two eyes blinked. A mouth opened wide and a tongue of vermillion veins poured out. Ichor trembled as he brought what must’ve been his hands (they looked like tumorous trunks) to what must’ve been his face and cleared the snow off it.
Herbert cringed and looked back and forth between James and Warren, to make sure they were doing the same (James was; Warren’s eyes weren’t even open). Ichor’s face was like a piece of paper that had been punctured through and held in place by the hard, vermillion rods jutting from his elephantine head. His neck wasn’t a neck, and his body wasn’t a body; both were one continuous trunk, tightly wound and teeming with growths. To Herbert, Ichor was God’s bezoar: a solid mass of human and the divine; sanctified shit that any priest worth his spit would prop up and proselytize as the ultimate in earthly ascendance. In his own way, Ichor was a monument; he was a representation of what was possible if one were to follow the teachings of the Disciples of the Deep. He was pathetic and disgusting, but in Herbert’s experiences, that had never stopped the devout before. Such qualities only made it more attractive. The worse the suffering, the sweeter the reward.
“You can’t keep him alive…” Herbert said.
Hex’s face hardened.
“I mean… at least… you can’t let anyone see him.”
“There’s r-reports—” James paused as Ichor’s mass unraveled and a flesh fiend in a butler’s suit fell out. “—reports of others changing across the Heartland once they ingest the seed of heaven. More and more are—”
Infused with the steaming heat of Ichor’s digestion, the butler flesh fiend sank into the snow.
“—surviving the change. They’re passing seeds out like candy.” James covered his mouth with his nub. “I heard the Holy Order’s put a bounty on the mutants. They’ve been calling them Lilin. Killing one is an automatic entry into heaven.”
“Hydra’s a Worm last I heard. Pot calling the kettle black,” Hex said, sounding offended. “Ichor’s coming with us.”
This grabbed Warren’s attention. He struggled with the question, perhaps he was afraid of the answer he’d get, but it came out all the same. “What are you going to… use him for?”
“Intel. Find out what he knows about the Cult. Find out what he knows about the Disciples.” Hex knelt down beside her brother and touched his repulsive face. “Study him. Might find a way to use the seeds to our advantage. Take out the Disciples and the Holy Order at the same time, before they go and fuck the Heartland over. This is the Marrow Cabal, isn’t it?” She shushed Ichor as he started to whine. “It’s what we’re meant to do.”
“Hex,” Herbert started.
Hex pulled her hand away from Ichor’s face; a slick webbing clung to her fingers and his torn forehead. “What?”
Don’t say it, Herbert told himself. Let it go. Shoulder your blame. It’s not worth… And then he came out with it, anyway: “Hex, one of those Witches got in your head. You kept going on and on about a pilgrimage. You’re from Lacuna. Did you know… what we were walking into?”
Scoffing, Hex stood and started working her blue hair into its trademark braids. “Did the Skeleton?”
James drifted closer to Warren, farther away from both Herbert and Hex.
Hex’s grip tightened on her sword. She had Corruption on both of her arms, and they were so red, it was as if they were on fire. “Did you know?”
“Jesus Christ,” Herbert said.
“Who’s that?” Hex asked.
“No one, no. Listen… I didn’t. I thought it was strange he was willing to trust—”
Inches from Herbert, Hex stopped. Despite her buckling leg, she pulled her sword, that makeshift cane of hers, out of the ground and took it in both hands.
“Did you know your brother would be here, too?” Herbert didn’t care anymore; bring on the wrath, woman. “You’re as crazy as the Bone Man.”
Hex smiled. “We hurt the ones we love.”
“Alright, Hex.” Herbert put out his hand, to drive her sword away. “Come on. What’re you doing?”
“I know everyone’s been busting your balls about the Skeleton leaving. I’m not all that upset. Problem is he’s going to come back, and he’s going to come back with more problems for us to deal with.”
Hex nodded at James and Warren.
Warren got the hint and headed back towards the Marrow Cabal.
James, on the other hand (his good one, if you will), didn’t. “Let’s wait it out,” he said, as Warren returned to him and ushered him away. “Hex, don’t.”
Herbert’s heart kicked up a notch into something short of full blown cardiac arrest. “Hey, wait. Don’t fucking kill me.”
“I’m not going to kill you.” Hex stabbed the sword into the ground and leaned onto it. “Eldrus, Penance, or both were going to be on our doorstep eventually, anyways. We had to move.”
“Thanks f-f-for c-coming… Sis,” Ichor sputtered, his veins writhing in excitement.
Hex kicked him in the face, and he stopped moving.
“But if the Skeleton had been here, you wouldn’t have lost so many cabalists,” Herbert said, catching her drift. “Vampyres, too.”
“Don’t give two shits about Atticus’ friends,” Hex said. “But we had to sacrifice. I have to be better than him now, whether he comes back or not.” Her eyes started to glow a vibrant blue color. She closed them, and when the light stopped seeping out from underneath her lids, she opened them again. “Got another sacrifice to make. Look to the woods. Tell me what you see.”
Herbert thought about running, but where would he go? Back to camp where no one would defend him? Into the wilds, where a stray flesh fiend could feast on what the cold hadn’t taken from him? He was one-hundred-and-fifty-five going on oblivion—the only safe place for him was the comfy confines of a coffin. So he didn’t run. He stayed. And looked to the woods.
I’m old, he thought, eyes wandering over the flooded woodland. But she’s wounded. Trees. Water. The hazy silhouette of mountains, one much larger than the rest—one that he could’ve sworn hadn’t been there before. I could knock that sword out from under her. There wasn’t anything out here; even if there was, he wouldn’t see it, anyway. Not with the snow smearing the scene like television noise. I’m old, but she’s out of her mind.
Thump, thump, thump.
The sound hit Herbert like a bat to the back of the head. His vision doubled. His stomach lurched. Fight or flight kicked in, but the fear was stronger. Paralysis of the deepest kind. A black hole had opened up inside him, and through it, he’d find the Abyss.
Thump, thump, thump.
Not far from where they stood, the snow had stopped obeying the laws of the universe. Where it should’ve fallen, it rose, and it swirled, and then it pulsated outward—a bracing nova that left icicles on everything it touched. At the center of the nova, reality had become smudged; he could see what looked like fingerprints in the rawness of space; a kind of genetic code, or molecules, or maybe even the last bit of evidence of a preternatural creator. And then there was a hat, large and battered. And then a face shrouded in blonde hair. And then, a hand, and in it, a crook.
Thump, thump, thump—the rest of the shepherd came through.
“Get it away… g-get it away,” Ichor said, flopping around like a seal.
“It’s either you, or Clementine and Will. They’re a package deal,” Hex said. “One’s not going without the other. I can’t have them gone when Atticus gets back.”
The shepherd reached into its cracked leather jacket and took out a roll of pink bandages. This shepherd’s nails were gray, like the color of the Void.
“I… I…” For all his bitching, Herbert wasn’t exactly ready to die again. “I think Clementine and Will would rather go.”
“Not going to work,” Hex said. “Skeleton comes back and those two are missing? That’s it for everyone. Everything. Won’t be no holding the Black Hour’s heart back. It’s you, Herbert. If Mr. Haemo were here, maybe this could go differently. But he isn’t. So be a man and get.”
Herbert shook his head. With a scream, he shoved Hex back. Her bad leg gave out and she crumpled upon herself in the snow. Ichor raged and hoisted himself forward, one agonizing centimeter at a time. The shepherd blew its hair out of its face and, holding its hand out to grab him by the neck, hurried forward.
“Get the fuck back!” Herbert grabbed Hex’s sword off the ground. “Tell Death if She wants me, She’ll have to come and—”
As if some great bond had been broken, an earth-shattering explosion rang out through the woods. A force rushed through the area, knocking Herbert off his feet and the shepherd back into the Membrane. Trees were felled, and the few birds remaining were knocked from the sky.
Herbert, face-down in the snow, exhaled. His body hurt immediately, like it was covered in one large, hideous bruise.
“Fuck,” he wheezed, eating the snow while he struggled to breathe. Everything had gone dim. He shook his head, rubbed his eyes. The snow was a different color, a sinister shade of black. He turned over, on his back. The sky. What the hell? He rubbed his eyes harder, but still the image stayed.
The sky had turned red. The color of Corruption. And the clouds were on fire.




CHAPTER XXVI

Green tubing tying off gangrenous arms. Summer heat, knife in meat. Black cloak prowling refuse. Legs spread wide; a whole universe inside. Blood on the banks. Bombs in the blood. Corn fields. Red sky. The Ashen Man strapped to a bed, breeding flies with Pain. A globe in a classroom. Rats running the sewer.
“H-hey… please… stop.”
Bodies in the expressway, flashing lights behind their skin. Two lovers in the park. Beds covered in hair. A rope made out of clothes. Lust at a beauty pageant. Chalky arithmetic.
“I can’t take…”
The Dread Clock an hourglass. Skull and skin on a scale. Little girls in their fathers’ arms. Beaming mothers at a spelling bee. The pull of the Abyss from before even birth. An alligator. A cat. Fast food.
“Just stop. I’m…”
Catheter made of thorns. Green jungle. Red tribesman. Scorpion priest. Bookstore signing. Matted fur. High school stench. Vigilance. Virulence.
R’lyeh forced her eyes open and kicked at the Skeleton’s arms until he dropped her.
Shepherds on Sunday. Mourning on Monday. Terror on Tuesday.
The Black Hour images stopped as soon as she was out of his embrace.
R’lyeh flipped over. She did a belly flop on the garbage bag-colored ground. The inorganic material received her with hard indifference. The air blew out of her lungs, and a sickening, empty feeling filled them back up again.
She sat up and turned around, and saw that the Dead City was behind them, far behind them. They were back on the peninsula, almost to the mainland, and the Green Worm’s fog had all but cleared.
The Skeleton stood over her, his cowl flapping in the quickening wind. For a man who supposedly didn’t feel anything anymore, he looked as if he had just had the crap beat out of him. It wasn’t that he was wounded. It was the way he held himself. Like the weight of the world was finally getting to him.
R’lyeh was lost in her own twilight. She probably was in pain, too, but her body hadn’t realized it, yet. Sweating, not thinking clearly, she stripped off her armor, piece by piece, until she was down to her doused shirt and pants.
She rubbed her eyes, and they felt like stones. She sniffed her nose, and a gallon of snot went down her throat. She farted, and accidentally shat herself. In a place so cold—Great, here comes the snow, she thought—she appreciated the warmth, and didn’t mind the smell. R’lyeh smacked her lips; it felt as if her gums were flaking.
“What—” her voice sounded as if she she’d been smoking since birth, “—happened back… there?”
The Black Hour’s growth had spread farther. It had reached the Skeleton’s neck.
“How’re you feeling?” he asked.
“If a shit could shit, I’d be that shit,” R’lyeh said. She smiled to herself. That wasn’t a bad, badass phrase, was it? Oh man, she’d forgotten to work on those. So much to do, she couldn’t even remember what it all was. She coughed loudly.
The Skeleton offered his gloved hand and said, “Let’s find you somewhere better to rest them bones.”
R’lyeh’s legs weren’t having any of that. Moving sounded like the absolute worst idea in the world, even worse than coming to the Dead City. She shook her head. “I’m good here.”
Not far off from where she sat and he stood, on both sides of them, the ocean lapped against the peninsula. There must’ve been more land here at some point, she considered. If they had just waited for another hundred years or for a terrible hurricane, this bridge between the Old World and New might not have even been here. If only she had gone more slowly, she might still be back in Alluvia, telling Derleth no as he handed her the roots of the Crossbreed and asked her to drop it in the village’s well. She coughed again.
Aimlessly, R’lyeh dug out the ground, pulling up piece after piece of the black plastic material that coated it. Occasionally, she’d find a buried trinket, a forgotten memento, or just junk: a locket, a wallet, some laminated business cards; a stuffed animal, with most of the stuffing out of it; coins, and a wedding ring.
“Look at all this stuff.”
The Skeleton kept on looking at her, instead.
R’lyeh stopped digging. It was making her tired. “What happened back there?”
Could a place know someone was talking about it? Out of the dreary still life that was the Dead City, the angry sounds of machinery lifted.
“You had a fit. They attacked us.” The Skeleton paced, and then he settled on a spot beside her, where he sat. “They were going to kill you. There was nothing I could do to stop them and save you.”
“What’d you give them?”
“What they wanted.”
R’lyeh covered her mouth, but the force of her cough was strong enough to blow her hand away. She wasn’t cold, even though she should’ve been, but she was shivering, anyway. Her lower back hurt, too. Like she’d been slouching all day. Mom and Dad did warn her about that.
“Wanted parts for their ship,” the Skeleton said. “Gave me a time, date, and a place where I could find them.”
“You used the heart.”
“Yeah. Didn’t get everything, but it was enough to get them away, get you out of there. Didn’t take long, but I’d say I was in the Black Hour for a good forty-five minutes. Wasn’t sure you were going to make it.”
Dead-eyed, R’lyeh smiled at the Skeleton, “I’m doing alright. So… we own… the City?”
“Doesn’t matter if we do or don’t.” The Skeleton started digging at the plastic ground, too. “It’s going to be ours, regardless. Once I eat them up.”
R’lyeh let that last statement slide. It had been a rough day for the both of them. She started coughing again; she put her whole body into it—bones, too. Things were going to start cracking inside her. She had to get this under control.
“Need to get you back to the mainland,” the Skeleton said. “I’ll carry you.”
R’lyeh laughed and rubbed her moist face. Vomit sailed the edge of her esophagus. She pissed on herself, because why not? And then she started coughing again. This time, a sharp bar of pain drove itself through her ribs. She winced, moaned; she smiled at the Skeleton, drool in the corner of her mouth, and pretended she was okay.
“Oh man. Atticus, after everything, I think I’m finally getting sick,” she said, wiping her mouth.
The Skeleton didn’t say anything. She was hoping he would, but he didn’t. Instead, he sat there, cloak flailing around his frame like it meant to get away from him, staring at her. Most of the time, he didn’t look any different. How could he? Like a witch’s stew, he was eyeballs, tongue, and bone, with that southern broth of sass. But today, right now? He did look different. Maybe it was the shadows in his cheeks, or the glint in his pupils—that little spark of humanity that had somehow escaped the Black Hour’s black grip. Or maybe it was the way he carried himself. That kind of sympathetic slouch Dad used to get when R’lyeh would come home with a scrape, or from school after having scrapped in the school yard. Every time she coughed, he’d lean in closer, like a scientist inspecting a specimen. So she coughed a lot, even when she didn’t have to, thinking she might get a hug out of this. She didn’t need another dad. But she wouldn’t mind a good hug.
R'lyeh made herself laugh. “I… I said I think I’m finally getting sick.”
The Skeleton’s tongue, which at this point had to be infected by the Black Hour, ran over his crooked teeth.
“What?” R’lyeh hacked up a lung, literally; a bloody chunk flew out her mouth, onto the ground. Again, she made herself laugh.
“I think you’re getting dying,” the Skeleton said.
“Shut up.” R’lyeh screwed up her face. “No. The hell? No, I’m not. This—” she gathered her breath, “is just like when we first got here. It’s always b-bad, but then it gets better.”
“Stand up, then.”
R’lyeh fell forward, having almost fallen asleep, but she didn’t stand. She couldn’t. It took too much effort to even consider standing. Her neck constricted. Her heart began to beat faster. Sweat and snow melted from her scalp, ran down her face. Something was different. Something wasn’t right.
“I’m sorry, R’lyeh.”
R’lyeh tried to steady her breathing, but it was no use. Every breath she took hurt; every exhale made things move inside her, like the Green Worm’s clouds were growing over her innards, like mold.
“Get me out of here.”
The Skeleton didn’t stir.
“Get me out of here!” She squeezed her eyes as tears fell from them. “Please.”
The Skeleton shook his skull. “Green Worm’s in you.” He covered his mouth. “Can’t get it out.”
R’lyeh, shaking her head and coughing, swiped at the Skeleton, but missed. “That’s b-bullshit.” She tried to push herself off the ground, but her arms gave out. “Help me, Atticus.”
As soon as the Skeleton slid an arm under her armpit, an excruciating pain coursed through her body. R’lyeh screamed and jerked away. Her nerve endings were raw, flayed by disease. Like the old woman she sounded like, she wept there in a twisted knot of agony.
“Use it.” R’lyeh quivered. “The heart.”
“There’s no cure for what you got.” The Skeleton touched her hand with his gloved one.
Shivering violently, she brought her knees to her chest. “T-then go back in t-time. Don’t let me come here.”
“No good can come from that.” The Skeleton’s voice broke.
“Are you kidding me?”
“I didn’t even do it for Clementine and Will. There’s a lot of things I’d like to change—”
R’lyeh stopped listening to him and started listening to herself. He wasn’t going to help her. He had already doomed her to Death. That’s what he knew. That’s all he knew. She wasn’t dying. She wasn’t doing good, and this was quickly becoming the worst thing that had ever happened to her, but she wasn’t dying. The Worms of the Earth were stronger than anything she had ever dealt with before, but she had dealt with the Red, endured the Blue, and seen through the Green. She was R’lyeh of Alluvia; the Octopus; a member of the Marrow Cabal; sole survivor of Geharra and the only person, besides the Skeleton, to have gone as deep as she had into the Dead City; and a Deadly Beauty. She wasn’t dying. She wasn’t—
She held her legs tightly. She had so much spit in her mouth, it kept seeping out onto her thighs. The pain from the pressure of sitting and holding herself was getting worse. She tried to move, to find a better position, but everything hurt everywhere. Winter was helping, numbing her where it could. It wasn’t enough.
“Please,” she said into her knees. “Please.”
The Skeleton gently wrapped his arm around her and pressed his bony body against hers. His touch was like rough fingers stirring the pink meat of an open wound. She bared it for him. He bared it for her.
“Cure… Go back in time… I’m…”
He shushed her.
“Are you m-mad at… me?”
“No.”
“Why won’t you do anything?” R’lyeh tipped her head back, and lost it. Her face was inflamed with agony. Every tear was a knife cutting into her, taking her apart, laying her bare. “The Virions c-changed… I could be changing.”
The Skeleton whispered, “You don’t want that.”
“No,” she whimpered. “I don’t want to die.” Burying her face back into her knees, she wailed, “I don’t want to die, Atticus.”
“You had a good run.”
“Fuck you,” she said, her face a smile and a scowl. “Are you kidding me? I’m not just… giving up.”
“Not asking you to.” The Skeleton’s wild eyes met hers and he said, “Just give in.”
She tried to shake her head, but her muscles were too taut. “No, no. I’m not done. I haven’t done… anything.” She coughed and growled out the pain it caused her. “Oh god,” she cried, blood dribbling down her chin. “Please. I need—”
“You’ve done so much,” the Skeleton said.
“No, no, stop. Listen to me. I can fight it. I can f-fight. I…” Her airway closed; suffocating, she gripped the fabric of her pants until she could breathe again. “Just… use the heart.”
Snow blew across the peninsula in white waves, until the Dead City was gone, and the mainland was gone, and there was nothing else other than him and her and the sounds of the sea.
“I think I can stand.”
She couldn’t.
R’lyeh was crying again. Muscles she didn’t even know she had were wracked with spasms. She had a migraine. There was snow in her eyes—the red kind, the bad kind; the kind that came when your body went. She fell sideways, into the Skeleton’s side. The fabric of his cloak blocked her skin from the taint of the Black Hour, but only barely. If he moved, it would consume her.
“I didn’t do enough,” R’lyeh said. “I didn’t do anything.”
The Skeleton draped his arm over her.
I didn’t do anything, she thought. But she didn’t want to be alone right now, in her head. If she wasn’t an open book, she’d close for good.
“I fucked up everything,” she said. “Every mission you g-gave me. My village. My… parents. Vrana…” Silently, she bawled; those deep, thudding sounds of despair. “Here… You. It’s not fair. It’s not… fair. I tried so… so hard. Please, you have to… I can’t. I can’t. I don’t want to be… alone again. I’m so—” She coughed and cleared her nose. “I’m afraid. I’m so weak. I’m really scared.”
“You did plenty,” the Skeleton said, kind as he could probably manage. “You survived Penance attacking your village and Geharra. You went all the way across the continent. You survived Lacuna, too. And Gallows, when the Red Worm came. You scouted for me. You got out of Rime alive. You passed through Penance’s army… and Edgar’s spider soldiers. You went through a blood portal. You came here. That’s not bad. That’s not bad at all.”
“But it didn’t mean… anything.”
“It meant everything to me,” the Skeleton said. “You saved Audra, I reckon, and Elizabeth, too, in a way. You made my boy happy, even if you didn’t much care for him or speak to him.”
R’lyeh smiled.
“You didn’t have to save the world, but you did save a few souls. Mine’s damned for all I’ve done, but you kept me holding on.”
“How?” she whispered.
“Didn’t come here for weapons. Came here to get away. Knew no one could follow. But you did.”
“But your w-wife… and son.”
The Skeleton ground his teeth. “I knew Hex’s Cult might be gathering in Angheuawl. I sent them, anyways.”
R’lyeh’s eyes were as wide as saucers. “Why?”
“Don’t know. Don’t know why I do the things I do anymore. I think I find ways to keep saving them. If I settle, I’ll just be bones.
“Every day my grave gets deeper, and darker. And when the light goes out, all my hours will be black. Dying isn’t so bad. It’s living you got to watch out for.”
“Did I save you?” R’lyeh asked, like the child she was.
The Skeleton shook his head. “Can’t save what’s lost. But you gave me a little light to see with.”
“I didn’t know… you were so fucked up.” She managed to laugh, and then regretted it.
“I don’t expect either of us know each other as well as we should.”
“Would you… use the heart… if you did know me?”
“By time I come out of it, you’ll be gone. I want to be here, to see you off.”
R’lyeh covered her eyes. The tears were finally coming to an end. She didn’t have anything left to give, because she had given everything.
“Can I see… it?”
The Skeleton didn’t ask her what she meant; death was their bond now; and by its bond, they ran the same wavelength. With his free hand, he reached into his cloak, removed the Red Worm’s stone, and laid it on her chest.
“Never again,” she said. “It’s mine.”
“It is,” the Skeleton agreed.
R’lyeh had another coughing fit; between each violent exhalation, there was blankness—the pages of her so-called open book… there wasn’t much written on the ones ahead.
“My name is R’lyeh Akkoro. I’m from Alluvia. My m-mom’s name is Anoplo Akkoro and my d-dad’s name is Iso Akkoro. I… want to be a badass librarian… and have guys think I’m the b-best. I like horses. I like when it… rains.” She coughed and fought to stay awake. “I don’t like hurting people as much as I thought… I did. I liked… hurting myself… more.
“My best friend was a woman named Vrana, and t-this man named Atticus… or Gravedigger… or Skeleton… or…” She laughed. “He has a lot of names. But he was good to me.”
The Skeleton held her closer.
“I’m thirteen years old, but… I think… because I’m so badass… I’ll be fourteen now.”
“You’ve earned it,” the Skeleton said.
Snow blew into R’lyeh’s eyes, and the world was rendered crystalline.
“What… what do I do?” R’lyeh closed her eyes.
“Let go,” the Skeleton said.
“Will you come see me in the Membrane?”
“Don’t fight and end up there. Go to the Abyss. Everyone’s waiting.”
“Okay,” R’lyeh said.
As she settled into his bones, R’lyeh heard the sound of beating wings. Thinking it was Vrana, she opened her eyes and saw that there was a giant bat flying above them, weeping its blood everywhere it went into the accumulating snow.
“What’s Camazotz… doing here?” she asked.
The Skeleton took out a large fang from his cloak and held it out in front of R’lyeh. “She’s our ride. Are you ready to go out in style?”
“Always.”
R’lyeh closed her eyes. She could feel the humungous bat drawing closer, the power of its wings parting the wintry air, dusting the snow from the ground. The Skeleton shifted R’lyeh’s deadening weight, and she could tell this by the pain he was inflicting on her as he was moving her to his arms.
In her final moments, R’lyeh saw Geharra’s pit. It wasn’t filled with bodies, but stars. She didn’t recognize most of them, but there were a few that shone brighter than the others. Their light was a warm light, distant as it may have been. For the first time in a long time, R’lyeh stopped running. She went to the pit in her mind and met the past it harbored. She peered into its depths and let it have her. It was always hers, and she was always its. Of all the poisons she’d taken, the past was the only one that really mattered. 
Something thundered in R’lyeh’s ears. It sounded like the world was shattering in two. But she didn’t care. She kept focusing on the sound of Camazotz’s wings and telling herself they were Vrana’s. She couldn’t wait to see her again.




CHAPTER XXVII

Gisela had taken it upon herself to redecorate the spellweavers’ lair. Their disk-shaped home inside Kistvaen had once been a plate upon which the gaudy niceties of the Old World had been served. It was a place, the things and the people imprisoned within it, that had been entirely fabricated by the elders of Caldera. It must’ve bothered them to have the spellweavers call their home a lair, because clearly, the elders had meant to make for them a museum, instead. The couches and embroidered chairs; the intricately weaved rugs that covered the floor; the curtains that cordoned off sections of the lair with the ancient Roman, Greek, Japanese, and Indian images displayed across them; the desks and the dressers; the grandfather clocks and the newly installed chimes; the grand chandelier, hanging from the high ceiling, weeping candlewax like tears on the shackled below—all of it Aeson had assumed was a desperate attempt by the elders to misdirect themselves, the spellweavers, and others into thinking that what they were doing here was okay, comfortable.
But Gisela had torn everything apart, piece by piece, and covered it in the skin and bone, blood and gore of Verat and Enaar. And in doing so, she had revealed the truth of the elders’ efforts: this museum wasn’t a museum but a mirage; an image of their empathy warped by the volcanic light. It had to have been hours, if not days, since Gisela had slaughtered the other spellweavers. Not only had Anguis, Faolan, and Nuctea left the remains where they remained, but they had been held up here this entire time, watching Gisela, studying her, giving her a full-run of, arguably, one of the most important and dangerous places on the continent, as if they were curious to see what she might do with it.
Night Terrors weren’t human, so they couldn’t lay claim to such ideas as humanity, but they did have compassion, and even remorse or regret. Aeson had never known the elders to have any of these things, and watching them as they marched the soiled pentacle carved into the lair’s floor, he realized they’d never had them to begin with. They weren’t Corrupted, nor were they Night Terrors. They were something else entirely.
Vrana had never been to this place before, but Aeson could tell it somehow must’ve confirmed her suspicions about the treatment of spellweavers. He should’ve told her; he should’ve told her a lot of things.
Straight to the point, Vrana croaked, “What the hell is going on?”
Nuctea hummed behind her owl skull. “Look at you.” She adjusted the headdress she wore; the heat inside the volcano was causing it to slip. “You are amazing.”
Aeson’s eyes roamed the lair. The spherical alcoves in the outskirts had gone dark; the black fires that had once burned there burned no more.
Faolan of the wolf was trotting through the filth that filled the pentacle’s ridges. She said, “Aeson is amazing, too. You, both, have gone so far, and have seen so much.” She shooed Gisela away as the blind, eighty-four-year-old crone came close to her. “You have what it takes to be elders.”
Gisela scoffed and clapped her blood-caked hands together. She stripped off a piece of flesh from her shoulder and wiped her ass with it. Kistvaen rumbled, seemingly pleased with her depravity.
“Answer her,” Aeson said, not to Faolan or Nuctea, but to Anguis, who was slithering around the center of the lair, where the spellweavers usually weaved.
Anguis stopped. “That’s not your mask.”
“It isn’t,” Aeson said.
Vrana’s head tracked Gisela’s movements. Hands clawed, she was poised to strike.
“She killed Verat and Enaar,” Anguis said.
Gisela laughed and started fondling her breasts.
“How?” Sweat stung Aeson’s eyes. “You keep her chained up. Did she break free?”
Gisela shook her head.
“We let her out,” Faolan said, shit up to her knees in the trench where the spellweavers relieved themselves.
Vrana outstretched her wings; Pain’s encrusted blood flaked off her feathers.
“What?” Aeson shouted. “What the hell? Why?”
“Verat had a stroke,” Anguis said. “Without the third, keeping Kistvaen’s illusion maintained is too strenuous for the other spellweavers.”
“Gisela has always used violence as a way to bolster her abilities,” Nuctea said. “We thought she could manage the illusion until replacements arrived if we let her have her way with Verat’s body, and Enaar’s.”
Gisela started licking her fingers with loud, sloppy sounds.
Vrana moved closer to Aeson, her body between his and the cannibalistic spellweaver’s.
“It did not work,” Anguis said.
“No fucking shit,” Vrana barked.
“Wait… wait,” Aeson said, “but it’s not just the illusion they have to maintain. If you don’t get more spellweavers in here, the mountain is going to erupt.”
Vrana drew a sharp breath.
“It will,” Anguis said.
“It should have a very long time ago,” Nuctea added.
Faolan tipped her wolf skull back and whispered, “We were wrong.”
“No, wait.” Aeson took out The Blood of Before. “You can’t… What the hell’s the point?”
The lair shook. Pieces of stone fell from the ceiling above. The grand chandelier shivered; one if its supports broke free from the stone and it went swinging sideways. It crashed into the rocks, into a million useless, pretty pieces.
“Kistvaen’s magma has been building since the Trauma. When we found it, the crust was about to give way,” Anguis said. “We did not mean to, but with the Blue Worm’s weavings, we were able to contain the eruption. But the magma has continued to build. And now the restraints are free. What is the point, Aeson? To cover the land in lava, to blacken the skies in ash. To kill everyone and everything, and euthanize this existence for good.”
Vrana made a clicking sound inside her beak.
Gisela mimicked it, and laughed.
Aeson couldn’t tell what was burning hotter, him or the volcano. “Why now?” he said. He imagined beating Anguis’ skull with The Blood of Before. “There’s no reason…”
“There is,” Nuctea said.
“There’s every reason,” Faolan continued. “How far did you get in that book?”
He squeezed it and said, “To where it’s written in blood.”
“That’s where we have all read up to,” Faolan said.
“The rest is gibberish. Insane ramblings in a language that existed in a time without time,” Nuctea said. “To understand, you would have to go back, and be like Gisela.”
Gisela nodded and collapsed. Her slick body made a smacking sound as she hit the stone floor. Eyes closing, she started to snore.
“We have fought for years to maintain the balance between the natural and the supernatural, but it was the internal battle that was the more important of the two,” Anguis said. “The scales have shifted.”
“Angheuawl…” Aeson caught his balance as the lair rumbled. “It’s Angheuawl.”
“The Night Terrors were already something of an endangered species,” Nuctea said. “We tried with Lacuna, but how many Lacunans died in Angheuawl?”
“Hundreds,” Aeson whispered.
“And those that didn’t die are lost to us, in the thralls of the Void,” Faolan said.
“We are nearing extinction.” Anguis stepped up to the center of the lair and cast his beaming gaze upon Gisela. “We cannot reproduce. Those that we did create with the Blue Worm have been killed or made insane. We cannot live a long life. Those that do become as Gisela. Our time has always been limited. And now it has run out.”
Vrana clicked her claws on the ground. “You’re going to kill everyone because… we’re dying out?”
Anguis laughed, said, “We are going to kill everyone because it is the kind thing to do.”
Vrana started forward, screaming, “How can you even do something like this?”
Aeson looked at Faolan and Nuctea and nodded. Together, they reached to their stomachs and, with no effort at all, tore away the skin there. Except it wasn’t skin. It was a porous material, like a sponge, and behind it, inorganic organs were lodged, pumping clear liquids into the tubing running out of them.
“Without a tongue, one can speak freely, I imagine,” Nuctea said.
“Without a mind, one can think freely, I imagine,” Faolan said.
“Without a soul, one can be free, I imagine,” Anguis said.
“Homunculi.” The words were barely words as they escaped Vrana’s beak. “You’re… you’re homunculi.”
“Every elder that obeys tradition is,” Anguis said. “We can do what you cannot. We are what you and they were supposed to be.”
“So close,” Nuctea said.
“I could almost touch it,” Faolan said.
The lair was beginning to fill with pressure. Behind the stones that surrounded them, they could hear something surging; a great swell in search of release.
“We need to get out of here,” Vrana said.
“Not yet.” Aeson threw the book at Anguis, but missed. “What the fuck is going on? Why did you give me this? Tell me!”
“The Night Terrors were not meant to survive,” Anguis said, placing his fake skin back into his stomach. “They were experiments; man-made creations. They were created by Frederick Ødegaard, his wife, and their team in an attempt to perfect humanity. We were supposed to have all of the humans’ best qualities, and none of their weaknesses. We were to be the paragons by which the human race would follow, for it had stagnated in a pool of its own selfishness and greed.
“Then the Vermillion God woke, and the humans rejected It and drove It back into Its slumber. It unleashed Its last teaching, the Trauma, upon the world. In that waking nightmare, the humans were reduced from billions to thousands and made Corrupted. The natural gave way to the supernatural. Though the Night Terrors’ numbers were few, we flourished, and picked up the punishment of the Corrupted their God had left for them.”
The ceiling split into hundreds of cracks. A large chunk of stone broke free and crashed into the ground, narrowly missing Nuctea. Despite almost dying, she didn’t seem to care.
Anguis had to shout, because Kistvaen was tearing itself apart. “We were meant to be better, and so we created a culture around being better. The humans had created the Trauma, the ultimate example of their inferiority and need for guidance. Over time, thinking this, it became easy to convince ourselves we were necessary.”
Faolan shouted over the rumbling, “Sounds nice, doesn’t it?”
Nuctea joined Anguis. “If you tell yourself something long enough, you begin to believe it. But you cannot wash off the blood of before.”
Anguis took off his snake mask and dropped it to the ground. It broke upon impact, and sent shards into the pentacle’s trenches.
Vrana took Aeson’s hand, gently, not violently, and said, “We need to leave right—”
“What else kills humans? What else wears flesh and bones?” Anguis asked through a toothy grin.
The sounds of Kistvaen’s forthcoming eruption died away. Aeson stopped feeling the mountain tearing itself apart. He stopped seeing the lair, and the elders, and Gisela, and Vrana within it. His mind’s eye closed, and when it opened again, he saw her, it, clad in flesh, armed with bone, dragging its dripping sex across the folds of his brain.
Vrana answered for him. “Flesh fiends,” she said, dropping Aeson’s hand. “We’re flesh fiends.”
“The flesh fiends were not meant to survive,” Anguis said, steadying himself. “They were created by Frederick Ødegaard, his wife, and their team in an attempt to perfect humanity. We were supposed to have all of the humans’ best qualities, but the experiment was a failure. We acquired only the worst that humanity had to offer. Hunger, lust, greed, selfishness, self-righteousness; unbridled, unrelenting violence. We were deformed, deranged. We bred quickly, and our lifespans were even quicker. Ødegaard tried to teach us, to control us, but we were unreachable. The need to kill and defile was too great.
“Those flesh fiends that had not escaped into the Old World were ordered to be terminated. Then the Vermillion God woke. In the chaos that followed, and the Trauma that twisted this world, the flesh fiends thrived. We murdered and raped our way across the continents, and because we often killed at night, the humans began calling us Night Terrors, instead.”
The farthest wall in the lair caved-in. Steam and fire exploded through the fissure.
Aeson couldn’t move. And neither would Vrana.
“The Trauma was long, and our evolution faster than most,” Anguis said. “During the Trauma, some flesh fiends began to develop small communities. They began to control their urges. Slowly, over time, the need to kill became controlled, and the flaws of the original fiends were bred out. The longer we lived, the more civilized we became.”
“When they say… our ancestors used to be much more blood-thirsty…” Aeson mumbled.
“They meant it literally,” Nuctea said.
“Even now, we’re not all that different,” Faolan said. “We’ve just built a society around it and justified it.”
“Flesh makes fiends of us all,” Anguis said. “And we are fiends in this flesh. We became civilized, but the more we aged, the greater the likelihood those uncontrollably violent tendencies would emerge.”
“Like Gisela,” Vrana whispered.
“We had endured the apocalypse and our own biology. We went to the Dead City in search of answers and came back infected, and the plague of infertility spread through the villages. We could not live long, nor could we breed. We tried in Eld and Lacuna to repopulate our ranks, but it was never enough. We were not meant to survive, and it was not until now that we truly realized it.
“Caldera was built under Kistvaen because our predecessors knew that a day would come when we would need to be destroyed. Now, not only do we need to be destroyed, but so, too, does the rest of the world.
“The Vermillion God is waking. The Disciples of the Deep are gaining ground, while the Holy Order of Penance is sacrificing its people by the thousands to regain their monopoly on the religion of the world. The Disciples will win, once the swell of belief is too great for the God to ignore. It will wake and It will ensnare this world in Its vermillion grip. There will not be another Trauma. The Corrupted will yield. And there is nothing we can do about it. More than half of our people died in Angheuawl, or on the roads. Penance has taken Rime. Lacuna is gone. We will die out, and so, too, will the world. This world has been dying as long as it has been living. It will be better this way.”
Another piece of stone broke free from the walls. Falling, it crushed Nuctea where she stood.
“Goddamn it,” Vrana cried. “Aeson, fuck this. Let’s go.”
“Who are you?!” Aeson yelled.
Faolan went to the center where Gisela lay. The cannibal crone awoke immediately and started tearing her apart.
“How… how can you do this?” Aeson said.
“We are homunculi. We were born and raised in the mokita machines of Ødegaard’s hospital. Vrana has seen them. The glass tubes filled with strange liquids in the hidden labs.
“We were the prototypes for the flesh fiends that followed. But we are without flesh. We are the teachers. We are the ones who make the decisions even the cruelest of beasts cannot. When the flesh fiends showed they could be more than instinct, we were the ones to give them purpose. Animal skulls instead of human skulls. Controlled killing rather than senseless killing. The entitlement never went away. We were always better, but it was okay, because no one said it was not.
“The scales are not balanced, you see—”
Gisela let out a gleeful scream as she plunged her hands down Faolan’s throat, tearing her mouth agape.
“—but soon they will be.”
“Aeson,” Vrana growled, “please.”
“There’s nothing you can do anymore,” Anguis said, going to Gisela and kneeling beside her, waiting to be dined upon. “The mass of the eruption will ruin this world. The ash will be enough to choke out all life. God will not claim this planet, and humanity will finally find perfection, in the calmness of the Abyss.
“Go, now, Aeson, with Vrana. Adelyn is looking for her, and I should like the two to be reunited, as we all will be, soon enough, in flames.”




CHAPTER XXVIII
The Skeleton lifted R’lyeh’s dead body and laid it over Camazotz’s back. The bat twisted its head to have a look at its corpse cargo. Its eyes, small in comparison to its bulky head, sized the girl up. The Orphanage had a niche when it came to down-and-out kids who’d been cast aside. Was that sadness in those black orbs, or inky indifference?
Camazotz opened its mouth and bared its nearly toothless mouth. The Skeleton took the fang he’d used to call it here and wedged it back into the bat’s mouth. It squeaked, pleased, and in return, left a drop of its blood upon his digits. Its blessing, its boon; a one-way ticket to immortality.
“Appreciate it,” the Skeleton said. He wiped the blood on Camazotz’s horned nose. “Little one’s lived long enough.”
The bat stared blankly at the Skeleton, its fetid, blood-fouled breath coloring the snow that fell around it. Camazotz didn’t understand why he wouldn’t save her. Truth be told, neither did he. He didn’t understand much these days. The farther the Black Hour’s growth spread across his body, the harder it became to make sense of his thoughts and whether or not they were his, or its. Every suggestion that seeped into his skull could’ve been of sinister intent. Herbert and Hex had called him paranoid. They weren’t wrong about that.
Before mounting Camazotz, the Skeleton brushed R’lyeh’s hair aside. Death never made anything pretty. The girl didn’t wear It well. She was a slimy thing, with blotched cheeks and torn up lips. Fragile, too, like she might break if he didn’t handle her with care. He kept wanting to call her Vale—the baby girl he’d lost—but that wouldn’t be fair to her. She wasn’t his. They weren’t the same.
You let her die, because you wish someone had let you die when you were young.
“That was years ago,” the Skeleton said to the heart. “R’lyeh got dealt a raw deal. Worse than my own.”
You could not save her. How will you save Clementine and Will again?
“They don’t need saving. They just need to be rid of me, ‘til I’m right.”
Camazotz glanced back, confused.
You will never be right. You cannot even remember why you abandoned them to Hex and that Cult.
“To get the weapons…”
That is not what you told R’lyeh.
“The shepherds are tracking me, not them.”
You do not believe that.
“I don’t trust myself around them, alright?” The Skeleton pulled the cloak closed, as if that would silence chaos. “I get suspicious.”
We know.
“Get to thinking I brought them back to a worse kind of hell.”
You did.
The Skeleton scoffed and mounted Camazotz’s back. He tightened his legs around the bat’s body the best that he could, and held onto R’lyeh for dear, albeit fabled, life.
“You know what… Shut up. Heard enough.”
You are not sad she is dead.
The Skeleton ignored the Black Hour’s attempts to get him good and pissed. He didn’t have any skin, so it was easy to get under. With R’lyeh dead, he could offer her the kindness of touch he couldn’t before. His hand pressed against her cheek; a firm grip, his bones encaging hers; a hug, which, leaning over, he gave her.
He was sad for the girl, though he couldn’t show it as much as he would’ve liked. That part of him had gotten worse; however, when it came to emotional intelligence, he was, admittedly, dumber than a box of rocks. Might’ve been the moment when he was R’lyeh’s age, and he killed his abusive mother for killing his abusive father. A thing like that would change a person. He went to the local pimp, Poe, for him to make it better, but instead he rubbed that blood in, deep, and blood became the feeling he felt on most occasions, if such a thing were possible.
Yeah, he was sad for R’lyeh, but Death had come many times for the girl before. The Skeleton, of all people, knew that if you refused Death enough, Death may not come back. Things without an end eventually lost their meaning. He’d lost his end; thought it would’ve been Clementine and Will, but Hex knew the horror he’d become and made no bones about sharing it with them. Maybe he’d made them horrors—Clementine and Will—to make it easier on himself. Or maybe he just wanted to save them again. The dead were known to dance in loops. They laid claim to routine, like Gary had with the graveyard.
The Skeleton was dead, not immortal. There was a difference. If he’d seen it sooner, he wouldn’t be here, in the Dead City, with another dead body before him. He’d be amongst the living, learning how to live again.
“Son of a bitch,” the Skeleton said. He was a few traumas shy of psychosis, he knew that, but damn, he should’ve realized this sooner. “I’m a moron.”
Camazotz huffed in agreement. It stretched its wings and arched its back and waited for the Skeleton’s command.
It is the flesh that fools you.
The purity of bone, the Skeleton thought, touching his chest.
Flesh holds all the secrets. With bone, everything is laid bare. If Clementine and Will did not have their flesh, you would know the truth of their souls.
“I am not going to flay the falsehoods from their bodies.”
Fancy talk. You sound like us.
“Always whispering in my ear.” The Skeleton corrected his speech. “Can’t be helped. Come on, Cammie, let’s get.”
Camazotz reared back and began beating its mangy wings, creating a blinding wall of snow. Clinging tightly with his legs, the Skeleton leaned forward and pulled R’lyeh’s body against his, until her head was lodged underneath his ribcage. He pressed his palm over the Red Worm’s stone, making sure that it wouldn’t slip off her body. She’d earned it, and he planned on burying it with her in Alluvia. He’d never been to a Night Terror village before. Shame there wouldn’t be anyone there to greet him, to give him the chance to talk-up R’lyeh and all she’d done. Dreams of being a librarian never really came to fruition for the Octopus, but being a badass? Never broke a sweat trying. The Skeleton couldn’t be sad for her, but he could be her blood and spread it around. It was, after all, the substance of her making; and the sustenance of her undoing.
What about all the weapons? What about all the guns and the vehicles and the fuel depots and that helicopter you saw? The bat cannot carry all that.
Higher and higher they lifted into the air. The peninsula shrank beneath the Skeleton, from miles in size to meters. Camazotz braced itself against winter’s current and rode the frigid tide. The Skeleton held on tightly to R’lyeh, but it wasn’t needed; the cold and her skin had begun to form an icicle stitch between her and the bat’s fur. Soon, if he wasn’t careful, whether he wanted it to happen or not, she’d be a part of Camazotz’s Orphans, for the bat had grown fat with the blood of Gallows; in particular, the blood of Penance, and the blood of Alluvia. To think there might be a possibility the girl would be resurrected in a vampyric communion involving the blood of her dead mom and dad didn’t sit well with the Skeleton.
“I’ll come back,” he said, finally acknowledging the heart. “Got to check on Clementine and Will.”
You heard what the Virions said. The Green Worm imbues everything that it touches. You will risk exposing the world again.
“Only the unbelievers. Everyone believes in God. It’s just no one is going to want It.”
She is a liability. Her body is a breeding ground.
“It won’t be a problem,” the Skeleton said. “If it would be, you wouldn’t have said something.”
You’re getting smarter, country boy.
“I expect that I am.”
The Skeleton turned around and gave the Dead City a good gander. Sickly pillars of smoke were pouring out of the Virions’ home base beneath the collapsed skyscrapers. He could hear the whirring of their spacecraft, and it didn’t sound any better than it had before. He didn’t really care if they made their pilgrimage to the stars. In fact, he was kind of hoping they wouldn’t. R’lyeh’s death, in a way, was on their mutated hands. He wanted some good, old-fashioned revenge before the reckoning.
Clementine and Will would’ve liked to have seen this place, the Skeleton thought to himself, as Camazotz made of it a miniature with distance. Will always fancied himself something of an archeologist; those holes he’d dig while digging graves years ago led him straight to Ronny’s shop and ancient wares. It was there he learned about machinery and inventions; and it was from his son that the Skeleton was educated on such matters. Ships had always been Will’s obsession. Vessels to take him places that weren’t filled with shit-kickers and dust. He would’ve liked the spacecraft. A ship for the sea above.
While Clementine’s fascination with the Old World came mostly from trying to learn as much as she could about the lives of those who’d lived in it. The Skeleton reckoned she wanted to see if she could find a kindred spirit amongst those millions of spirits; if at some point, someone like her had lived, and if they had, what they’d done with their life until their death. Clementine only managed to connect with those who bore the same scars as her; they were wounds of initiation into the coven of hurt women, of which she was the sole member and leader. He should’ve brought her something back, a souvenir of some sort. The corpse of R’lyeh was the only thing he had to offer, and while she was a hurt woman through and through, it wasn’t the kind of memento those with flesh knew what to do with.
The Skeleton kicked Camazotz’s sides. The bat slowed down to spite him. They were crossing the ocean now, and headed southward.
He spied hints of Geharra behind the ragged mountain range, and wondered if the Scavengers and the Mer had stopped beating around the bush and just started the beatings.
Looking to the Frozen North, he saw the endless, glacial fields of Hoarfrost bore the brunt of the snowstorm sweeping across it. Not much could claim dominion in that bitter domain but him and stubborn sons of bitches like him.
Glancing east, he couldn’t catch much. The land, in winter, lost much of its detail and most of its color. He could make out the Blasted Woodland and the mountains near the Southern Cradle, but even then, he wasn’t sure. The world was round, but he tended to see things flatly. A series of consequences, or problems followed by solutions. Angheuawl was, at least, hours away, but his pressured mind kept seeing it everywhere—on the coast near the Elys, or the hardened crust of the Dires. He’d done the deed of securing armaments; next came rescuing his family from the peril he’d put them in. Salvation had a sweetness that made his black tongue prickle. It would be the last time, he told himself, that he did this to them. But even then, he knew he’d have to leave them again. To go back for the weapons. To go to the Nameless Forest. To go to Eldrus. To go wherever it took to keep the hunger for life at bay.
Would it be easier if you knew they could not die? If you knew they were like you?
“No,” the Skeleton said.
There is only one way to find out.
“I do not think I want to know the mystery of what moves my bones.”
There you go, talking like us again.
“Oh.”
We do not believe you.
“Don’t care,” he said, correcting his accent again.
Tear us out. Throw us into the sea.
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
You wouldn’t. That’s why you haven’t.
Camazotz jerked. She reared up, threw her wings back. They caught the air and she slowed down. The Red Worm’s stone slid down R’lyeh’s chest, off it, and—
The Skeleton grabbed it before it went singing slaughter to the world below.
“The hell is wrong with you?” He fixed the stone back around R’lyeh’s neck and wrapped his arms around her and it. “What’s the matter?”
Animals can sense danger.
The Skeleton’s eyes rolled around in his skull. He consulted Geharra behind him, the vague, jagged outline of the Heartland before him. Gut sinking, not that he had a gut, he strained his vision, trying, though he knew it was impossible, to see the Nameless Forest from here, thinking that the Vermillion God had begun to stir.
The danger is from within.
“Cammie.” The Skeleton grabbed a tuft of fur. “What—”
Camazotz twisted its neck around. The bat’s beady eyes were blacker than black; that foul extract of fear itself. Its nose was sniffling, the stench of terror setting on alarm all its senses. She opened her mouth, bloody blessing running over her fractured teeth and scarified gums, and whispered, “Don’t.”
The Skeleton, taken aback, reached for his chest and gripped the Black Hour’s growth.
“What the hell is—”
A flash of light. Shades of red and black. A burning pillar, like one of the supports of hell itself, tearing through the earth.
A boom. An explosion, like a summation of all thunders of all storms. Hell’s blaring horns, raging across the continent, beating what it touched into concussions.
A crack. Hundreds of them, like whips; the sounds of demonic taskmasters setting on new, frightened subjects.
The Skeleton’s jaw dropped open. In the Southern Cradle, a volcano had erupted. Magma was spewing out of it in violent, melting arterial patterns. Even from here, hours away, he could see it lobbing massive amounts of lava, dousing and destroying everything they came into contact with.
And then there was the ash. The great, bulbous, boiling pillar of ash, filling the sky, covering the sky, as if the sky had a ceiling and it couldn’t escape. The outpour was endless. Winter had been white. Now it was black.
“Angheuawl…” the Skeleton whispered.
The clouds overtook the volcano. The fiery vomit of Kistvaen became glowing shapes behind the choking plume.
“Clem…” The Skeleton gripped the Black Hour’s growth on his ribs harder. “Will.”
Something snapped inside the Skeleton’s skull. The locks he’d had in place inside his mind were undone by the catastrophe, and broken for good by the guilt he’d sown. Angheuawl was under the volcano, not far from its liquefying grip. Clementine and Will. He’d put them there. They were there. He’d put them there. They were there because of him. He would never reach them in time. And if they couldn’t die, they’d be just as bone as him, just as blood as him. He had sent them there. They were there—
—because of you.
The Skeleton screamed.
Camazotz bucked to break off his tightened hold, but he wouldn’t budge. She started to squeak and cry pathetically.
He tipped his head back and ripped the Black Hour’s heart out of his chest. The organ’s growths shot up the Skeleton’s neck and into his head, and then went downwards, to his feet, until, like Winter’s snow, like the land, like the bodies of his loves, his bones were charred black.
“Don’t,” Camazotz rumbled.
But the Skeleton didn’t hear her. He didn’t hear anything anymore. With the heart raised high, he dug his fingers into the bat, steered her towards the volcano, and started raining Black Hours down upon the world—laughing and crying, but mostly crying, as he did so.




CHAPTER XIX

Vrana grabbed Aeson by the hand and tore out of the spellweavers’ lair. Behind them, the ceiling opened. A tongue of magma lashed the room, and Anguis and the others were consumed by Kistvaen’s unsustainable hunger.
She could tell she was hurting Aeson. Pain had been her mentor. His hand in her claws, arm stretched to the point of dislocation—Vrana ran him through the wispy portal to this place. Coming out on the other side, they hoofed it up the hill of polished stone and prismatic pillars. Fire spewed from widening vents. Lava leapt at them, and it lapped at their feet. Kistvaen wasn’t erupting. Kistvaen was dying. From what Aeson and the elders had said, this should’ve happened long ago. Its life support had been pulled. And so, too, had the Night Terrors’.
They reached the top of the hill. Aeson went down on all fours and frantically worked the puzzle of the obsidian boulders. Vrana stood over him, her wings outstretched, bearing the brunt of the rocks that broke free from above. He was her way out. And she was his. They had to get out together, or they wouldn’t at all. In here. In everything.
“Fuck… fuck.” Aeson made fists and wiped his eyes. His hands were shaking, and they kept slipping from the boulder. “I can’t… I can’t.”
Vrana didn’t want to lie to him and tell him that everything would be okay. Most of what she had known about herself, her birth, her mother and father, and her people had ended up turning into a lie. The same could be said for him and for the struggles he faced, in his mind and memories, where flesh fiends roamed beyond just the helixes of his genes. Lies were like the fingers of Death snipping souls: they could only take so many cuts before the whole of their beings came crashing down.
“There, there. I think…” Aeson took a sharp breath and grabbed onto Vrana’s ankle. “Okay, okay!”
Black water formed around their feet. As Kistvaen heaved, launching them off the hill, the black water from the boulder reached out and pulled them into its shallow depths. In one moment, they were in the heart of the growing inferno. The next, they were in the house of the elders, tearing across the seamless room, out into the halls, and towards the doorway rimmed in vermillion light.
Aeson stopped before they reached the front of the house and planted his feet like a pouting child.
Vrana, thinking of her mother, hadn’t noticed at first. Reaching the door, almost tearing it open, she spun around and croaked, “What’s wrong?”
For the first time since he’d saved her, Aeson looked the way she imagined he would. The way she expected him to look after the all the horrors he’d seen and experienced. Gone was the strength. Gone was the grit. She knew he’d been putting on an act, pretending to be better than he was. But Anguis’ news had broken him. He was bent, and panting. Bjørn’s bear mask somehow didn’t fit him as well as it had before. The firelight from outside filled in the emaciated pockets of his frame. His hands were clawed, too, like hers, and his features were pulled tightly, as if something was beneath his skin—the something beneath all their skin—and it was trying to come through.
“What’s the point?” he said with a whimper. “It’s just like I said. It’s the same bullshit, always!”
Mom, Vrana thought. The house of the elders shook violently. All around them, she could hear things breaking, falling from shelves. Floorboards buckled. A flash of flames exploded out of the seamless room they’d just left; a searing discharge from the portal yet to be closed. I have to find you, Mom.
Aeson held his head. “I can’t be one of them.”
“You’re not.” Vrana ran for him.
Aeson backpedaled. “We all are!”
I swear to god, Aeson…
“They made me Archivist.” He bit on his lip until he drew blood. “Do you… do you think that’s why my parents wanted me to die with them?”
The house of the elders sank. A portion of the floor split apart and fell into the pit that had opened up beneath it.
“I don’t know!” Vrana screamed at him. “But I don’t want to die right here. I have to find my mom. Aeson…” She took both his hands, and then pulled him into her arms. “You’re not an Archivist. You’re not the elders’ lapdog. You’re as much a flesh fiend as me or anybody else. You beat Death… twice. What the fuck are you doing going at It for a third time?”
Aeson, shaking, said, “I don’t want to become her.”
He felt so much smaller in her arm; like the subterranean child he used to be. Alone, under the earth, with only his thoughts and the written word regarding dead worlds. His life support had been pulled, too. And right now, she wasn’t enough.
“I don’t want to become this,” Vrana said, pointing to her feathers and beak. “But I have. And I haven’t. We’re both fucked up. At least we’ll be fucked up together.”
Aeson stepped back, nodding. “I don’t know how to stop this.”
Vrana didn’t know if he was talking about Kistvaen’s eruption, or his change. And she didn’t care. She took off for the front door, and he followed behind.
Outside, there was screaming. And bodies. Not one separate from the other, but melded, entwined; a metamorphosis. The Night Terrors were not only Night Terrors, but a surging stream of unrelenting terror and dread broken down to their baser being. Under the red sky, upon the shaking earth, they crawled and they cried and tore at themselves and one another, as they moved through the streets and through the houses, deciding what to take and if they wanted to stay. They didn’t turn on each other, but they seemed to turn on themselves. They became the skulls they wore, and moved like those animals—be it beast, bird, or reptile—through Caldera and its fields.
Vrana saw them as flesh fiends, because she knew they were flesh fiends. Her father had regressed, but that could’ve been blamed on the Blue Worm and the birthing process. If Kistvaen went off, what would the survivors become? Without the homunculi to shape them, what cruel forms would they take? Aeson was right. She couldn’t tell him he was.
“Do you need anything?” Vrana screamed over the cacophony.
Aeson shouted, “No, just you,” and took the lead.
Vrana darted through Caldera, somehow never keeping up with Aeson. Her talons clicked against the warming earth, and she caught the gazes of her fellow villagers. Some pointed. Some shouted blame. A few called out her name. But no one stopped.
“Mom!” Vrana cried, her house in sight. “Mom! Mom! Are you—”
A flash of light. Shades of red and black, in a mire of Void and Abyss.
Vrana and Aeson looked to Kistvaen.
A boom. An explosion, like a summation of all thunders of all storms.
And they were flattened to the ground.
A crack. Hundreds of them, like whips scoring the backs of the thousands who’d dared to survive the Trauma.
Vrana pushed herself off the ground and staggered as she took small steps. But the world was quickly darkening. Aeson was disappearing in that darkness. And so was her home.
She made it to Aeson, the air becoming so much hotter and harder to breathe, and together, they cast their eyes to the sky and witnessed the hell coming out of the heavens.
In a roiling cocoon of smoke and ash, great gouts of lava spewed from Kistvaen’s peak. The force of the eruption sent the glowing molten cords miles into the air, and in every direction, for as far as Vrana could see. Down the side of the volcano, pyroclastic flows were gaining speed and mass, consuming or obliterating everything the avalanche of ash, lava, and gas came into contact with. A large flow, already the size and span of Caldera, was racing eastward, back the way they’d come, as if Nature meant to wipe from its wilds the Cult of the Worms’ outposts, from Llyn to Angheuawl.
Hot chunks of lava rained down upon the village. Vrana came to and hurried for her house. She and Aeson ducked and weaved through the villagers and the pelting rocks ablaze. Some weren’t as nimble as them, though. One after the other, Night Terrors crashed into the ground, as the burning hail bore into their bodies and melted them from the inside out.
“Mom!” Vrana yelled, unable to hear her own voice.
Aeson stopped a few feet from her house. He was waving at someone. He’d seen something.
Vrana caught up with him. Hot ash blanketed Caldera. She could barely breathe.
The front door to Vrana’s house opened. Adelyn stepped out, a satchel in her hand. She wasn’t wearing her raven mask. Her eyes immediately met Vrana’s.
Vrana stopped dead in her tracks. Mom. Her mom. She was okay. And shit, she had to see her like this. A big fucking bird. She had to be strong. She couldn’t doubt herself, not like Aeson doubted himself. She’d have to fly them both out of here. It was the only way, and if she had to choose…
“Here!” Adelyn threw the satchel at Aeson.
He caught it. “What is this?”
“What we’ll need!” Adelyn smiled. She mouthed Vrana’s name and ducked back into the house.
As Aeson slung the satchel over his shoulder, Vrana ran to the house, to her mother. “Mom, come on!” she yelled, trying her best to make her voice sound like it used to.
“Hold your horses,” Adelyn said, still out of sight.
Vrana, a foot from the doorstep, stopped as Adelyn reappeared, a bag in each hand.
“My girl,” Adelyn said, arms going limp.
Ash wept from Vrana’s feathers. Tears leapt from Vrana’s eyes. She reached for her mother—
—and a massive wave of lava slung across Caldera, slamming into Vrana’s home, taking it and her mother with it into a burning pool of fire.
Aeson grabbed Vrana from behind, yanking her away before the magmatic splash hit her.
Mom, Vrana thought, her eyes fixed on the place her home had been, where her mother had been. Now it was nothing more than a black, burning smear; like the trunk of a tree severed by lightning. Mommy. Her body shook, and feathers fell from her flesh. She clutched her claws so hard into her palms she bled. Momma.
And like that, like Aeson before, she was made a child again.
“No,” Aeson said, hyperventilating. “No, no, no.”
The fiery expulsions of the initial eruption had gone as high as they could, and now they were falling back to the ground, covering vast areas in lava.
Screams, and the sizzling hiss of souls succumbing to the elders’ final solution. Vrana should have felt something—the heat, the hate; the need for flesh and blood in her mouth—but there was nothing. She had saved the love inside her from the torture of Pain and Joy, but now it was gone. R’lyeh had her pit. Aeson had his flesh fiend. And Vrana? Her hell was a smoldering pool of lava and pieces of her mother floating inside it.
The pyroclastic flow had broken apart. The burning mass had scored its way down Kistvaen’s south face; it was seconds away from Caldera. If they stayed, it would destroy them. It would destroy all of them. They would be assimilated into it, just as they had assimilated humanity’s culture into their own. History would make no note of their accomplishments, for they had accomplished nothing. Their legacy was lunacy.
Vrana grabbed Aeson and pushed off the ground. Her wings, heavy with ash, struggled in the ascent. Carelessly, she dodged the falling lava. She could tell Aeson was beating out fires that had started in her feathers from the debris, but she didn’t care. Instead, she kept thinking of Adelyn, and how she had said Vrana’s name, and how it was Vrana who had reached out to her, and not the other way around.
Before they were overtaken by the clouded sky, Vrana looked down one last time. An impossible heat washed over her. Black fire poured in melting waves over the mountain range. And where the vermillion veins had grown around the area, the waves were halted, for the growths had become fists, and they held portions of the flows in their grip.
Out of the south came the clapping of hooves.




CHAPTER XXX

The Vermillion God stirred. In Its slumber, It felt want. Long had it been since the Vermillion God felt such a want, such a need. At first, It did not wake, not fully. Instead, It flexed Its veins and was surprised to find how far they’d spread. In Its grasp, there was a world. A world of want, and desperate need.
The blood of before had supped from Its veins. Those It’d chosen and bestowed Its crimson gift upon had drunk in Its communion. The Vermillion God was a God in and of Itself; every mouth and whisper could be accounted for, and every vein counted. A mouth and whisper were gone, sent out into the world, and some of the Worms of Its belly had not yet returned. The Harbinger had heralded Its arrival. The Worms had made right the soil. And the descendants of the Chosen had supped from Its blood.
It was they who spoke to the Vermillion God, the crimson-colored, and they did so with God’s blood in their hearts and in their mouths. The request was simple, and it was always the same. “God, help us!” they cried in a unified chorus, their suffering giving to the Vermillion God the greatest of exultations. It searched their beliefs for weakness, but devotion displayed little desperation. The want was real. The need was palpable. The Vermillion God swirled the faith inside Its maw and found its flavor favorable.
Curious, the Vermillion God emitted a small pulse of Its power. It traveled through the endless expanse of heaven and the ruined worlds collected inside. To the Nameless Forest the signal went. The discharge thereafter was weak, still dampened by the incomprehensible chaos Time’s tapeworm had disgorged upon that gateway. It was open, but the conditions were unclear. Clarity was key. Tradition a necessity.
The Harbinger had been successful, and the belief that this mouth and whisper had propagated was stronger than the Vermillion God had known in eons. It was nearly unanimous. Not even the White Worm’s defiance could tarnish the taste of this new congregation.
The Vermillion God, hardly conscious, formed a word and gave it to the shadows to carry. The dead were drawn to the Speaker, for the dead were convinced it would be the Speaker who would save them from their Hell. They were Its subjects. They were bound to Its will. The Vermillion God could tell that the shadows, those heretics of old, had been busy while It slept. Many were missing, and there was much joy amongst their endless ranks. They had found the Speaker, and they delivered Its message to the Speaker, but the Speaker did not respond. Audra, her name was Audra, and when the shadows filled her mind with Its message, she screamed.
The Harbinger had been successful. The want was great. The devotion would be complete. But the Speaker had yet to be brought into the fold. Clarity was key, and it was clear the necessity of tradition had not been followed.
The Vermillion God began to slip into a slumber…
…and then, much to Its own surprise, It opened one of Its many eyes and answered Its Disciples’ call.
The Vermillion God awoke. All of Its eyes snapped open. The halo of smoke that crowned Its head began to spin. It stretched Its gargantuan arms and splayed Its fingers—all sixteen of them, fused and unfused. It cleared Its throat of the carnage still lodged within by vomiting half of the Old World onto Its throne of uncountable bones. Then It stretched Its wings—those dusty, reptilian continents of membranous flesh—and spread wide their span.
The Vermillion God placed Its hands upon Its knees and straightened Its back. The thousands of vermillion veins attached went taught, but none broke, for the belief that fueled them had hardened their casings. Satisfied with their strength, It stood tall in the Red Heaven, and the sounds of Its bones cracking and popping shattered the cities It had collected below.
The shadows swarmed the Vermillion God, to give witness to Its waking, to feed Its ego their woe. They formed mountains with their forms, as if they meant to reach out and prevent It from surfacing. But It had made Its decision. To the world It would give one last time their deity.
The Vermillion God flexed Its muscles and fell into the veins that webbed Its back. It searched inside Itself for permission, and Itself, It gave Itself permission.
With belief and purpose, the Vermillion God wrapped all of Its arms around Itself and exerted Its will. Across the continent, the vermillion veins tightened their hold on the land, while others fought to control the catastrophe that threatened to kill it.
The Vermillion God propelled itself backwards, through the Red Heaven. It tore through the ground, millions of miles at a time, through space unfathomable and laws incalculable, until It burst through the sands of the Ossuary and was lifted high into the sunless sky. The frontier had shifted, It saw, for the way to Heaven had not been upon this plane before. The change was unexpected, not in accordance with tradition, but the sands of the Ossuary were inviting—the bones that comprised its sands a testament to its allure—and many more bones would be required if this orb were to hold Its attention.
Reeled backward by the thousands of miles of thick and long vermillion veins, God adjusted Its shape and size to accommodate this laughably small world. With Its spiderous eyes, it spied the object of Its flock’s worry and snorted. Fire on the horizon. A volcano smothering the land in ash. These creatures could not be expected to survive alone. They were too weak, and they were too stupid. Their need for God was the same as their need for air.
The vermillion veins pulled God over hundreds of miles, through the southern reaches, towards Kistvaen. Approach slowing, the vermillion veins had shifted and spun themselves around the surrounding area of the volcano, forming a funnel, forming a throne.
It knew It could be seen by Its Disciples below, for belief had bolstered to intoxicating levels. The Vermillion God, ever-proud, unraveled the tentacles from Its body and gave to Its dutiful audience a show of their size and reach. Those before, in the world of Old, had forgotten Its power and challenged God to display It. This world of New would know Its power, and the Trauma It would inflict upon them, should they forget it, would resonate through the stars for eons to come.
The veins tightened to their snapping point. It passed over the lava-covered ruins of Caldera. With Kistvaen completely encased in a throbbing prison of blood, the Vermillion God took Its seat upon Its throne and stifled the flames and ash that would have undoubtedly annihilated this mewling congregation.
The Vermillion God dug Its feet into the cooling lava where Caldera had been and placed Its hands upon Its legs. There It sat—the dead at Its feet, the living on their knees—towering high above the land. God outstretched Its many arms and numerous tentacles, made dark the world with the shadows they cast, and to Itself began to think wickedly.
TO BE CONCLUDED
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GLOSSARY
The Abyss: Where all who die are said to go.
Amon Ashcroft: The former Archivist of Eldrus.
Arachne: Half-human, half-spider creatures from Atlach.
Alexander Blodworth: Understudy of Samuel Turov, an exemplar of Penance. He was given the task of going to Geharra to create a smokescreen for the disappearance of the Holy Child. Instead, he planted the Crossbreed in the city-state’s sewer system and used it to control the entire populace. Along with the people of Alluvia, a neighboring Night Terror village to the city, Geharra’s population was sacrificed by Alexander to birth the Red Worm.
Alluvia: The nearest Night Terror village to Geharra. It is the home of R’lyeh.
The Anointed One: Harbinger for the Disciples of the Deep.
Angheuawl: A small mining town in Kistvaen’s range. The hometown of Hex and Ichor.
Ashen Man: His real name is Seth Barker. Partner of Herbert North. He was a supernatural investigator from the twentieth century who was investigating deaths and disappearances in the town Nachtla. There, he discovered the Witch, and fell in love with her. She took him into the Void and transformed him into one of her grotesque servants.
Audra: King Edgar’s sister. The only other surviving member of the royal family. She is a gifted botanist and has the ability to communicate with and manipulate the shadows of the Deep. She was allowed to escape from her confines in Pyra after being sent there by Alexander Blodworth as a prisoner.
The Binding Road: A road, much like the Spine, that cuts through the Nameless Forest. It is one of the few places untouched by the Forest’s chaos.
Black Hour: A temporal aberration that occurs at midnight and lasts for one hour. During this period of time, anything that has happened, will happen, or may never happen is possible.
Bloodless: A mythological plant, like the Crossbreed, that is said to be capable of draining an entire town’s worth of blood in one night.
Blue Worm: A Worm of the Earth that was awoken on Lacuna by the Night Terrors to learn ancient knowledge. The Blue Worm taught the Night Terrors about magic, as well as how to procreate more effectively.
Cadence: The small southern village where Vrana leaves the little boy who she later learns was the Holy Child. Upon learning the Holy Child is there, Penance rides into the town, kills everyone, and returns the Holy Child to Penance.
Caldera: Vrana’s home, and the southern-most Night Terror village. The village is built at the base of Kistvaen, a massive mountain.
Corrupted: A derogatory term used by the Night Terrors to identify humans. Humans are called this due to the crimson pigmentation in the skin of their right arms. The Night Terrors believe this defect is evidence of humanity’s pre-disposition to violence; they use this as justification to murder the humans.
Corruption: A genetic marker created by the Vermillion God to identify Its followers.
Crossbreed: A massive plant created from ingredients that are not supposed to work together. It secretes fluids that cause those who ingest them to become extremely susceptible to suggestion.
Dead City: An Old World city of skyscrapers and modern technology that is unreachable due to the poisonous fumes that cover the peninsula it sits upon.
Deimos: A Night Terror who wears a bat skull. He was a watcher of Geharra. His husband, Johannes, was killed by Corrupted. He hunted down Johannes’ killers, but in doing so neglected his duties of keeping watch over Geharra. This allowed Penance to enter the city and take over its people. He was last seen escaping Pyra with Lucan and Audra.
Derleth: A Night Terror who wears an eel skull. R’lyeh had a crush on him. He is responsible for tricking R’lyeh into planting the Crossbreed’s roots in Alluvia’s water supply, thus giving Alexander Blodworth the ability to easily take over the village on his way to Penance.
The Disciples of the Deep: Eldrus’ new religion.
The Divide: The massive river that cuts through the content, separating the snowy lands of Penance from the Heartland.
The Dread Clock: Rumored to be the origin of the Black Hour; a grandfather clock once located deep in the Nameless Forest. Now, the heart of the Black Hour resides in the Skeleton’s chest.
Edgar: The youngest of the royal family of Eldrus. He became King of Eldrus by murdering his family and overtaking the Nameless Forest.
Eldrus: The northern city-state that sits above the Heartland. It is governed by a monarchy that is led by King Edgar.
Exemplars: Six individuals who are meant to be the embodiment of a certain skill or trait. They are meant to be examples for the people of Penance to follow.
Flesh fiends: Subterranean creatures with a conflicted mythology. They wear the flesh and body parts of their victims. When a Corrupted and a Night Terror mate, there is a chance a flesh fiend will be born. They were last spotted in the sacrificial pit of Geharra, as well as near the island of Lacuna.
Geharra: The western-most city-state. The Night Terrors favor this city due to its lack of interest in war and expansion. Now, due to Alexander Blodworth, the entire population is dead; they have become one with the Red Worm.
The Heartland: The lifeblood of Eldrus; many towns and villages exist here, including Gallows, Bedlam, Nyxis, Hrothas, Islaos, and Cathedra.
Herbert North: Seth Barker’s (the Ashen Man) partner in supernatural investigations. Freed from the Membrane with the Skeleton and his family and now a part of the Marrow Cabal.
Holy Child: Believed to be the speaker for Penance’s god. Only the Mother Abbess is higher than him in importance in the Holy Order of Penance. Samuel Turov stole the Holy Child away into the South for unknown reasons, and kept him there until Vrana killed Samuel. His name is Felix, and his religion is a lie.
Ichor: Hex’s brother whose whereabouts are unknown. He and Hex have a troubled relationship where in which they play game to inflict the maximum amount of pain upon one another.
Johannes: A Night Terror who wears a fox skull. He was Deimos’ husband.
Kistvaen: The massive mountain that sits behind Caldera. It may be a dormant or extinct volcano.
Lacuna: An island off the eastern coast. It sits within the Widening Gyre, and it is hidden from prying eyes by spellweavers. The Blue Worm was awakened on this island, and used by Mara and other Night Terrors to learn its secrets, as well as to discover a way to repopulate the Night Terror people.
Lucunans: Also know as children of Lacuna, these individuals were born and bred on Lacuna for the purpose of not only repopulating the Night Terrors, but to also act as sleeper agents in Corrupted cities due to their ability to pass for human.
Lotus: The mayor of Threadbare.
Lucan: A Night Terror who wears a beetle skull. He escaped Pyra with Deimos and Audra, albeit badly injured.
The Maiden of Joy: Also known as Crestfallen, Joy, or Adelaide. She is the sister of Pain. She has been reunited with her sister in the Void.
Mara: A Night Terror who wears a mask made out of centipedes. She was in control of Lacuna’s fertility project. She has had run-ins with the Witch in the past.
The Marrow Cabal: A resistance group led by the Skeleton and Hex. Notable members include R’lyeh, Elizabeth, Miranda, Warren, James, and Herbert North. And, of course, Mr. Haemo.
The Membrane: A plane that exists between life and death; an area that may connect to additional planes and horrible dwellings. The dead pass through here.
Mother Abbess Justine: The ultimate authority of the Holy Order of Penance. Also known as the Hydra of Penance. She is the White Worm of the Earth.
Nacthla: A small, abandoned town where it is believed a portal may exist into the Witch’s Void.
The Nameless Forest: Like the Black Hour, anything is possible here; except the Nameless Forest is not bound by time, so the chaos it contains is constant. It is from here the vermillion veins are said to originate. Now the Dread Clock has been taken out of it, the creatues inside are free to escape.
Night Terror: A race of humanoids whose entire culture and purpose is to understand and murder the Corrupted. They are believed to be supernatural creatures, though their origins are a mystery. The only actual observable difference between Night Terrors and Corrupted is that Night Terrors lack Corruption.
Old World: The world before the Trauma.
Ossuary: A massive desert located at the southern-most point of the continent. No one goes there, and nothing is said to thrive there.
Penance: The eastern-most city-state. It is the home of the Holy Order of Penance.
Pyra: The headquarters for the Holy Order of Penance.
Red Worm: A Worm of the Earth that was summoned from the ten thousand dead that had been raped and murdered in the bowels of Geharra. It was killed by the Skeleton in Gallows.
R’lyeh: A thirteen-year-old Night Terror who wears an octopus as a mask. One of the few survivors from the genocide of Geharra. Her hometown is Alluvia. She was Vrana’s companion. She is now a member of the Marrow Cabal.
Samuel Turov: The Exemplar of Restraint. He stole the Holy Child as means by which to stage an attack on Geharra. He was killed by Vrana.
Scavengers: A splinter group of the Lillians (who were an older incarnation of the Holy Order of Penance). They reside outside Geharra, where they worship a large, achromatic tower. They believe god lives inside the tower.
Shadows: Remnants of the unbelievers that were killed and sentenced to eternal damnation by the Vermillion God. They reside in the Membrane, but are able to communicate with Audra.
Silver Necklaces with (colored) gems: Objects which are essential in the rituals used to summon the Worms of the Earth. When a Worm is summoned, it leaves behind a sealing stone, which is used to put the Worm back to sleep. When a Worm is put back to sleep, it leaves behind a silver necklace.
Six Pillars: An older name of Penance.
The Skeleton: A mysterious individual who Vrana sees twice in her journey. She meets him once in the Black Hour, and once again on the island of Lacuna. The Skeleton was instrumental in leading the failed rebellion against King Edgar.
Spellweavers: Individuals who are capable of magic.
The Spine: A massive highway system that once spanned the entire continent but has since fallen into disrepair.
The Trauma: A catastrophic event of unknown origin that has led the world to the state it is in now.
The Void: The home of the Witch.
The Woman in White Satin: Another name for the Maiden of Joy. She is an ancient witch. She ruled over the Nameless Forest for many years. Her sons acted as wardens over the various places in the Nameless Forest.
The Worms of the Earth: Biological weapons of destruction brought about by ritualistic depravity and sacrifice. They are powerful creatures that have to be sustained by death. One Worm generally provokes the birth of another Worm.
Vermillion Veins: Growths thought to only exist in the Nameless Forest. They are the veins of the Vermillion God and a physical representation of Its influence in the world.
Victor Mors: A philosopher who was assassinated for his studies into the Membrane and the Worms of the Earth.
Vrana: A Night Terror who wears the mask of a raven. She was mutated by the Witch into a grotesque raven-like creature, and is now currently imprisoned in the Void.
Winnowers’ Chapter: An elitist group of Holy Order members who disagree with the direction the Mother Abbess is taking the religion. They abandoned the Holy Order for the Disciples of the Deep and fled Penance.
The Witch: Also known as the Maiden of Pain, the Witch has been responsible for countless deaths over untold years. She attacked Vrana’s village of Caldera, and had been using Vrana as a way by which to spread her influence, so as to increase in power and relevance. The Witch has been influencing individuals in an attempt to build what is referred to as The Cult of the Worm.
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WHERE THE DEAD GO TO DIE










Despite being at the center of everything, Brooksville Manor couldn’t have been less of this world. Six miles from the highway and five streets from the main road, the low-income housing complex was three sprawling stories of old brick and busted blinds at the bottom of a steep hill that overlooked the river. The Manor’s grounds were an ocean of cracked cement that glistened with shattered glass when the sun hit it just right. The yellow swing-set, green picnic benches, and brown dumpsters were the only true sources of color in the otherwise monotone realm. Everything else, be it from the few cars in the lot, to those fleeting shapes of the souls that lived here, was covered in a grayish wash, like the dirt or dust thrown after some great machine’s take-off. According to those who lived or had lived at the Manor, things had always been this way, which meant both forever and for as long as they could remember. The same could be said for the appearance of the housing complex, which hadn’t seen a hammer, nail, or a fresh batch of paint since its construction in 1950. Brooksville Manor was a place out of time, existing and not-existing. Those who had escaped its gravity never drifted far from its orbit, and those that lived there were seldom seen in the surrounding community. It was a place known solely by its history, for those who might’ve realized its future were never heard from again.
Dario knew these things because everyone knew these things. It was the worst kept secret in Brooksville, and yet, somehow, it was secret all the same. Leaning forward over his car’s steering wheel, he watched from the farthest end of the parking lot as two kids hauled ass after a dog that looked like a shag carpet with legs. They didn’t get but a few feet before the heat hit them hard and laid them out against the Manor’s façade. They held up there, sweating into their hands and the sleeves of their shirts. Dario checked the clock—4:25 PM—and when he returned his attention to the kids, they were gone—long shadows where once their melting bodies had been.
Dario fell back in his seat. His hand hit the windshield wipers. They screeched across the sun-scorched glass and gave him a minor heart attack. Flicking them off, he pinched the bridge of his nose and hated himself and the anxiety bubbling in his gut. He’d bounced around most of his early life between places like Brooksville Manor. They all had their stories, and they were all some parts bad and some parts good. Villains and victims. The vindictive and the vindicated. Single mothers. Loving fathers. Alcoholics and Sunday regulars. No, it wasn’t the people here or anywhere else that made him nervous. It was the building itself. In some ways, it was more alive than the few individuals he’d seen roaming around it. Maybe it was the urban legends. Maybe it wasn’t. But he wasn’t here for that, and here he had to be, for an unknown duration, until the person he’d come to see was better, went missing, or just fired him altogether. Even in the bleakest bowers, it couldn’t be about him.
Because he was a social worker—a mental health therapist, more specifically—and he wouldn’t be any good to anyone if, during sessions, all he thought about was himself. Early into his career, he’d thought the possibility unlikely. But after having spent some time in the field, he came across many professionals just as lost as those they were trying to help. Misery loves company, if only to get a chance to break out its tools and peel back the flaps of those worse off, to see itself reflected in the glistening folds and find its answer in the agony of others. Dario didn’t want to be like those other social workers, who brought their work home with them every night and let it fester in all the cracks they refused to patch. For eight hours a day, he just wanted to do right by those who’d been wronged for so long it’d become routine.
He was cynical, and naïve, and not very popular.
Dario checked the clock again—4:28 PM—and turned off his car. At 4:35 PM, he had an appointment with Oblita Vesper—a sixty-five-year-old Caucasian female with a name that sounded like something his daughter might make up. She had been referred to his office a year ago, but she never followed-up beyond the initial phone call. Last week, Oblita contacted the office stating that she needed help with her depression and feelings of guilt, and that although she wasn’t suicidal or self-harming, she wasn’t doing well. Oblita Vesper lived alone on the third floor of Brooksville Manor. She was Dario’s last client for the day.
Grabbing his bag, he got out of the car, locked the door, and then locked it again. Without his air conditioner shield, the heat had its way with him. It moved like clammy hands over his body and filled his lungs with sickly breaths. Quickly acclimating to hell’s climate, it was the smell that blindsided him next. Though the river was hidden behind the Manor at the bottom of the hill’s sheer drop, its presence was undeniable. The air was musty, humid, with hints of chemicals and bitter notes of dead insects. It smelled like a shed might smell in the fall, when all the creeping things inside decided to die before letting winter get ahold of them. To Dario, it was a precise odor he could never place. A certainty he was never certain of.
Brooksville Manor was the shed its community leaders had forgotten. The naïve man inside him told him it was because of funds. The cynical man inside told him it was on purpose. He was biased, being of the gutter himself, but the lower-class were the creeping things everyone else could do without. It was so cliché it was stupid, but it was true, wasn’t it? Squandered potential. Hard men, women, and children made harder, stronger by their hardships. Weak men, women, and children given over to shadows and erosion. Good and bad. That’s what made the shed stay sealed shut. Everyone wanted one or the other—good or bad—otherwise, for most, it wasn’t worth looking up from the cell phones for.
Starting to feel something like a hateful martyr, Dario furrowed his brow and crossed the parking lot. The closer he drew to the Manor, the more tangible its atmosphere became. He could hear TVs blaring at full volume from the first and second floor, and pockets of Hip Hop thudding like a chain of throbbing nerves all across the building. Laughter, too, and voices he couldn’t place.
He stepped up to the sidewalk and headed to the front door, which stood underneath a skybridge that connected the second and third floors of the divided buildings. There were people up there, behind the glass, but they weren’t paying him any attention. Sometimes, Dario felt like a person of interest as a social worker, or even an uninvited guest. But most of the time, most people didn’t really give a shit.
The front door was a heavy metal barricade that had seen its fair share of beatings. Dario went for the handle and then noticed the keypad and intercom on the wall. He hated these things. They barely worked. Most of the time he would just slip into the buildings as someone was leaving. But no one was leaving Brooksville Manor today, because no one ever did.
He opened his bag, peeked inside Oblita’s folder, and found her phone number. Sweat stinging the corner of his eyes, he squinted it out, punched in the digits on the keypad, and then pressed pound.
While the system dialed her number, he glanced inside the building through the horizontal glass that was framed within one side of the door. Blue patterned carpet covered the floor. Seething fluorescent lights lined the ceiling. He noticed a door opening at the farthest end of the hall. Instinctively, his hand went up—he wasn’t about to be standing out here for fifteen minutes on a day like today—but before he could knock, the intercom buzzed and the door was unlocked.
Oblita Vesper had let him in without even asking who it was or why they were there, calling her number. He made a mental note of this, for the progress note to come, and let himself in.
The long hallway didn’t offer much in terms of what he could expect from the Manor. To his left, there was a bank of mailboxes too stuffed with letters and catalogues to be locked. To his right, there was a sign that read “Office” and underneath it, a puddle of tobacco chew from some undoubtedly disgruntled tenant. And up ahead, past several apartments, was the door Dario had seen opening through the glass. Beside it, a large man stood in baggy sweat pants and a pristine white tank-top.
He gave Dario a nod and said, “Hot enough out there yet, brother?”
“Too hot.” He pointed to the doorway beside the large man. “Stairs?”
The large man’s eyes went wide for a split-second. “Who you here to see?”
Dario gave him a shrug that told him he couldn’t really say and said, “Just need to get up to the third floor.”
“These go down to the basement,” the large man said, pointing with his thumb at the door beside him.
Dario nodded and started down the hall. He passed the Office, whose door was shut and whose lights were out, and gave the large man a small smile. Some of the apartment doors past the Office were decorated. A few with fist marks, others with stains. The apartment nearest the large man, who wasn’t budging, was covered in pages that had been torn from the Bible. A portrait of a black Jesus drawn in crayon crowned the display. It wasn’t half-bad, except for the fact that the artist had drawn what looked like maggots onto Jesus’ open palm. The other hand was a fist, and red faces, like blood drops, were dripping out of it.
“Kind of freaky,” the large man whispered, wrinkling his nose. “What do you think?”
Dario went sideways to slide past the man, to get around the corner.
The large man touched his gut, sucked it in, and said, “Sorry.”
Dario kept smiling. Around the corner was another set of doors that split the hallway in two. He wondered if the whole building had been built like this, in segments, so that portions of it could be closed off from the others.
There was that smell again, that river smell; this time laced with incense. It was coming from behind, out from under the door the large man said led to the basement. The scent reminded Dario of church. He breathed it, and it took him back, ten years ago, to a Sunday with his grandmother, in the pews, on their knees, the smells of her kitchen drifting around her, promising his seventeen-year-old-self a meal she’d worked too long on, and one he’d take for granted. It had been, as his mother put it, their last supper.
“Hey, bro, how long you staying?”
Dario shook the memory and turned. “Not really sure.”
The large man kept holding onto his gut. “It’s easy to get turned around in here is all. And people get a little… strange at night. Listen, if anyone gets in your ass about anything, tell them to take it up with Jam.”
Jam held out his fist.
Dario channeled is inner bro and gave it a hearty bump. “Appreciate it, Jam.”
Jam’s gut rumbled. He cringed.
“Third floor past these doors?” Dario asked.
Jam belched up a cloud of onions. “Yes, sir. Stairs go down to the basement in that well, too.”
There he was warning him about the basement again. And there it was again, the anxiety in his stomach, boiling over like a chemistry experiment gone wrong. He didn’t want to ask, but the social worker (and survivor) in him deemed it pertinent. “What’s wrong with the basement?”
Jam traced the outline of a Fu Manchu on his face, said, “Nothing,” and walked away and out of the building.
Dario went through the second set of doors. There were more apartments on the other side, and a kid. It wasn’t one of the boys he’d seen earlier. This one was sprawled out across the bottom step of the stairs he needed to climb. He had to be about ten going on twenty. With designer jeans, a haircut so high and tight his forehead might snap, the latest smartphone in his tiny grip, and a cigarette behind his ear, he was so hard he could have sunk the Titanic.
“Sorry,” Dario said, stopping a few feet away, “have to get up there.”
“You going to see Oblita?” the kid asked, pocketing the smartphone. “Basement’s not open until six.” He wiggled his feet excitedly. “Got a light?”
Dario shook his head and said, “Just need to get to the third floor.”
Taken aback, the kid pulled his legs in. “You play video games?”
“Yeah, when I have time.”
“MichaelIndomitable. Look me up.”
Dario grinned.
“What’s your tag?”
“MichaelIndomitable1.”
Michael snorted. “Shut up. For real, though, if you’re here to see Oblita… don’t.”
Dario, trying to hide his concern, said, “Why’s that?”
He didn’t answer.
Dario’s bag was starting to feel heavy at his side. Suddenly, the little information he had on Oblita Vesper became crucial clues to a potentially problematic puzzle. Initially, she had been referred to the office by her primary care physician, Isabella Ødegaard, for social anxiety, which may or may not have been the manifestation of an undiagnosed body dysmorphic disorder. From reading the documentation, it wasn’t entirely clear to Dario how Isabella Ødegaard came to that conclusion, as that visit had not only been Oblita’s first, but also her last. And in an off-the-cuff comment reportedly made by Oblita during her appointment, that had been the first time Ms. Vesper had ever visited a doctor in her entire life.
“Have a good day,” Dario said, going up the steps. It was his go-to phrase for strangers that carried on conversations like they were the plague.
Michael called after him, “Hey, how long are you going to be here?”
Dario looked down from the sticky second-floor landing, where the falling light shone through the eight opaque, square glass windows. “Awhile,” he said with a smile, but the boy was already gone.
At the door that led into the third floor, Dario stopped, checked his surroundings, and took out his phone. Oblita Vesper was either dangerous, or she had spent the better part of the week talking up an appointment with her therapist to anyone who would listen. It didn’t fit the symptoms of the social anxiety she supposedly had, but that was mental health, wasn’t it? A blueprint done in crayon; consistent until it wasn’t. Sometimes it made him wish he had pursued a career that dealt with more tangible issues. Not the ghosts that haunted our skulls.
He texted his supervisor a reminder of where he was, what he was doing here, and when he expected to be finished. She responded almost immediately with a “Sounds good.”
Dario pocketed his phone, and his stomach rumbled at the smell creeping through the third-floor door. It was the smell of cinnamon and bread, with an underlying aroma of marijuana. Compared to the odious odor lifting off the river, it might’ve well been the fragrance of heaven itself. The mixture reminded him of his grandmother and aunt—the two biggest potheads he’d ever met in his life.
So he breathed it in—the memory and the nostalgic pores carrying across his mind—pulled open the door, and stepped onto Oblita Vesper’s level.
After everything—the stories about Brooksville Manor, and Jam and Michael’s strange behavior and warnings—what Dario expected to find on the third floor in no way matched what was actually there. In fact, this part of the Manor put his own apartment complex to shame. The floor wasn’t carpet, but spotless tile checkered with red and black diamonds. The walls weren’t painted, but wallpapered with a seamless, spotless pattern of pink, art nouveau-styled flowers set against a soft, green field. Gone were the buzzing fluorescent tubes; in their place, small chandeliers hung—twelve in all, one for each apartment on this floor, they cast their sleepy light up and down the windowless hall. Given the state of the Manor and the neglect shown to it, Dario couldn’t believe these decorations had been part of the original construction. In a place where half the community was hoping it would fall into the river, who the hell had taken the time to transform a part of it into what was, more or less, a Victorian hideaway?
Oblita Vesper seemed the obvious answer. But she was probably on a fixed income that was just enough to keep the grave away. Dario didn’t know what he had stumbled into, but he kind of liked it. He liked when people went against the expectations placed upon them. It was too easy to assume, too convenient to stereotype. He liked to think people were more than what the rest of the world had decided they could be, even if they became exactly what the world decided them to be. Too often he had too many clients who had no idea who they were or what they wanted. They constantly sought out answers for problems they couldn’t begin to articulate. So maybe the residents of Brooksville Manor were freakish to most, but hell, at least someone here knew what they wanted. With that alone they were doing better than most.
He was looking for apartment 312. Apartment 306, the first that he passed, had the door open. Inside, a skinny man with no legs was sitting in his wheelchair, masturbating to TV static.
“Just watching a sex tape,” the man said, never taking his eyes off the television, never losing rhythm. “Oh yeah.”
Dario tried not to look at the man’s penis, but like passing a car accident on the highway, he did anyway. He waved the man off as he got off and continued down the hall. His naivety had come and gone, and cynicism was setting in again. His wife said he was of two minds. She didn’t know how right she was.
He continued on, past 307, where someone was crying behind the closed door, and jumped. Out of 308, a little girl with tourniquet-tight braids bolted, a squirt gun in her right hand, because her left hand was missing at the wrist. Before Dario could say anything, her mother, stocky and out of breath, ambled awkwardly through the doorway. She had a squirt gun, too, and her drenched shirt told Dario she was losing this fight badly. The mother’s smile was more gum than teeth, and more pain than happiness in that glowing grimace. This woman was an amputee, too. She was missing an index finger on both hands; from the way she walked, she seemed to be missing toes, too.
The little girl grinned at Dario.
Her mother mouthed an apology, checked her watch, and then, eyebrows raised, gunned down her daughter until they both made it around the bend.
When it came to conducting therapy, one’s environment could be just as important, if not more so, than the mental illness they presented with. It would be hard for anyone to manage acts of aggression when they were surrounded by groups of people who taunted them on a daily basis, or bullied them on the first of every month for their government assistance. When one’s apartment is ravaged by bed bugs and a complete lack of attention from the landlord, depression and guilt over one’s own squalor isn’t all that unimaginable. A person with schizophrenia might not prosper living with a reluctant relative with thin walls or prying company. Just as someone sexually attracted to children, possibly from their own sexual abuse, might not be able to resist the temptations before them with a school in their backyard.
Environment could be a cause, or it could be an aggravator. If Oblita Vesper was to be believed, then this was the first time in her life she had reached out to professionals for help. Dario refused to believe the fact her living in Brooksville Manor, a hive for all sorts of urban legends, and on the third floor, where the physically disabled had a run of the opulent halls, could be chalked up to pure coincidence.
Encouragement, curiosity, or a court order often led to clients coming into Dario’s office. But regardless of the reason that brought them, the catalyst for doing so was almost always the same: They could no longer cope.
So what had really brought Oblita Vesper’s name into their office? Her name was awfully well known and, in some ways, respected for someone who supposedly had crippling social anxiety. The body dysmorphia was starting to make more sense given her neighbors, but with that train of thought, did she find her surroundings repulsive or empowering? Or was it something else? Something in the environment? On an appointed hour? For a place frozen in time, maybe it made sense for everyone to be obsessed with it.
Speaking of time, Dario was going to be late. With an hour to complete the intake and dinner with the wife at six-thirty, he couldn’t afford being locked up here all evening. Twisting his wedding ring off his finger, he took out his wallet, dropped it in its usual bulging pocket, and, fighting fatigue, reminded himself to give a shit. Social work was, if nothing else, a balancing act after all—an unstable harmony of function and feasibility, like most things in life.
Apartment 309, and again, the door was open. Dario peeked inside and found only a dimly lit living room with an air conditioner on full-blast. He could hear a toilet flushing somewhere deeper in the den, and the metallic clicks of a walker or cane on tile.
The single chandelier above apartment 310 was out. Had it always been? Dario could’ve sworn it hadn’t been, but the heat had also robbed him of his memory of the trip here, so what did he know? Someone was home behind the scratched-up door, though. Two people, maybe. He could hear them in there, cleaving through dinner ingredients on a counter or cutting board.
Coming up to 312, Oblita Vesper’s apartment, Dario paused mid-knock as the door to 311 creaked open behind him. He waited a few seconds for whoever it was to come out, or for the door to shut, but neither happened. Whoever it was, they were watching him. He could feel their burning gaze upon the back of his neck, the searing judgment that came with their sharp breaths.
Dario ignored them and knocked twice upon Oblita Vesper’s door. The wood was humid to the touch, and left his knuckles glistening.
“You’re man enough,” apartment 311 whispered behind him.
Dario couldn’t make out whether the speaker was male, female, or some combination of the two. Instead of turning around, he made two fists and waited.
Apartment 311 started playing with what must’ve been the chain lock and mumbled, “Thank you.”
As apartment 311 shut their door, apartment 312’s opened, and there, at last, she stood.
If Oblita Vesper was sixty-five, then she was an easy sixty-five going on forty. Time had been kind to her, and if this place was frozen in time, then so was she, because not only did she look younger than she claimed, but she had the quality of someone who had just climbed out of a bath. It wasn’t that she was wet—it was the way her cult-style hair fell well past her hips, and the way it stayed together; the way her skin was simultaneously pale and subtly flushed. She was attractive in the way people from old, black and white photographs were attractive: bred out features made soft by the light, or emboldened by the dark; and intensely alien in how she carried herself, as if she were a subject who had stepped straight out of its portrait. She wore no jewelry, perfume, nor make-up, but she was well-kempt, and the clothes she wore—a modest blouse and blue jeans—were, except for some occasional fraying and dark stains on her cuffs, clean. He searched her for tattoos and scars. While he couldn’t locate the former, the latter leapt out at him almost immediately. Oblita Vesper had two vein-like scars that ran from the corner of her mouth, down her throat, to somewhere underneath her shirt. They looked fresh.
“Hello,” Dario said, cheerfully. He extended his hand: “Dario Onai, from the Brooksville Community Health Center.”
Oblita Vesper smiled and took his hand. “Oblita Vesper. It seems we both have strange names, Mr. Onai.”
“Dario is fine.”
Still holding his hand, she said, “Italian… and African?”
“Yes.” Was she rubbing his wrist with her thumb? “Father was Italian. Mother was African. She was fiercer, so we took her last name.”
Finally, she let go of him. “It is a shame those things a woman still has to fight for these days—” Oblita’s eyes went dim, “—but please, come in.”
Dario did as he was told and went with Oblita across the threshold.
For a social worker, home visits could prove to be invaluable in the therapeutic process, as they often times gave glimpses into an unguarded realm of the client. The smell of the home and the condition it was in; the decorations and décor, if there were any at all; the evidences of excess and the phantoms of frugality; the state of the bathroom, the bedroom, and contents of the kitchen—all of it meant something, even if it didn’t mean much at all. Were there pictures on the wall, and if there were, who or what was in them? Was the home a place where someone was living, or just getting by? Was it the best they could do? Or was it all they told themselves on a daily basis they deserved?
In some ways, a home was what inhabited it. What was it, then, that inhabited the apartment of Oblita Vesper? Staring at it from the entryway, Dario couldn’t be sure. If the hallway had been the corridors of a museum, then the apartment of Oblita Vesper was a veritable gallery. It was a studio space that, by illusion or architectural trickery, seemed to extend beyond the confines of the Manor itself. The color palette was red and white, and a pinkish tone bordering on bloody milk. The walls were the very off-putting off-white, while the bed, tables, couch, and loveseat were deep, Valentine’s Day red. The carpet was white, and so, too, were the curtains; the appliances—the refrigerator, microwave, CRT television, phonograph, and police scanner—were white as well. Everything appeared to be placed very particularly, so much so that Dario imagined there must be chalk outlines underneath each piece of furniture. There was no garbage, nor were there any dirty clothes, or hints of the insects that would enjoy nesting in either.
Other than the color of the apartment, which, morbidly, reminded Dario of the birthing videos from high school health class, there was something about the place he couldn’t place. Was it a sound? Or a presence? It was definitely the walls. Something in the walls. Scratching, maybe, like birds or rats, or even squirrels stuck or trying to come through. Dario had the same thing happening in his attic. His wife liked to give him a hard time and say the only thing he should be worrying about were all the bats in his belfry. If Oblita was sixty-five going on forty, then his wife with all her old person mumbo jumbo could’ve easily been Oblita’s opposite.
Dario smiled, rubbed his finger where his wedding band had been, and said, “Thank you so much, Ms. Vesper, for meeting with me today.”
Oblita waved him off, went to the refrigerator, and half opening it, offered: “Bottle of water?”
Typically, social workers were encouraged not to accept anything from clients, but Dario nodded, anyways. Many of Brooksville’s population in the lower socio-economic range were from the nearby mountains, where niceties such as offering a guest something to drink were taken as seriously as Sunday Mass. He didn’t know anything about Oblita, not even after seeing her funky ass apartment, so he wasn’t about to step on her toes right before their big dance.
Dario grabbed the top of the kitchen chair and asked, “May I?”
Oblita, carrying a bottle of water for him and her, nodded.
He placed his bag on the ground, his ass in the chair, and waited until she was sitting opposite him.
“This summer has been too damn hot,” Oblita said, sliding him the bottle of water.
He took it and nodded. “Not a fan.”
Oblita’s gaze narrowed on his hands. “Divorced?”
“Oh—” he touched the pale mark on his finger from the wedding band, “—still married.”
Oblita bit her lower lip. “You really a therapist? Or a gentleman caller?”
“Ah, ha, uh… no, no. It’s… habit. Some of the individuals we work with have done some very violent… things. Some have… gone out of their way
to track down service providers. Just a habit.”
“I take it you do not find me to be a threat?”
Dario shrugged. “I’m sure you’re a force to be reckoned with when you want to be.”
Oblita leaned forward, resting her head against her palm. “Mm, perhaps.”
“Well, we do have a lot of paperwork to get through today—”
“Shame.”
“—but mostly, I really just want to get to know you.”
“Of course.”
“But I’m the stranger in your house, so I feel like I should properly introduce myself.”
“Sure.”
“Again, my name is Dario Onai. I’m a licensed independent social worker from the Brooksville Community Health Center. I’ve worked there for about four years.”
“Do you like your job?”
“I do. What about you?”
“I don’t work.”
“Used to?”
“I was a glorified gardener, if you will.”
“Oh. Very cool. Do you miss it?”
“I still garden on the side, but I just couldn’t stand the people I worked for. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve changed.”
“You’re sixty-five.”
“Sadly.”
“You look about half that.”
Oblita Vesper twisted her mouth in a smile. “And who says therapists are useless? I feel better already. I think it’s just from being around all the plants all the time.”
“Your referral came from your PCP, Isabella Ødegaard. Was that her idea, or yours?”
“Hers. And then, after I thought about it, mine.”
Dario nodded. With his foot, he nudged his bag closer to him.
“I have a lot going on. I have no one to really talk to.”
“Family?”
“No,” Oblita said, sharply. “And I feel guilty about things. I’ve lived in this building since it was built, you know?”
“Really?”
“Yeah. And I haven’t ever really left it since.”
“It sounds like you have so much on your chest these days, it’s almost as if you can’t breathe.”
“Exactly.” Oblita bit her bottom lip again. “Yes.”
Dario took two pens out of his pocket. He could tell by the way she was sitting and speaking that she was ready to move forward. He leaned down, took her folder from out of his bag; and from that folder, he removed a small stack of intake paperwork and laid it out before them. He handed her a pen. Therapy was supposed to be a collaborative effort, not the therapist telling the client to live their life the way the therapist would themselves. If she wasn’t doing this for her, at least, eventually, then what was the point of doing it at all?
One by one, signature after signature, they went through the process together. The consent to treatment, the notice of privacy practices, and an explanation of HIPAA (Health Information Portability and Accountability Act) and how it related to Oblita and how it protected her. They went through the billing for her insurance, and her releases of information, if she ever wanted Dario to speak to or be spoken to by anyone else in regards to her treatment (she didn’t). All that remained were the physical and the mental health status exam, and whatever Dario could manage to get for the diagnostic assessment.
Well-kempt, attentive, euthymic, oriented, without any obvious delusions or paranoias—Dario checked the appropriate boxes while never breaking eye-contact with Oblita.
“I know that you said you have lived in the Manor since it was built, but have you lived in Brooksville all your life?” Dario asked.
“I have not.”
Dario’s head twitched. Something about her voice, the way she answered him.
“What about yourself?”
“I’ve bounced back and forth between the Brooksville, Bedlam, and Bitter Springs tri-county area a lot.”
“Had a hard time making roots?”
Dario hummed. “You?”
“I’ve made roots here just fine,” she said, “but a lot of moving around before then.”
“You said you’ve lived here since the Manor was built?”
Oblita nodded.
Dario said, “I bet you’ve seen it go through a lot of changes,” but what he really wanted to make mention of was how that was impossible; how the building was older than she was by a few years, and if she did do a lot moving around before coming here, then there was no way she had been here since the ‘50s. But this was their first session. Confrontation was a tool not to be used lightly.
He went on: “Do you have any siblings?”
“A brother, but he passed away some time ago.”
“I’m very sorry to hear that.”
“Thank you. I think of him often.”
There it was again. The strange inflection in her voice, almost like an accent.
“Mother and father?” Dario asked.
“Gone as well.”
He made a sympathetic noise, said, “Were you close to them?”
“My mother? Yes. I never knew my father well, but by all accounts, he was a mean man.”
Dario searched Oblita’s body for non-verbal cues; for those often-uncontrollable hints of the thoughts and feelings going off like overloaded lights in one’s mind. He glanced at her face and the vein-like scars that started at the corner of her mouth. They looked fresh, but maybe they weren’t. Or maybe they were, and there were others beneath her blouse—ones from her childhood, when her father was still around.
“Was she a gardener? Your mother?”
Oblita’s eyes lit-up, got smaller. Coyly, she said, “For a time.”
“Anyone else that you are or were really close with?”
“I don’t know. My uncle, I suppose.” Hate locked Oblita’s jaw into place. “That’s the bad thing about getting older, Mr. Onai. People will eventually disappoint you, and those that don’t, die.”
“I appreciate your honesty,” Dario said.
Oblita took the bait. “Thank you.”
“Do you find people disappointing?”
“Absolutely. All of them.”
“How come?”
“Oh, I don’t know. You’ll think less of me.”
“I’m your therapist. Anything you say to me is confidential. Again, I can only break that rule if you tell me you want to hurt yourself, someone else, or if you know a child is being hurt. And even then, it’s a judgment call on my part.
“But for everything else?” Dario leaned over the kitchen table. “I’m not here to judge you. I’m just here to help you make sense of things, and to help you find the path that you want to take. At this point, I’ve heard just about everything.”
“I wonder if you really have,” Oblita said. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. This is the first time we’ve met. I don’t expect you to tell me everything right away. I have to earn your trust.”
“I’m sure that you will.”
Dario thought about redirecting the conversation back to Oblita’s reported disappointment with others, but on that topic, she was guarded. He checked his watch—twenty minutes left—and decided to move onto something else. He didn’t have to get her life story right here and now. That’s what next week was for, and the week after that, and the week after that, and so on, and so on, until all the goals were met, or the insurance coverage ran out.
“Your apartment is amazing,” Dario said.
Oblita laughed and gestured for him to drink his bottled water, which he hadn’t touched.
Dario twisted off the cap, had a sip, and then, temptation taking over, guzzled almost all of it.
“It’s taken a long time to get things the way I’ve needed them to be,” Oblita said.
“Even in the hallway, it’s… not what I expected. Did you have something to do with that?”
Now, Oblita was beaming.
“Are you the landlord?”
“No, of course not. Well, maybe, in a way. I take care of a lot of people here.”
“I thought you said people disappointed you.”
“They do, but I try to make them be better.”
“How do you do that?”
A scratching sound came from the walls, and disappeared somewhere behind the ceiling’s sharp, unsmoothed plaster.
“Everyone knows everyone in the Manor very well,” she said. “Everyone is good for something, even if they do not realize it.”
“Is there something special about the third floor, though?”
Snidely, she quipped, “Other than the fact that I live on it?”
“Other than that,” Dario said, faking a laugh.
“Well, yes, actually.” Oblita straightened up in her chair. Her long, dark, almost tail-like trunk of hair fell over her gaunt shoulders. “Did you run into any of my neighbors?”
Dario said he did.
“Notice anything about them?”
“The few I saw had a physical disability in some way.”
“They all do.”
“Do you take care of them?”
“I try to. They’ve given a lot.”
“That sounds like a lot of work.”
“More than most realize.”
“Do you help them outside of the Manor?”
Oblita’s brows furrowed. “No, they never leave. They do not need to.”
“Food? Activities?”
“Everything they could ever need is up here, with me.”
Dario pressed his pen hard against the diagnostic assessment form and started unconsciously drawing a circle. “Do you take care of the others on the floors below?”
“When they’ve earned it,” Oblita said. “I know it is strange to hear all of this—”
“No—” he stopped drawing, “they are very fortunate to have someone so dedicated to them.”
“It goes both ways,” Oblita said, with a clear, British accent. “Doesn’t it?”
“It does.” Dario agreed just to agree. “We don’t have a lot of time left, but you said you wanted to begin therapy because you feel guilty for things you’ve done.”
“Yes.”
“Things in the past? Or things you’ve done recently?”
“Both, I suppose.”
“But it sounds as if you do a lot of good here.”
“I am trying.”
“This guilt… how does it make you feel?”
“Sad,” Oblita said. “Angry.”
Dario made a note of each affectation on the assessment and asked, “Anxiety?”
“Not anymore.”
“Used to?”
“When I didn’t know myself so well.”
“Do you feel comfortable in your own skin?”
At this, Oblita leaned back in her chair and let out a loud laugh that might as well have been a bark. “I’ve become accustomed to this skin, I suppose.”
“Have you lost interest in things you used to enjoy doing?”
“It’s routine.”
“Okay,” Dario said. “Do you have as much energy as you are used to?”
“I’m sixty-five. I wake up early, and go to bed early.”
“Fair enough. Have you ever been a violent confrontation with someone?”
“Yes,” Oblita said.
“Bad enough to have the police called?”
“I suppose, if the police ever came out this way.”
“What happened?”
Oblita shrugged.
“That’s fine,” Dario said. “You don’t have to tell me. But do you feel safe here?”
“Oh yes.” She looked at Dario as if the question was the most absurd thing she had ever heard.
“This sadness… this guilt… has it ever made you want to harm yourself?”
Oblita chewed on the question like a piece of meat. Surprisingly, most clients would answer any questions about harming themselves or one another with very little hesitation. Dario had always thought it would be the opposite when it came to those topics unprotected by confidentiality, but it wasn’t. Once the doors of the mind were unlocked, all manner of things came crawling out.
“When I was younger,” Oblita admitted, touching the vein-like scars beside her mouth. “Not anymore.”
Dario checked the time—eight minutes—and went into wrap-up mode. “I’m really happy to hear that. But if you do ever feel that way, you can tell me.”
Oblita hummed in agreement.
“Somehow, we’re almost out of time.”
“Already?”
“Unfortunately. But before I go, I want you to think about one or two things you would like for us to work on in therapy together.”
Oblita played with her bottled water. She still hadn’t opened it. She was thinking about something, the same way a child might think of a wish before blowing out their birthday candles on a cake.
Packing up the papers and folder and placing them back into the bag, Dario said, “Do you mind if I use your bathroom before I leave?”
Oblita cocked her head. Again, there was a light in her eyes. A red prick of light that could’ve been some refraction from the walls. At first, she looked as if she was going to say no, and Dario prepared himself to tell her not to worry about it. But instead, she scooted her chair back loudly, came to her feet, and with a very obvious British accent, said, “Ignore the mess, if you can.”
“I’m sure it’s fine.” Dario stood and placed his bag on the chair he’d been sitting in. “Thank you. I’ll be right out.”
Dario went left, across the apartment, where three doors formed the ends of the small hall there. Oblita, her voice distant, told him to go to the right. And without looking back to see why she sounded so far away, he opened the door on his right.
The bathroom was the very definition of cramped. It was nice—the sink was marble, the toilet white porcelain with a red flower around the base—and like everywhere else, impeccably clean. The bathtub was white as well, but the shower curtain was pulled over it, so beyond the vague shapes he could see through the covering, there wasn’t much to note there.
Dario tried to lock the door behind him, but there was no lock. He didn’t really have to go, but he wanted to see Oblita Vesper’s bathroom, and maybe even what was in the garbage cans. Except there weren’t any garbage cans. Nor was there any toilet paper, hand soap, or towels. Unbuttoning his pants, he lifted the toilet seat and lid and started to piss. Curious, he leaned over the sink, reached for the medicine cabinet, and pulled it open. The shelves were empty, except for a few dried-up roots that appeared to have come through the drywall behind the cabinet.
He shut the cabinet, gave himself a few good shakes, buttoned his pants, and turned on the faucet. The water sputtered out brown, and then, after a few seconds, it was clear. He didn’t have any soap to work with, but he figured he may as well make the effort. On another day, he might ask Oblita about her lack of supplies in the bathroom, or if she had some, why she had decided to hide them for when guests came over.
Thinking about his new client, as well as the group he had to run tomorrow (families in Bedlam whose children had gone missing), his eyes wandered over to the base of the toilet and the floral decoration he had more or less dismissed.
Because now the red flower didn’t look so much like a red flower. It was dripping down the toilet in chunky streams to the floor, where the tiles were dotted with wet, faintly red splatters.
He stared at the bathtub, and at the shower curtain, and what might lay behind it. His first thought was of himself, and then of his family. He took out his cell phone in the event he needed to dial 911. Oblita Vesper was an old woman who clearly had something to hide. She spoke of guilt regularly; maybe her guilt was all over the tub. She had to have known he would find this.
Footsteps outside the door. Dario’s heart let out a thunderous beat. He grabbed the side of the sink, steadied himself. It wasn’t a body. This woman needed help. She was reaching out for help. This wasn’t an accident. He was here, in this bathroom, for a reason.
More footsteps. Something brushed against the doorknob from outside. Dario summoned the coping skills he never used and preached to his clients as gospel. He looked at the toilet again, and the blood dripping off it. He remembered the stains on Oblita’s cuffs, and how she had been acting strangely. Had she been bleeding out the whole intake?
Dario shook his head and grabbed the shower curtain. She didn’t have a body her bathtub, he told himself. And telling himself this, he flung the curtain back.
Oblita Vesper had a body in her bathtub.
Dario gasped and choked on his words: “Oh fuck!”
He spun around to make sure he was still alone.
He was.
Forgetting about the phone in his hand, Dario, cringing, leaned forward.
Inside the bathtub was the body of an old man who looked to be in his eighties. He was covered in a heavy blanket from the waist down, as if Oblita had been wrapping him up the moment Dario rapped upon her door. The old man’s neck was cut open, deeply; straight down to the bone, the ravaged gulch was the cause of death, and the source of the blood that coated the bottom of the tub.
Dario thought of his wife and daughter. For a moment, he saw himself in the tub. He moved the phone around in his sweaty palm, thumbed the number pad on the screen…
“Isn’t that something?” Oblita said behind him.
Before Dario could react, she cracked the back of his elbow with a hammer, sending the cell phone flying into the tub of blood.
He screamed, spun around, and slammed against the bathroom wall.
“Please,” Dario cried, holding his throbbing elbow, his blood-mushed skin there making his stomach sick. “Please, I can… I can help.”
Oblita lowered the hammer to her side and bounced the head of it against her thigh, over and over. “I do feel guilty about killing Herbert North, but I feel worse about what I’ve been doing in the basement. Come, Mr. Dario Onai, let me show you. I still want to unburden my soul.”
He shook his head. “I’m not… I’m not the right person. Police… a priest… if you want to confess.”
“A priest?” Oblita chuckled. “No, no. If I told a priest about what I’ve been doing—a real priest, mind you, who worships the true God—they’d only encourage me to keep going. I’m not confessing. I just want your opinion.”
She held the hammer outward and bared her teeth.
“Your professional opinion. Can you do that for me? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
Dario pressed himself harder into the wall, like a rat trying to dig away from a threat. It took a lot out of him, but he managed a nod and a pathetic, “Mm.”
“Excellent use of active listening, Mr. Onai,” Oblita said. She went sideways and gestured for him to pass in front of her. “Go ahead. Attack me if you’d like on your way out, but it will not do you any good. A man’s hands have never been enough to stop me.”
Dario swallowed the bile of hate and terror clogging up his throat. Slowly, he slid across the wall, closer and closer to Oblita. He thought about attacking her, or running, and yet neither seemed possible. She was psychotic, or, at the very least, decompensating. No amount of pain he inflicted upon her, unless it led to a coma or her death, would be enough to stop what she had in store for him.
In a flash, Oblita swung the hammer and bashed the side of his face. Screaming, he grabbed his face, where his left eye was already beginning to swell from the bludgeoning.
“God, stop!”
“You had a look in your eye like you were about to do something stupid.” Oblita grabbed his hand and pulled it away from his face. She surveyed the bleeding bulge. “It’s gone now.”
Dario told himself to be calm, but that only made him all the more terrified. Going past Oblita into the hall, he tried to think of something to say or do to take control of the situation. He’d had classes on this sort of thing, and training, both online and in-person. He had even signed a fucking form stating that he felt qualified to de-escalate situations where a life was in danger. But he couldn’t think of anything. Not a goddamn thing. All he had to work with was the sick feeling in his stomach, and the stupid things it might drive him to do or not do in the name of self-preservation.
Back at the table, Oblita Vesper practically nipping at his heels, Dario grabbed a kitchen chair, spun around, and smashed it into her face. She went down hard; a geyser of bright red, black-speckled blood spurt out of her head, across the carpet.
“Good thing you weren’t next to the couch, Freud!” Oblita said, laughing.
He didn’t look back. Cradling his busted arm, fighting against his failing vision, he hurried to the front door. As he reached for the knob…
The door pushed open and something his mind couldn’t reconcile came through. The nearly naked thing had the frame of a drug addict—hard limbs and thin skin on a body caving in as if there was a black hole inside it. It stood on two legs, and it had two arms, but it might as well have been a reject from god’s petri dish. It wore a leather apron and leather gloves, and there was a massive butcher’s knife fixed to its leather belt. Wrapped around its head was the last of the creature’s clothing: a cobweb-colored scarf that left only its eyes exposed. From those diamond-shaped cavities, vermillion veins poured, like calcified tears, down its face, obscuring most of its mouth.
Dario took two steps backwards before he bumped into Oblita and her hammer.
“His name is E.A.973,” she whispered, her lips wet against his ear. “The Manor can be unstable during this time. He will guide us to the place.”
Staring at E.A.973 robbed Dario of any courage he had left in him. He was shivering out a monsoon of sweat. His mind was full of prayers; not his prayers, but his grandmother’s prayers—those feverish exultations that left her pallid and everyone around her speechless. And then there were his wife and daughter; the shapes of them; the hate of them; the disappointment, the dinner, and the emptiness between them. Why wasn’t death worse than missing tonight’s date?
“I don’t know what drove you to this,” Dario said, as Oblita came around him and stood beside E.A.973. “But… I know it must have been… awful for you.”
Oblita arched an eyebrow. “You hit me with a chair—”
He had, and all she had to show for it was a patch of skin on her face bubbling, like foam, until it didn’t.
“—and now you want to reason with me?”
His eyes darted back and forth between Oblita’s hammer and E.A.973’s butcher knife.
“I prefer violence, Mr. Onai,” she said. “It is the only truly reliable way to survive. We are all survivors at the Manor. What have you survived?”
Dario’s thoughts were fragmented, held together only by the threads of fight and flight. He had told himself that he wasn’t like some of the other health care providers he’d met—damaged and deranged, and desperate for vicarious validation. But something was breaking apart inside him. A dormant memory had metastasized; a traumatic tumor he’d thought he’d removed with time itself. The hammer and the pain it caused him hadn’t been the trigger. No, it was the way Oblita Vesper was standing before him, lording over him; the way she might one of the creeping things that came crawling out of the shed. It was the disgust, and it was the delight, and the deadly combination the two of them created. She was going to do terrible things to him, and she knew as well as he did there was nothing he could do it about it. He was powerless. Again.
Oblita reached out, grabbed him by his bloody, likely broken elbow, and wrenched him forward. Yelping, with hot stars of pain burrowing into his bones, he went past her and her monster, through the front door, and out into the third-floor hallway.
Except it couldn’t have been the third-floor hallway. Gone were the spotless tiles checkered with red and black diamonds—in their place, a long stretch of smoothed dirt, with fleshy, throbbing pustules bleeding maggot-white liquids around themselves. Gone was the wallpaper and garden of pink flowers it played host to—like a dirty magnifying glass pressed to ancient art, the designs were enlarged, unfocused abortions of color behind the fatty walls. Gone were the chandeliers that twinkled out twilight light—from where they were now hung roots, vermillion veins not unlike those in E.A.973’s eyes, and in their clutches, bones.
The air was oppressive; wet, scummy, it was like the bottom of an old rock in a sewage pipe. Dario could hear water running all around, as if it were raining inside the opaque walls; or as if the Manor had finally plummeted into the river.
There was no sunlight, either, because there were no windows. The only light that lit the hallway came from the tenants holding candles in their yawning doorways. Four to Dario’s left and five to his right, each tenant was different when it came to age, sex, and ethnicity. The commonality that which they could all claim was that someone or something had claimed a part of them. Each tenant was disfigured, disabled; each one was missing pieces of themselves, and they wore the badge of their amputation proudly, practically waving it at Dario to give witness to their sacrifice.
There was the mother and child he’d seen earlier with the squirt guns, and past them, the jackass who had been jerking off to TV static. And then there were the others. The gray-haired guy with gecko-like features, whose lips, as far as Dario could tell by the gouges in his enamel, had been literally ground off. The twenty-something woman with rainbow-colored weaves, whose cleavage was the gray scar tissue from where her breasts had been removed. The four-hundred-pound bowling ball of a man, whose skin was craterous and whose right arm was missing completely. The little boy with the fast-food crown and one hundred-dollar bills exploding from his pockets, whose throat had been ravaged and whose body sagged, as if bones had been removed. The elderly woman, with no eyes or feet, who leaned against a coat rack with IV bags hanging off it, alternating between puffs on her cigarette and asthma inhaler.
And then there was the person he must have heard earlier, the one who’d spoken to him as he knocked on Oblita’s door—the one who he couldn’t tell was male or female by their voice alone. Looking at them now, he still couldn’t discern their sex. They had no arms or legs, and pouches were attached to their torso, where urine and feces passed through plastic tubing that fed in and out of their body. They had been shaved, and they looked soft, pliable; bed sores or some form of psoriasis left them looking raw. The candle they held was wedged into their belly button. They didn’t seem to mind the hot wax that coated their stomach, or the flame that was inching towards it. And why should they? For all they’d undoubtedly endured, the pain had probably gone so far it might’ve transformed into something like pleasure. Transubstantiation of the most terrible kind; a cannibalized coping skill.
Dario’s sensations were shutting down. One by one, feeling by feeling, thought by thought, his body orphaned him to numbness. He didn’t know what he was looking at, or where he was, or what was going to happen to him. His arm was useless to him; his elbow was swollen like a balloon, and he could feel things breaking inside his flesh when he tried to move it. His eyeball felt like a marble in his skull; the skin around his face felt tight, as if it were constricting into one great mound. There was no getting away, only going along. He had been marooned here once, in the same kind of dangerous, unknown hell, and here he was again—nothing learned; everything gained, immediately lost.
E.A.973 took out the butcher knife and gently pressed its blade against the back of Dario’s neck. It cut into his skin, worked itself into a gap between the bones of his spinal cord. Using it like a rudder, the creature guided Dario to where it and Oblita wanted him to go.
Dario didn’t dare resist; he knew all too well what would happen if he did. He walked past each tenant, and as he did, they blew out their candles and retreated into their apartments. The only person who didn’t move was the one who couldn’t: the sexless puddle of flesh, kept alive by some maniac’s miracle, who lay in the middle of the ground, chewing on the tubing stuffed down their bulging throat.
“This floor is reserved for those who have given to the cause,” Oblita said.
Dario blinked the tears out of his eyes. He had worked with many people who had been born with disabilities. He knew the capabilities, the strengths they possessed that not even the so-called “able-bodied” could compete with. This trunk of a person wasn’t disabled; their body was a massacre made flesh.
“It has been here longer than the others. It has given almost everything, and it has been rewarded greatly.”
“It?” Dario said, shaking. “That’s a person.”
Oblita snorted and asked the quadriplegic, “What are you?”
They struggled with the spit in their throat. “Whatever… I—” vomit dribbled down their chin, “—need… to be.”
“See? With the right sacrifice, a person at the Manor can be anything they need. And what need have they for limbs they do not use? What good are legs if a person does not leave? What good are arms if a person is fed and bathed and clothed by another?”
Oblita tapped E.A.973 on the shoulder, and it urged Dario forward.
“Tongues are unnecessary, when I can speak on their behalf,” she said. “There are so many parts of the human body that can be put to a better use. Those that live in the Manor are not living. This is where the dead go to die.”
Dario stopped at the cavernous hole in the wall where the stairwell should have been. He turned to face Oblita, and in doing so, noticed that all the candles had gone out, and all the tenants were gone.
“These are people,” he whispered. “They’re not things.”
“They are useless. They feed off those who have more, and give almost nothing in return. They are parasites, spreading their disease of poverty throughout their communities. If it ended with them, I would understand, but it continues on with their children, and their children’s children.”
“Bullshit,” Dario said, regaining some of his courage. “I’ve known… so many. I’ve seen so many. You can’t… say that. I was one of them.”
“And yet here you are, where you’ve always belonged.” Oblita cocked her head. “I can help them in ways your programs cannot.”
“By butchering them?”
E.A.973 applied more pressure to the butcher knife. Dario could feel hot blood slipping out of the cut on his neck, down his back.
“Trimming the fat, bringing them back to their most basic needs. I get what I want. They get what they want.”
Dario slipped into the darkness filling the stairwell, using the tips of his toes to prod for steps. “What do you want?”
“What you’ll all want, when the time comes,” Oblita said. “Now, hush, please. It’s best to limit communication while crossing the Membrane. We wouldn’t want to draw… unwanted attention.”
The Membrane? He wanted to decipher her cryptic statement, but navigating his surroundings was more important. She was leading him somewhere, to some unspeakable act; if there was an escape along the way, he had to take it, despite how badly his biology was begging him to do otherwise. Action would solicit a reaction. All his life he had been a deer in the headlights; never killed, only clipped by the oncoming atrocity, it had worked so far. But something deep inside him, something primal, told him that wouldn’t work anymore. He couldn’t stand by, like he’d done when he was young, and watch the beatings, and take the leftover licks. Those three were only kids, like himself; it had gone on for too long, but…
Dario felt a sinking feeling in his groin as his feet slipped off the edge of something in the stairwell’s dark. He scrambled backwards, into the slimy embrace of E.A.973’s leather apron. Oblita whispered something, plucked something; in her outstretched palm, an orb burned with nightmarish green light. Immediately, the stairwell was illuminated, and like back the way they’d came, nothing here was the same. She handed the orb to Dario.
The stairwell itself had been transformed into what appeared to be a large drainpipe. There were no steps, only a single path carved into the gunk-covered stonework. Even with the limited light he held, Dario could tell that this vertical drop went far beyond the original property of the Manor. Listening closely, he could hear what sounded like water roiling in those black depths. But when he leaned farther over the ledge and his nose caught the bitter updraft, he realized it wasn’t water at all, but blood. A whole river of blood, flowing beneath them.
E.A.973 jammed the butcher knife deeper into Dario’s neck. A sharp stinging sensation shot into his skull, and so he made the descent.
Dario was a religious man. He believed hell came in many forms, whether it was homelessness, spousal abuse, or even war itself. But the truest form of hell? It was personal; specific and unique to every individual. That was what his mother had taught him, and that was what he believed with every ounce of his being, especially now. Because he was in hell. And this drainpipe? He recognized it. Maybe it wasn’t the same as before, but he got the hint. After all these years, it was time for him to be the one who truly suffered.
There were cracks in the walls. Large enough to look through, so he did. On the other side, across what seemed like a chasm, was another vertical shaft with a path carved directly into it. Marching down this path were people, too—tenants, he assumed—holding candles, or holding one another, depending on the nature of their mutilation.
Dario’s busted eye started to hurt badly. He tried to apply pressure to it with the arm Oblita had bashed and retched from the pain it caused him. His head felt fuzzy, like the TV static the wheelchair-bound man had been jerking off to. Desperate, he took the ball of green light Oblita had given him and held it to the swollen pouch of skin around his eye. It was simultaneously warm and cool to the touch, and numbing. It was good enough.
At the first door-sized hole in the drainpipe, Oblita told him to stop. E.A.973 flattened Dario against the wall with its arm to his neck, to give her enough room to get by. She slipped into the hole, the hammer raised high, and disappeared into the darkness it held.
“She…”
Confused, Dario glanced at E.A.973. The thing was trying to speak to him.
“She…” It sucked on the vermillion veins that poured out of its eyes. “Trusts.”
Dario did a double-take of the doorway—she was still gone—and said, “Please, help me.”
“Help… her.” E.A.973 pressed harder with its arm into Dario’s neck. “She… trusts.”
Dario closed his one good eye. Tears, like burning pitch, melted down his face. “I don’t know what the fuck…”
“Listen. See.” E.A.973 pressed the butcher knife to Dario’s forehead and dragged the blade down his skin.
Immediately, his eyes snapped open, and he let out a stifled scream.
E.A.973 nodded and said, “See.”
Dario gulped for air as the creature jammed its arm harder into his windpipe. For its bulk and brutality, there was a child-like quality to it. The thing wasn’t just guarding her; it was almost as if it loved her. Was she a witch? Had she conjured it from this Membrane place? It could have been one of the tenants; its body and brain taken far beyond the limits of pain, to something almost transcendental. She said she was making the most of them. Was this the most of them?
He could hear Oblita returning, so quickly Dario asked, “What are you?”
“Better.”
“Than what?”
“The last.”
“Nine-seven-two?”
It nodded.
“There were nine-hundred-and—”
Oblita emerged from the doorway. She was smiling and swinging her hammer back and forth, gleefully. Her hands were covered in shit, and the festering stench of it almost knocked Dario off his feet. She’d been digging in something.
“Let’s go. I don’t want this to be one time She stops turning a blind eye.” Oblita was consistently using her English accent now. “Come, now.”
E.A.973 finally removed its arm from Dario’s throat. He took a big gulp of air and massaged that knotted, choking sensation from his neck. As Oblita took one impatient step after the other towards him, Dario realized how bad of an idea it had been for him to have stopped moving. Like the man or woman who lifts a car off a loved one, his body had been so tightly-wound and adrenaline-soaked that now it was damn near useless to him. His muscles ached in ways and places he’d never experienced before.
Yet, he was moving. Drifting, really, towards the center of the drainpipe, where the blackness yawned and blood flowed. It was like he was being sucked inwards, called forth. His mind named it the Abyss, and it seemed so obvious, as if he’d known it before, and would know it again.
Oblita grumbled, spun the hammer. She drove the hammer downwards, claw first, into Dario’s right shoulder. It sank into his skin, let loose the blood within. He screamed in her face. She ripped the hammer away, out of his shoulder, sending a fleshy chunk of him into the salivating dark.
“Stop. God, please, stop!” Dario shambled forward, unable to apply pressure to the wound, because his left arm, his bad arm, couldn’t reach it. He dropped the orb of light into the Abyss. “Goddamn it. I can’t take this anymore.”
“They could,” Oblita said, gesturing to no one in particular. “Come see what I have brought you here to see, and listen to what I have to say, and then this will all be over.”
“I don’t know what this is!” Dario screamed.
E.A.973 fixed the butcher knife to its belt.
Oblita wiped her shit-covered hands on her jeans. “The Membrane? It’s somewhere in between Earth and elsewhere. The barrier was weakest here, and it has been growing weaker with every passing year. It is the perfect place for my work. I wouldn’t worry about it.”
“You’re not going to let me go—”
The images finally hit him: Darnell, and his two over-privileged cronies, Mark and Brad, closing in on some snot-nosed kid whose name Dario couldn’t even remember. He had been their first of the day.
“I have a family—”
He wondered what time it was, and if it was too late. His wife had said it was too late, already, but she didn’t really believe that, did she? She wouldn’t have made the call or the invitation. Another image of his wife and daughter, sitting down to have dinner with Darnell, Mark, and Brad—and Dario was the main course.
Oblita raised her hammer, as if to strike him again, and then said, “I had a family, too. It’s why we do as we do.” She took a deep breath. “Do as I say, or I will feed you to it, too.”
Dario’s tightly wound body began to unravel. Her threat hit him just as hard as her hammer would if he didn’t do as she told him. He didn’t know what she was referring to, but if it was anything like E.A.973, it was undoubtedly ungodly. Pain meant nothing to this woman, he realized, but the plan, her plan, was everything. If he could just get his shit together long enough to see it through, to make her happy… maybe there was still a chance.
With a battered eye, a broken elbow, and a bleeding shoulder, Dario went down the slope and entered the darkened doorway.
“Oblita Vesper isn’t my real name,” she whispered.
Dario stumbled, caught himself against the ribbed walls. Blinded by the blackness, he skirted the edge of this second tunnel. Occasionally, his knee would give out, as his foot dropped into a small hole, or ditch. If this was hell, he was being tested. Social work had been his penance, but apparently, it wasn’t enough.
“Surprised, I’m sure. I was young. It means something along the lines of ‘forgotten evening star.’ Again, I was young, but it stuck with me.”
Light, and sound. Dario strained himself to see father ahead, but it was still too dark. Preoccupied, he slipped, crashed down to the ground; cracked his chin against something somewhere along the way. His teeth clenched together, catching a bit of his tongue. They sank into the muscle, and like a vampire, drew blood. He gagged, drooled, and got back up.
“My real name is Ruth Ashcroft.”
She shoved Dario, and he went spilling into the next, dimly-lit room.
“In time, it will be the only Ashcroft name history will bother to remember.”
Dario scrabbled forward, eye still adjusting to this new place, and slammed into a washer and dryer. He glanced up, gasped. Four faces a few feet above glared down on him—their glazed looks seeing him, and seeing him for what he was supposed to be. Backing away, he spun in semi-circles, getting a measure of the place and those that filled it.
He was in a basement, that much was clear to him. Ugly and grey, it had all the staples a basement in this kind of building would have. Washers and dryers with worn down slots from the weekly quarter deluge; exposed piping that snaked across the wall, leaking their clouded, yellow venom in pools and stains; an uneven floor, broken up by rusted drains and the cracks that crossed it—the Manor’s splintered timelines.
But that was all that made it a basement. What was different was what mattered the most. It was the way he couldn’t see the ceiling, the way the walls caved in as they ran upwards, as if coming to a point in that impenetrable blackness of that distant pinnacle. And it was from these walls the tenants of Brooksville Manor looked in on the basement. They were standing at balconies that let out to the basement from their own apartments. To Dario, the entire effect gave the impression of an operating theater, and yet, he wasn’t the piece of meat on the slab to which their attentions were tethered. It was something else. Something behind him.
Dario turned around. There was E.A.973, stroking the vermillion veins growing out of his eye sockets. And there was Oblita… no, Ruth Ashcroft, smiling and nodding and pleased with herself. Past her was a gurney with restraints hanging off it. And farther back still, framed in orbs of nightmarish green light, the wall gave way to a scaled orifice inside which something white stirred.
Ruth asked him, “Can you guess what my favorite thing about humans is?”
Dario didn’t respond. The orifice trembled with life. The white thing creeping inside it moved towards the exit of that weeping portal.
“How easy it is to make them believe something is a god.”
“That’s… not… god,” Dario said, backing away, towards Ruth and E.A.973.
“No, it is not,” Ruth whispered, as if she didn’t want the tenants above to hear. “But when it is grown, it shall do godly things.”
Doors slammed open behind Dario. He turned around and in came Jam, the man he’d seen coming up from the basement earlier, with someone slung over his shoulder. His pristine, white tank top had a single stripe of a blood and vomit sludge mixture running down the front of it. The person over his shoulder was flailing, screaming high, pathetic, pre-pubescent pleas for help.
E.A.973 grabbed Dario by the back of his shirt, but he had no intention of intervening. He wanted to. He told himself he should. But then there they were again—Darnell, Mark, and Brad—taking center stage for the longest-running play his mind had ever known. They had another kid this time, a little boy, and his blood was on all their knuckles. Dario did nothing then.
And he did nothing now, not even as Jam walked past him, and he saw who was slung over the man’s shoulders.
Michael. It was Michael, the ten-year-old from the stairs who looked older than he was, and who asked if Dario liked to play video games. MichaelIndomitable. The kid who was so hard he could have sunk the Titanic. Now he was bawling his eyes out, kicking his legs up and down, bashing Jam’s chest to no avail.
“Help! Help! Help!” He outstretched his hands and clawed at the air, for Dario. “Help me!”
Dario jerked away from E.A.973’s grasp. He made it two steps before the creature had a fistful of his hair. It yanked him backwards, kicked his legs out from under him, so that his knees slammed into the cement ground.
“They’re going to kill me!” Michael cried. “They’re going to—”
Jam spun Michael’s body around and threw him onto the gurney. The boy exploded upwards, trying to get free, but with the restraints, Jam was faster. Arm by arm, foot by foot, the man, silent but for his heavy breathing, tied Michael down. He had done it so quickly, so effortlessly, that this couldn’t have been the first time.
Michael heaved and twisted on the gurney. The brake-lock wheels that kept it in place kept coming off the ground, but never enough to tip it over.
“Momma!” he cried to the tenants watching the scene from above. “Momma, please! Momma!”
Jam walked up to E.A.973, not acknowledging Dario at all.
“What the fuck are you doing? He’s a kid!” Dario tried to throw himself at Jam, but E.A.973 had grabbed a fresh batch of hair. To Ruth, he yelled, “Don’t do this!”
Jam cupped his hands together and held them outwards.
E.A.973 removed the butcher knife from its belt, made a symbol in the air with it, as if blessing the man, and then placed the weapon across Jam’s palms.
“Momma. Momma. Momma.” Michael went on, his voice hoarse, his mouth full of spit.
Above, the tenants shuffled and whispered amongst themselves. There was clapping, too; praise.
“Your mother has five other children, Michael,” Ruth said, never taking her eyes off Dario. “If you weren’t a mistake, then why are you here?”
“Momma. Momma. Momma.”
Jam took the butcher knife with both his hands, turned, and slowly started walking towards the gurney.
“Jesus fucking Christ!” Dario said.
He groaned as E.A.973 lifted him by his hair to his feet and then held him there, its boney arm once again pressed to his neck.
“Momma. Momma.”
More clapping from the onlookers. Somewhere in the nosebleeds, the sound of a door shutting. Michael’s mother, maybe, no longer able to witness what she’d wrought.
“Don’t do this,” Dario said.
Jam stopped at the end of the gurney and turned to Ruth Ashcroft.
“Momma. Momma.”
Dario closed his eyes—there was Darnell, waiting for him; always waiting for him—and then he opened them.
“Momma.”
Jam took one hand off the butcher knife and used it to grip the side of the gurney.
“Momma.”
He raised the butcher knife above his head.
“Momma.”
And drove it into Michael’s leg.
The ten-year-old let out a blood-curdling scream.
Faster and faster, Jam hacked Michael’s leg, chopping through meat and bone, until the cleaver clinked against the metal surface of the gurney.
“Mom… M—”
Blood poured off the gurney, splashed against the ground.
Dario mumbled a weak, “Stop it,” but there was no stopping it now. This was ritual. This was routine.
Jam crossed in front of the gurney, to the other side of Michael. He sliced into Michael’s left leg. With each cut he made, he dragged the butcher knife out of the wound, so that it caught on stray muscles and tendons. Once again, after a few seconds, the cleaver hit the top of the gurney, and so it was time for Jam to move on.
Michael had stopped speaking. Dario hoped that he was dead.
Jam went to Michael’s left arm, lifted it, and started chopping through the bicep. The boy was skinny. His bones like a dead tree branch. With the final swing, his arm came away raggedly from its spewing stump. Jam dropped the severed appendage beside the boy’s head, and then walked behind him, to the other side of the gurney.
“Stop,” Dario said, to anyone who might be listening. “Stop.”
The front of Jam was completely doused in blood. His hands were slick. He could barely hold the butcher knife. He grabbed Michael’s right arm, paused for a moment, and looked at Dario.
“Don’t,” Dario said, feeling the faintest hope. “You don’t have to—”
Jam jerked Michael’s arm, bringing the boy’s blood-gushing torso closer to him. In one strike, he separated his right arm from his body and dropped it on his chest.
“Momma.”
Shocked, Dario’s swollen eye almost opened in surprise. How the hell? How the fuck? He couldn’t still be alive.
Jam went to the top of the gurney and took Michael by the hair. He reared his arm back and aimed it for the boy’s glistening neck.
Dario closed his eye to escape what was to come, but the sounds found him all the same. The sudden, thick chords of nauseating noise: the wet splash of gore; the hollow echoes of blood drizzling on steel. He could hear bones being uprooted from their soil. Michael continued to beg for his momma, even though he couldn’t.
This was hell. He was in hell, and Dario knew exactly what he had done to deserve this. When he was thirteen, a twenty-year-old from his building, Darnell, hung out with the two high schoolers, Mark and Brad, he dealt drugs to. One day, on Dario’s way home from school, he caught Brad giving Darnell a blow job by the dumpster near the back door to the building’s basement. When Dario tried to sneak away, he ran into Mark, who had a condom wrapper in one hand and a woman’s purse in the other. Both of them owed Darnell money. Sex was the only payment outside of cash the drug dealer had been willing to accept.
Dario opened his eyes. Jam was finished. Michael’s arms, legs, and head had been cut from his body. The blood pouring off the gurney was slowing down to a steady trickle. Jam, looking weak, looking as if he finally realized what he had done, started towards E.A.973.
After they caught Dario, Darnell, Mark, and Brad didn’t lay a hand on him. Darnell knew Dario—they’d both lived in the building for as long as the other could remember—and knew how much his grandmother meant to him. Darnell called him a faggot and had Mark spit what was left of him in Dario’s face. They weren’t going to hurt him. They were going to give him a choice.
Jam stopped beside Dario. His eyes were cold, empty. The tenants above were beginning to disperse. The show was over. What was done was done, and with it done, Jam gave E.A.973 back its butcher knife.
Randomly, Darnell and his gang would jump Dario, be it before school, after school, or somewhere in the community on the weekends. They reminded him he was a faggot, a coward, and useless. They threatened to beat his grandmother, rape his mother. But if he chose someone else to take the beating, then they would be spared. He could’ve chosen himself, of course, but he never did. Instead, he chose kids at school, the ones who picked on him, the ones he hated. It seemed fair. It wasn’t at all.
E.A.973 finally let go of Dario and pushed him away. Ruth Ashcroft closed in on him, her trusty hammer poised to strike, and said, “We are almost finished here.”
Jam’s arms dropped to his side defeatedly. E.A.973 pulled back its arm and swung the butcher knife into Jam’s head, cracking open his skull. It dragged the blade out slowly, the same way Jam had done to Michael, and went at him again and again, sending pieces of flesh and bone fragments across the basement, until Jam collapsed, dead.
E.A.973 knelt down beside the corpse and started hacking it to pieces. Not just the limbs, but fingers and toes; the creature cut off every feature of Jam’s pain-wracked, death-paralyzed face. And with a handful of nose, eyeballs, lips, ears, and a tongue, it threw them onto the gurney.
Darnell’s punishment went on for months. Dario would choose a kid from his school, and Darnell, Mark, and Brad would stalk them. Dario would have to follow. They never raped anyone he chose, and he only chose boys, because he was afraid they would. Instead, they stole whatever belongings they had and, in the sewer tunnels that let out into the local creeks of Brooksville, beat the kids into unconsciousness. Dario saw it all from the shadows. Every awful thing he let happen to others, because he couldn’t face having it happen to himself. He was helpless, and made others helpless with his helplessness.
With Jam in a pile of stinking, steaming bits, E.A.973 scooped up the remains into its arms, and what it couldn’t carry, the vermillion veins curled around and held, like tentacles. In one trip, it hauled all of what had been a man to the gurney and deposited the two-hundred-pounds of gore, burying Michael beneath it, as if he wasn’t even there.
Ruth Ashcroft said, “Thank you, Edmund,” to E.A.973 and left Dario’s side for the gurney.
By the third month of Darnell’s punishment, Dario was having such bad anxiety that his mother took him to a therapist. His grades had begun to drop, as well. There were rumors at school he was somehow connected to the bullies who were beating up the kids across Brooksville. Mark and Brad had started to stare at him in ways that turned his stomach, and Darnell kept making him drink the swill at the bottom of his beer bottles. It tasted differently every time.
Ruth undid the brakes on the gurney, stood up, and started pushing it towards the large orifice. The wheels let out a piercing screech, despite the blood that oiled them. The closer she drew to the orifice, the more excited the white thing inside it became.
Dario often thought of killing Darnell, Mark, and Brad. One day, he stole a butcher knife from his mother’s kitchen and put it in his backpack. He had convinced himself it was the right thing to do, and no one would miss people like them.
Ruth slowed the gurney to a stop inches away from the orifice. With a grunt, she lifted her end up. The pile of Michael’s and Jam’s remains came together in a foul avalanche of gore and slid down the gurney, off it, and into the disgusting hole in which the white thing thrived.
For once, Dario had gone out looking for Darnell, Mark, and Brad. He checked the building and all the places where Darnell was known to deal drugs. He checked the clothing stores and gas stations where Mark and Brad were often seen. But he couldn’t find them, nor could he find anyone who had any idea of where they had gone.
Once the last of the limbs finished rolling off the gurney, Ruth quickly dropped it and backed away from the orifice.
All of the tenants were gone, now. It was just Dario, E.A.973, and Ruth.
“See,” E.A.973 told Dario.
A day later, Dario discovered Darnell had been busted for drug dealing. Mark and Brad had ratted him out, after having been caught by the police with heroin on them.
Mark and Brad did some time, and Dario never saw them again; at least, never face-to-face. Years later, Facebook suggested Dario friend them, on account of having grown up in the same neighborhood and having gone to the same school.
Dario did run into Darnell once. It had been at baseball game in Bitter Springs. He had been wearing a nice suit, and spent most of the game yelling at his girlfriend, whose name he kept mixing up with someone else’s. When Dario, who had been desperately trying to avoid him the entire time, ended up running into him in the parking lot, Darnell looked at him as if he had never seen him before in his entire life.
Darnell, Mark, and Brad had never been punished for what they had done.
And Dario, who had never told anyone about his involvement in the beatings, hadn’t either.
The white thing inside the orifice was larger than Dario realized. Distance had disguised its length and throbbing girth. It crawled forward, its upper half going first, its lower half following close behind. It navigated the insides of the massive orifice that checked the basement with a fierce intensity, the same way a leashed dog would drag its owner towards a cornered animal.
When it reached the edge of the orifice, the creature reared back, and Dario saw in full its grotesque glory. It was the length and width of a pick-up truck, with two brown chevrons and two black pincers as its defining facial feature. There were smaller, darker markings that ran up and down both sides of the beast; the markings and the coloration came together in a deep black patch at the thing’s tail-end. At first, Dario thought it was a worm, but it wasn’t a worm at all.
It was a maggot.
The Maggot jammed its face into the gory remains and began gulping down the skin and organs. When it came to liquids, the overgrown grub absorbed them directly through its piss-colored outer-layer. Like a chameleon, it took on the color of carnage, and then the blood receded into the thing’s starving depths.
“What do you think?” Ruth asked.
Dario didn’t respond.
E.A.973 turned away and walked off into the shadows.
“You must have a lot of questions,” she persisted.
Dario didn’t. He really didn’t. Over the course of two hours, everything he had ever known or thought he knew about the world and the people who inhabited it had been destroyed, and then desecrated. In the back of his mind, he knew he had a date to keep, but his dates had no need to keep him now. When a social worker didn’t take care of themselves, or took too much of others and their problems in, they often suffered burn-out. Dario was beyond that now. Ruth had scorched his reason, his sanity; she had incinerated his soul.
The Maggot, having finished its meal, glanced up from the orifice and into the basement. Though it could not express any emotions, Dario recognized that absent look. The creature was hungry. It wanted another meal.
But as it lurched forward to claim the fresh meat before it, the orifice faded into non-existence. Like a hologram giving out to electrical failure, the wretched window went fuzzy, out of focus. And then, as if it had never been there at all, it was gone, replaced by a bland, water-stained cement wall.
It didn’t stop there. The grand, slanted ceiling had vanished as well. The operating theater closed down in a matter of seconds, and whereas before Dario couldn’t see the top of the basement, he could now nearly touch it if he stood on the tips of his toes.
Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that the basement had shrunk, too, in width and length. There were more washers and dryers, and a clothesline with drying clothes hanging from it. More piping, too, and the catchy chorus of a pop song coming in from underneath the metal door that led into the place.
Dario gasped and gave everything he had to keep from fainting. The Maggot was gone. The Membrane was gone. He had seen what Ruth Ashcroft had wanted him to see, and he had heard what she had wanted him to hear. It was over.
Ruth pocketed the hammer into her jeans. She shrugged, smiled, and said with her arms outstretched, “Well, are you ready?”
The question drove tears out of Dario’s eyes. “What?”
“To get started.”
He closed his eye, shook his head.
“I’m ready to talk now.”
He shook his head harder.
“Isn’t that why you came here? To get to know me? To help me?”
Dario swallowed hard; his jaw was quivering so badly it made his teeth hurt.
“Let’s give the session another go.”
Dario opened his eye, and saw from the way she flirted with the head of the hammer he had no choice in the matter. “Why?” he said with a rasp.
“Why do you do what you do at all? Can’t everyone change if given a chance?”
“I don’t… have a choice… in this,” Dario said.
“You do, and you did,” Ruth said, extending her hand to him. “You chose to do nothing. Doing a little more nothing isn’t going to kill you. It’s the opposite you have to worry about.”
Hand-in-hand, Ruth led Dario through Brooksville Manor like a mother would an overwhelmed child their first time at the mall. As it had in the basement, the Membrane had vanished, leaving no trace of its otherworldly presence or the putrescent, bio-organic material of which it was comprised. Everything was exactly as it had been a few hours ago, except it all carried a different meaning, a different tone. He was losing his mind—that much he could be certain of—but the place seemed changed, or at least, revealed. It had the atmosphere of a building locked-up for the evening; too quiet, too stagnant; where anything could lurk around any corner; and the things that had been hidden in the light gave themselves over to the trusted embrace of the dark.
Coming out of the basement, from the doorway Dario initially met Jam at, they passed the apartment with the picture of the black Jesus who held blood drop-shaped faces in one hand, and maggots in the other. Seeing it again, Dario bit his lip so hard he took a chunk out of it. The writing had been on the walls. He just hadn’t yet learned the cryptic language of the cult.
He went up the stairwell as if he were going to the gallows. In his mind, he replayed his past and present crime of inaction. He couldn’t remember the names or the faces of the children he’d led to Darnell’s fists. And try as he might, he already felt Michael leaving him, like a sickness his body had decided it needed to be rid of. It was easier that way, to remember the remains than the thing to which they belonged. The more ambiguity, the hazier the recollections became.
He told his clients it wasn’t healthy to bury the guilt, the hurt, but there he was again, as he had been before, shovel in hand and a grave before him. All the old corpses were there, just as fresh they’d been the day he threw them in. Some, like Darnell, had clawed their way out, but he was still strong enough to put them back. The problem was the memory of Michael, and the event that had been his marriage. They wouldn’t budge. His mind was clinging to them. They refused to be cast like old stones into a well, to be forgotten until they were new again.
Then it came to him, from where he least it expected it.
Ruth Ashcroft, reaching the third floor, turned and asked, “What have you learned from hell?”
The immediate answer that came to mind was nothing, but that wasn’t true. At the risk of sounding like a suicidal teenager, hell had been his mentor his entire life. By its hammers and fires he had been molded and shaped. For years he had convinced himself that he wasn’t like a lot of the other social workers he met, but he was. For eight hours a day, he absorbed the agonies of others and used it as glue to seal the wounds in ways alcohol and pills hadn’t been able to. He was still cynical, and he was still naïve, and he wasn’t very popular, not with his wife or daughter or his so-called friends, because in all his helping years, the only person he was trying to do right by was himself, and he had been doing it in every wrong way.
Social work was the shell in which he hid. It had never been about the client, and because he told himself it was, it had never been about him, either. He had been spinning wheels, choking on the fumes. He usually made one grand show of things—hitting Ruth with the chair—and when it failed, as it inevitably did, he caved-in to what he figured was fate.
But not this time. Not anymore. He didn’t have enough fingers on his hands to count those he’d damned. Dario had a duty to protect, a duty to warn; a duty to do something other than let Michael’s tortured cries for his momma ring out through his head. The boy deserved better. They all did. And if Dario lost it all trying to get it for them, then he would lose it all.
He would trust in god now, like his grandmother had always told him to. The real god, the true god; not the Maggot that infested the Manor’s bowels, or the beasts Ruth warned of in the Membrane. If he had learned anything, it was that, through hell, he could finally find heaven.
Ruth led Dario into the third-floor hallway, where, once again, the floor was tiled and the walls wallpapered, and the chandeliers were transformed back into their gentler selves. Whispers fell in on them from every direction, as the curious undoubtedly tracked them behind their apartment doors and through their peepholes. He noted surprise in their voices, as if they couldn’t believe he was alive.
The chandelier that had gone out earlier flickered back on above 310. Dario wondered if Michael’s mother and siblings had just moved in there, and if they were reaping the spoils of their slaughter. It made him sick to his stomach, so into his shell of social work he retreated and acknowledged with monkish indifference the decision they’d made. A colony run by a monster did make of those who lived there monsters. Through therapy, he had connected with and even cared for criminals, whether they were murderers or sex offenders. At least when it came to the tenants of Brooksville Manor, he knew it wasn’t ghosts that haunted their skulls, but a demon possessing their bodies.
Ruth pushed open the door to her apartment. It was unlocked. Dario imagined it always was. The fruity rot of the old man, Herbert North, greeted them like the help. Ruth picked up the chair that Dario had used to try and beat her brains in, and Dario went and stood beside the table and his work bag next to it.
For a moment, his mind swam in the high-tide of déjà vu. He had been here before, not long before, but to say that everything was the same would ask of Dario to be that same scared, cowardly kid he had always been and just recently shed. His eye was swollen shut; his left arm was broken; his right shoulder was a bloody emblem of idiocy; he was dehydrated badly; and there, in his mind’s eye, the death of MichaelIndomitable looped, one cleaver cut at a time. It would be there forever. It shouldn’t be archived. He didn’t want it to be.
Dario cleared his throat, killed his thoughts, murdered his feelings, and with the cleanest of affections, said, “Hello, I’m Dario Onai from the Brooksville Community Health Center. You must be Ruth Ashcroft?”
Ruth nodded, apparently pleased that this was about to play out exactly as she wanted it to. “I am,” she said, in a proud English accent. “Thank you for coming to see me. I imagine it must have been hell getting here at this hour.”
He swallowed his revulsion. “Yes.”
She laid the hammer on the table in between them. It was a dare, a part of her violent dance. She’d spent so long in this depraved kingdom she seemed to relish opportunities such as these, where her rule could be challenged, and those that dared challenge her could be put down with ease.
“You may have heard this before,” Dario said, “but anything you tell me is confidential.”
“Unless I intend on harming myself, someone else, or if I know a child is being harmed.”
“Yes—” Momma, Momma, Michael cried out in Dario’s head, “—that’s correct.”
Ruth twisted a long strand of hair around her finger. “Where should I begin?”
“With the thing that has been bothering you the most,” Dario said—his swollen eye, broken elbow, and mauled shoulder singing in seething harmony. “Start with… where all this started.”
“I was born 1878.” She paused, as if waiting for his shock.
He gave her no response. After everything, she would have to do better than that.
“I was born in 1878 in a small village in England. My mother’s name was Amelia Ashcroft, and my brother’s name… Why aren’t you writing this all down?”
Dario swallowed blood, leaned over, took out her folder from his bag, and started documenting what she’d told him.
Frustrated, she carried on. “My brother’s name was Edmund Ashcroft.”
Edmund Ashcroft. E.A.973. Dario’s pen skipped across the page. Nine-hundred-and-seventy-three. What the hell did that mean?
“He and I have different fathers. I cannot remember their names, but they were abusive, to us and my mother. She killed them, my mother. Stabbed one, kicked the other down the stairs.”
“Was she arrested?”
“No, the Ashcroft family was once a powerful family, and it had many ties. Unbeknownst to my mother, the last surviving member of the Ashcroft family other than ourselves was keeping a close eye on us, keeping us the best that he could out of harm’s way. His name was Amon Ashcroft, and he was my great uncle.
“He wrote to my mother one day. They had once been close, almost inseparable, when she was a little girl, but then he disappeared. She had thought he was dead. In his letter, he begged her to return to the family estate, to allow him to make right everything that had gone wrong. Reluctantly, my mother agreed, and we then set out for the countryside.
“There was something very wrong with the land near the Ashcroft estate. Villages were abandoned, and a strange pestilence was rooted there. It took the form of vermillion-colored veins.”
Dario whispered, “Like those coming out of E.A.973’s eyes?”
“The very same, actually. But all will be explained in due time.” Ruth exhaled slowly, smiled. “There was something wrong with the Ashcroft estate as well. The pestilence hadn’t spread there, but originated from that ruin. I said that the rest of the family had died out, and this is true. While my grandmother and grandfather, uncles and aunt had died due to natural causes, those that came before them perished for a more sinister cause. Sacrifice.”
Dario felt himself drifting into her orbit, the same as the poor and the destitute drifted into Brooksville Manor’s. He reached across the table, grabbing the bottle of water that was still there, and chugged it. She wanted him to fall under her spell. He couldn’t let that happen.
“The Ashcroft family, for as long as anyone could remember, had found fame and fortune in the forging of an unholy alliance with a creature that lived far below the estate, where, like here, the barrier between our world and the Membrane was weak. The price they paid for Its services was bodies. Children of the Ashcroft line had to be sacrificed to Its insatiable hunger. And they were. The women of the family were bred like cattle, so that those who had been given a pardon from the ceremony could live, while others, such as newborns with deformities, or children with little potential, could take their places.”
If Ruth Ashcroft had told him this earlier, when they had first met and she still went by Oblita Vesper, he would have immediately diagnosed her as psychotic, schizophrenic, or as having some other delusional disorder, possibly brought on by a medical condition. But he’d seen what lurked in the basement, what lurked beyond the walls of this reality, and he believed her completely. She had planned this perfectly. But why? Why did she give a shit about what he thought?
He engaged her to show that he listening: “Did Amon know?”
“Yes, that is why he called us back. The creature needed a new pawn, my mother. However, Amon had other plans. He had discovered a weapon in those years he was away, a weapon that could possibly destroy the monster. He thought my mother could get closer than It would allow him. He was a cowardly man, and my mother was the bravest woman I’ve ever known. When the creature’s minions stole my brother and I, she went into the bowels of the house and destroyed the creature. Or at least, she believed she had.
“When my mother returned from her ordeal, Amon was changed. The vermillion veins had consumed him. He became an agent of the creature, a harbinger. Or perhaps it was only a copy of Amon created by the beast. I never knew. The house released my brother and me, and with my mother, we were infected with the vermillion pestilence.
“My mother, brother, and I were recruited into the creature’s cause. We went with Amon from the estate to a neighboring village, Cairn, and there we set about spreading the pestilence, the influence, if you will, of the creature further. We did fairly well, until an investigator arrived to stop us.
“His name was Herbert North.”
Dario clenched his jaw. “The old man in your bathtub?”
“The very same.”
“But that was so long ago.”
“Yes, it was,” Ruth said, dreamily, “but we had attempted to convert him to the cause. In doing so, he was given an extended life, like me and my brother and mother, and Amon. He overcame the vermillion hunger, though, and killed my brother and my mother. We killed many people in Cairn, and I burned down the village before Amon and I slipped away. I thought the killing would make my grief go away, but it did not.”
Dario lurched forward; the pen twisted up in his hand before dropping onto the table. He closed his eye. In the noisy darkness of his lids, he saw the veins and amorphous shapes, and other things his optometrist told him not to worry about, and yet he did now more than ever, because what if they hadn’t always been there?
He had lost a lot of blood from where Ruth had taken a chunk out of his shoulder, and his body’s reserves were running on fumes. Feeling a pressure on that same shoulder, he opened his eye to find her wrapping a bandage around it. In front of him was a bag of ice. He had only closed his eye for a second, but it may as well have been an eternity.
“You are a tough man,” Ruth said, putting the finishing touches on the wrap. She picked up the bag of ice and pressed it to his swollen eye. “Hold it.”
Spitting, cringing, he managed to get his arm high enough to hold the ice there.
“There is something I have to tell you about the creature our family swore allegiance to. I can tell that you are a religious man. In the basement, I saw you mouthing prayers.”
Had he been? Dario drove the bag of ice harder against the throbbing swell of flesh.
“The creature wasn’t just some creature. The orifice in which you saw the Maggot belonged to It.”
“You said—” he coughed, “—the creature your family served was… in Europe.”
“It is. It is very large and Its domain occupies an even larger space inside the Membrane. It is no creature, though. It is much more than that, Dario Onai. It is God.”
He lowered the bag of ice, cheek twitching.
“Not a god, but the God.”
It took everything Dario had not to debate with her, but he managed to manage his words. He was a social worker. She was a client. It was not his place to challenge her, not yet.
“The Vermillion God, that is Its name. It had been lying dormant a very long time, until the Ashcroft family caused It to stir and gave It a reason to take an interest in our world. They did not know it was God, but Amon did, and so when Amon and I left Cairn, we left as missionaries, to bring the true God to those who had unknowingly placed their beliefs in false idols.
“For years we crossed the continents, breaking down the barrier between the Membrane and this world.”
“How does one… do that?”
“Religion reigns supreme in a world unshackled by science and technology. Amon and I tapped into the supernatural and gave rise to ‘monsters.’ We planted carnivorous trees, coaxed forth ghosts and phantasms. We unleashed beasts from the Membrane that the people had only read of in books, or heard of in tall tales. We gave life to every urban legend and horror story humans had ever told. In the deserts, we resurrected ghouls. In the mountains, we unleashed wendigos. We supplemented the rituals of Witches, and encouraged the efforts of spellweavers. But most importantly, we spread It where we went. The vermillion veins are Its veins—tangible proof of Its existence. In the soil we planted the veins, and in the minds of others, we planted Its word.”
Dario was starting to get his bearings again. “You brought monsters into the world. Are monsters not evil?”
“Are they?” Ruth asked him such a way that she seemed to really want to know. “Are they any different than any other species in an ecosystem? Do you think they think highly of us?”
“Good point,” he mumbled. “Releasing these monsters… it broke down the barrier between the natural and supernatural world?”
Cheerfully, she said, “It did. God is easier to accept when those supposedly ‘godless’ things—” she laughed, lost in a memory, “—are allowed to run free.”
“And you planted these vermillion veins…”
“To increase God’s influence. To show It how far It could go.”
“Did the people believe in what you were saying?”
“Some, but not all of them. This was the early 1900s. People were stubborn, and stupid, and devoted to the god which had a monopoly on the afterlife.”
“How do you know It’s God?”
“I’ve seen It. Have you seen your god?”
Dario didn’t respond.
“My God has a body and a will, and Its power can be felt and seen at all times. I do not need faith to know that which I can see with my eyes and hear with my ears.”
Dario changed the subject: “You and Amon went your separate ways.”
Ruth nodded, played with the hammer on the table. “We made our way to the United States and did what needed to be done. We visited a plantation in the South—Carpenter Plantation. It was owned and run by a man named Abel, and he was one of the most powerful families in the South at the time. Amon wanted to use Carpenter Plantation as a portal by which vermillion veins could be harvested and propagated.
“It did not go well.” Ruth picked up the hammer and squeezed its handle tightly. “Abel became obsessed with me. He tried to rape me, and when I told Amon he said I should have let it happen, I snapped. Amon and I beat each other to a bloody pulp that night. The next morning, Amon was gone, and I was left alone there. Abel had already started construction on the plantation to turn it into something else; a prison, I think, to keep me there forever.
“He thought I was a child, and because Amon had abandoned me, I did not know what to do. I had no one, and my only purpose in life was derived from his. But in my wanderings of the Membrane, I had discovered something, and with my hatred, I was given a purpose.”
Dario’s hand hurt badly from trying to keep up with everything Ruth was telling him. At first, he had been jotting it down for the sake of appeasing her, but now, he was invested, hanging on her every word as if they were the ledge from which he dangled about the claws of Death. If he escaped Brooksville Manor tonight, he would have to have something, anything, to explain what’d happened here.
“Alone, in a new country, with someone who didn’t respect you, and no family? That must have been so hard for you,” he said.
Ruth shook her head, and then admitted: “Yes, yes. But I knew what I had to do. There was a Witch. Her name was Pain, and pain was her game.” She snorted. “I summoned her to Carpenter Plantation, told her to go to town torturing the family, especially Abel. Before I left, I filled him with vermillion veins, to make sure he had a long and terrible life under Pain’s watch.”
“Revenge is important to you,” Dario said.
“Isn’t it to you?”
Dario could still hear Darnell laying into the children in the sewers, one wet, heavy punch at a time. He thought about the drunk driver who had killed his mother while she was crossing the street. He thought about his father, who he’d bumped into at the grocery store once, and who didn’t offer any apology for abandoning him and his mom before Dario was born. He thought about the boy who had groped his daughter in gym class, and how, despite all his fury, he had said nothing at all to the boy’s father, because the boy’s father was larger and meaner, and head of the PTA.
“I don’t know,” Dario said. “I let people walk all over me.”
Ruth leaned in. “Why do you do it?”
“I used to think I was afraid of what would happen to me if I stood up for myself. But maybe I’m afraid of what I might to do them if I did.”
“You can never do enough to a person,” Ruth said. “Even if they die, you can always go further.”
“What did you do to Amon?” Dario asked.
“For a while I tracked him, but he was always one step ahead of me. He had discovered ways to move around the country that I was not privy to. Once or twice, we did cross paths, but I could do nothing to him. He was still my Amon, and the man who had taken care of me when I had lost everything else.”
Brooksville Manor shook; a picture frame fell off Ruth’s wall, and the glass shattered.
Raising an eyebrow, she continued. “While I was looking for ways into the Membrane, I tried to live a normal life for a while. I formed many connections, mostly criminal, and made a lot of money off the prohibition. When World War I and II happened, I roamed the cities and embedded myself into businesses, for no reason other than I could, and no one would stop me.”
“What about God?”
“Yes, God. When Amon and I had been traversing the Membrane, I discovered an opening into God. An orifice into Its gastrointestinal track. And there was something inside it.”
“The Maggot.”
“Yes, the Maggot. It had been so very small, then, but it spoke to me, and to me alone. Amon said to pay it no mind, but I always found a way to come back to it. The Maggot warned me of the Vermillion God, what It was capable of. The God had already consumed worlds and eons, and the Maggot had formed from the corpses and cultures digesting there.
“After Amon left me, and before I arrived here, I spent my time searching for the Membrane, as I said. And I did find it. The openings were temporary, but I was powerful enough to make the most of them. For thirty years, I fed people to the Maggot as often as I possibly could.”
Dario’s eye fell on the hammer in her hand.
“I counted, once, how many I killed. It was almost a thousand.”
“To feed… the Maggot?”
“God slumbered, and the Maggot needed to grow. But it wasn’t only me. I had an accomplice.”
Dario said, “E.A.973.”
“Well, it was only E.A.1 through E.A.612 at that point.”
“Edmund Ashcroft.”
“It isn’t my brother, but a representation of my brother. With the Membrane and the veins, I can mold pathetic recreations of him. They all have kept me company, and they all took the falls for my crimes, so that I could keep the Maggot fed.”
Dario had to keep the conversation going, to keep this new surge of adrenaline pumping through his veins. Without it, he’d be done for. “You said you came here because the barrier to the Membrane was weakest.”
“I did. Amon and I spent a lot of time in Brooksville, Bedlam, and Bitter Springs. Brooksville Manor had been constructed in response to the United States’ government’s push to provide low-incoming housing for the poor. With the barrier at its weakest and with an almost infinite supply of… stock—”
Someone screamed outside in the hallway.
“—I knew this was the place I had to be.” She paused and said aloud, “Edmund, please, go check what is going on out there.”
Out of nowhere, E.A.973 materialized. The gaunt, garish, museum-exhibit of flesh and bones built itself into existence from the living room, until it was standing behind Ruth in its leather apron, with the butcher knife attached to its belt. It had been there the whole time.
E.A.973 nodded, walked past Dario, but not before giving him a pat on the shoulder, and then opened the door and went into the hallway.
“But you… killed Michael.” Dario used restraint to shape the tone of his voice, to avoid it sounding judgmental. “And Jam.”
“I did, but that is not typical of what happens here. The Maggot’s appetite has grown exponentially. For years, I fed it limbs. Pieces of the tenants. We have a system here, Mr. Onai. Would you like to hear it?”
He nodded, and noted how she had let go of the hammer.
Brooksville Manor rumbled again. And again, as he had hours before, he heard something inside the walls.
“The newest tenants live on the bottom-most floor. As people pass away or lose faith, the tenants are shifted. There is a clear distinction of progress in Brooksville Manor. The ultimate goal is to live on the third floor, with myself.”
“They do that by sacrificing their bodies?”
“Yes, they do. There is a culture in Brooksville Manor, you see, and it is one that I have created. It is a living building, a country all its own. Everything is provided for, the same way your government supposedly provides for its people. I take their checks, and I take their needs into consideration, and I give them what they need.”
“And they go along with it?”
“Most of them do, but it is usually the youth that rebel. And that is fine. I make the most of them.”
More sounds from inside the walls.
“I give them everything, and they give everything they have, because to them the Maggot is god. They believe it is the Maggot that provides for them. And whereas your god only seems to answer prayers through sheer coincidence, the Maggot is reliable, and it is timely.”
“But it’s not god.”
“No, it is not, but that is okay. Do you always buy name-brand when you go to the store?”
Dario shook his head.
“But unless you really look for it, you seldom notice the difference between it and generic.”
“That’s true,” he said.
“It is. These are people that are nothing. They are already dead; dead to themselves and this world. They are whores and drug addicts, rapists and murderers. They are a drain to the system, your system.”
“How do you know?” Dario asked.
“I know,” she said, resolutely.
“If you think so lowly of them and this world, why does it bother you so much what they do to it?”
“I love this world,” Ruth said, cocking her head. “Everything I do, I do for this world.”
“You’ve filled it with monsters. You have murdered thousands of people.”
“I have.”
“Is that love?”
“You would do anything for the ones you love, wouldn’t you?”
Dario didn’t answer, because he wasn’t sure he would.
“The Vermillion God is real. And Amon is going to awaken It. This is inevitable. The Maggot is not God, but it has lived inside God, and it was formed by those that resisted God’s efforts. I’m not trying to destroy the world at all. I am trying to save it. When the Vermillion God awakens, so, too, will the Maggot, and it will stop God from enslaving everything and everyone.”
The bag of ice had melted in the heat inside Dario’s hand. It hung limply over it, like a body bag. “You said you were trying to summon the Vermillion God with Amon.”
“I was, but not anymore.”
“Do you not believe in It?”
“I do. I believe in It so much, that is why I have done what I have done all these years. It is God, but I do not want It. And neither will you or anybody else, once you see what It is capable of.”
More shouting, coming from somewhere on the second floor. Doors rattling; a loud thump; more noise in the walls.
Dario asked, “What is…?”
But Ruth cut him off. “I know that I am a terrible person, but I am still human.” She pulled down her blouse, where her breasts were covered in vermillion veins. “Despite every inhuman thing I have done and gone through, I am still human.
“I did not want this. I did not want to become this. I thought I was doing the right thing by trying to bring God into this world, but I was wrong. I thought I was doing the right thing by trying to feed Its nemesis, but now I am not so sure. I found Herbert North the other day, coming home with his partner from a case on the west coast, and killed him, thinking it would make me feel better. And it didn’t.
“The people that live in Brooksville Manor repulse me, and I do get pleasure bending to them to my will, and yet, at the same time, I am unsettled. I lie in my bed most of the day. I abuse E.A.973 for no reason other than it is there to abuse. I relish seeing the Maggot, and yet the feedings leave me empty. I have started to drink. I have—” she pointed to the scars on her neck, “—started to hurt myself.
“At first, I only did what I did to get back at Amon. I wanted to show him I didn’t need him. Later, I did what I did because I could, because no one would stop me. I wanted fulfillment. Now, I do what I do because it is routine, and because I have done it for so very long, and because I do not know anything else. I am not a gentle woman. I break everything I touch. The God inside me will not let me be anything else, and all I’ve ever wanted is to be happy. I cannot cope with what I’ve become.”
Dario was able to open his left eye a little. With his vision partially restored, and with Ruth Ashcroft’s supposed life laid out before him, he saw her in a somewhat different light. She was fidgeting, and her eyes were large. She had made tiny braids in her hair from the anxiety that had taken to her hands. She looked her age, which was one hundred and then some, as if the confidence she’d lost was the glamour that’d run out. The vermillion veins on her exposed chest were revolting, but like the needle in the junkie’s arm, they were also part of the problem. Dario hadn’t known who Ruth Ashcroft was, nor had he known Oblita Vesper, but he knew desperation when he saw it. She couldn’t go to a priest for guidance, because they would only validate what she’d done. Did she want out? Did she want to convert him?
Another scream from outside the apartment.
Dario went to stand, but Ruth started talking again.
“Can I be helped?”
Dario set down his pen. As a social worker, he had to believe everyone could be helped; otherwise, what the fuck was the point of his job? Even if it was the smallest of changes, it still meant something. Ruth Ashcroft was the most terrifying person he had ever met, but he had seen the Maggot with his own eyes. He didn’t, and wouldn’t, believe her about the Vermillion God. But the Maggot was real, and as far as he could tell, so too, to her, were the actions she’d made and the reasons that justified them.
“Would you help me? If you could?”
More screams. Something being torn down. This time, Dario did stand, and he looked to the front door, which E.A.973 had closed behind it.
“Ruth… there’s something going—”
“I’m your client,” she said, standing. “Will you come back to see me?”
“I… you… I have to report you… for everything. You know that.”
“It won’t make a difference. The police won’t come. They never do.”
Sounds in the walls, like dirt shaking free from the topsoil and cascading upon a grave.
“I won’t hurt you. You know that.” She slid the hammer across the table towards him. “I could have, but I did not. You might save them, saving me.”
Dario opened his mouth to stutter out some bullshit answer when E.A.973 burst into the apartment, screaming, “Sister, my sister! The Maggot has come for you!”
Ruth backed out of her chair, knocking it to the ground. Mouth quivering out malformed words, she ran past Dario and into the hallway.
Dario grabbed the hammer off the table, pocketed it, and then hid what still showed underneath his shirt. He picked up his bag, dropped it as E.A.973 slipped its hard hands under his armpits and jerked him to his feet. His skin stung where the imposter had touched him, as if it had left behind hairs or nettles. But it hadn’t seen him take the hammer, or if it had, it had wanted him to.
“This shouldn’t be happening,” Ruth was saying as E.A.973 shoved Dario into the hallway.
If the Membrane operated like clockwork, then Ruth’s final feeding had sent its gears into disarray. Phasing in and out of existence, the bio-organic plane was taking over the Manor like a timid tide lapping against a shore. Paint-like splatters of meat and fungus grew and shrank on every possible surface. The apartment doors widened and thinned, from gaping holes to bristled slits. The sleep-inducing light of the twelve chandeliers alternated between a heavenly white and hellish red. The diamond tiling on the floor congealed into maelstroms of color that puckered upward like nibbling lips. Fissures appeared in the ceiling—smeared eraser marks from god’s disappointed hand—and inside them, belts of stars were wrapped around abyssal bodies.
For all that had changed, one thing had not: the tenants were still locked in their apartments, and every man, woman, and child inside was screaming at the top of their lungs, begging, pleading, praying for any kind of release. Something was inside each of the apartments, and it was doing the kind of things to the tenants that made a human sound like a dying animal. Torture of the most terrible kind, where not even one nerve ending was spared.
“Where’s the Maggot?” Ruth asked E.A.973.
It shook its head. “Still… coming through.”
Because Dario’s body seemed to deem it necessary, he felt the blood draining from his face, allowing his eye to finally open completely. His broken arm, while unusable, became more manageable; and the chunk of flesh on his shoulder that breathed cold fire into his senses had dulled. He felt unlocked, unfettered; all the bats in his battered belfry had spread their wings, and inside his skull, they took flight to chase the ghosts away.
Ruth took off down the hall towards the stairwell. E.A.973 waved Dario on, not threateningly, but as a brother would his own. There was still time, Dario realized as he trailed after them. Time had frozen for them at Brooksville Manor, in the foul amber of Ruth’s deeds, but it didn’t have to, not anymore, and especially not for him. The larva of lethargy had incubated inside him long enough. He had to learn from hell. He had to do something. It was funny, but it took being on the brink of psychosis and about to collapse for Dario to finally figure out god’s purpose for him. But that was how it went, wasn’t it? If Ruth Ashcroft had gotten anything right with the Maggot and her designs for deicide, it was that suffering made the most potent motivator.
And his purpose was this: If he could save Ruth, he could save those who lived here. If he could get Ruth out, he could condemn her; turn her in, have her committed. If he could do that, then every problem he’d ever walked away from, every scapegoat he’d shielded himself with, might have actually meant something.
Ruth stepped aside. E.A.973 opened the stairwell door, his butcher knife readied, and told them it was clear. Ruth regurgitated hymns from deep in her breast; a ball of nightmarish green light, like an apple, formed inside her palm.
“There’s a part of the first floor the Membrane doesn’t overlap,” Ruth said. “Lets out to the back of the building, where the dumpsters are kept.”
Dario nodded, had looked inside the stairwell. It had taken the form of the metal sewage pipe as it had before. It was still sticky stair after stair connected to the cigarette burn-colored landing. But whereas there had been light shining through the opaque, square windows over the landing, there was now only a shadow; a shadow cast without light, by the shape clinging to the opposite side of the glass. It appeared to be an overgrown moth.
A swell of screams lifted through the stairwell. They carried a force with them that moved through their clothes and hair. Ruth leaned over the railing, cast the light of the orb onto the levels below; searched for stragglers.
“Why’re you running from the Maggot?” Dario asked. He could bash the back of Ruth’s head right now and end her. But he didn’t.
“I’m to be its last meal,” she said.
E.A.973 went down the steps, trying to steer clear of the moth’s shadow.
“A maggot feeds off the dead and decaying. I’ve been decaying for a very long time, Mr. Onai, but I am not ready to die. I want to be sure that all of this meant exactly what I told myself and the others it did.”
E.A.973 made it to the landing and waved for them to follow.
“You’re holding out for something, aren’t you?”
Dario wasn’t expecting to confess, but if the Membrane was truly, in a way, the gates that guarded her heaven, he figured he might as well. “My wife and daughter. Divorced for four years. Haven’t heard from them or seen them since I lost custody in court. They asked me to dinner. Tonight.
“I thought I wasn’t going to make it; now I have to.”
“Put that on our headstones, Mr. Onai,” Ruth said. “It is the mantra of our species.”
Dario and Ruth made it to the landing as E.A.973 crept towards the second floor. Thick tangles of greasy hair unraveled from the ceiling and spread their cloying scent into the stairwell. The sounds of scratching came from behind the window to which the moth had attached itself. It sounded like knives were being dragged across the glass. It sounded like it was trying to get in.
E.A.973 started to go around the bend, to make his final jaunt to the first floor, when Dario heard something else. It wasn’t the moth, or the knives its fingers seemed to be made of. He craned his neck to look back the way they’d come. It was the wall. It was heaving. The cement was coming apart, melting, as if it were being broken down at a molecular level.
Dario reached for the hammer in his pocket, and then a gout of blood spewed out of the widening crack. Like a spear boring through a body, the Maggot thrust itself into this world and, writhing, dropped into the stairwell. Almost too large for the stairwell, its glistening girth destroyed the railing, crumpled several stairs. But it was here for a reason. And it didn’t need eyes or ears to see or hear that what it had come for stood but a few feet from it.
Screaming, they ran for the second-floor door as the Maggot plunged itself on their flight of stairs. E.A.973 threw open the door, and Dario and Ruth hoofed it through.
The second floor was littered with bodies, some still breathing, most barely together. Doors and walls were blown-out; large, dark explosions of blood radiated outwards from the destruction, as if the tenants had been hurled like bombs back and forth along the hall. Those that were alive immediately spotted Dario, Ruth, and E.A.973, and then played dead. Their savior had betrayed them. Her speaker had told them nothing but—
The Maggot slammed through the stairwell’s door behind them.
Tripping over the strewn bodies, they hurried down the hall. The Maggot inched towards them, feet at a time. Sick, slurping sounds: Dario looked over his shoulder. Corpses, and those soon to be, were attached, no, hanging out of the Maggot’s body. With every tenant it trampled, the creature absorbed them into its body. The men and women and crying children were decayed upon contact; the Maggot’s greedy, gulping pores sucked up the stinking melt, sparing not a single drop.
There was a bend in the hallway, but the Maggot was gaining ground. Dario was out of breath; his stomach was flanked by cramps on all sides, and his legs kept giving out, one after the other. Noticing Ruth’s stumbles, he grabbed her by the sleeve of her blouse and urged her onward.
E.A.973 made it to the bend first. He stopped, cocked his head as he stared at them.
“What?” Dario shouted, but he didn’t need to shout, because the sound of the Maggot giving chase had gone completely.
Ruth had noticed, too. Simultaneously, they glanced back and saw that the beast wasn’t there. Where it should’ve been, there was a flickering patch of the Membrane—a small garden of white and blue flowers.
E.A.973 started to say something. And then the Maggot lunged from around the bend in the hall, slamming E.A.973 into the adjacent wall. It could have driven the butcher knife into the creature, but instead, staring at Ruth, it nodded, dropped the weapon, and let the Maggot break it down, until it was nothing more than a bloodstain in the larva’s gore-encrusted folds.
Dario and Ruth wheeled and ran back the way they’d come. Two men and a woman were darting between the apartments, carrying and handing-off TVs, laptops, tablets, and purses and wallets between one another. They weren’t taking them out of the Manor; they were taking them back to where they lived for later.
Making it back to the stairwell wreckage, Ruth threw the orb of light into it, to burn away the dark that had gathered there.
“What’s wrong?” Dario asked.
The Maggot was seconds away; arms and legs were protruding from it, catching on the ceiling.
Dario slipped past Ruth. The stairwell had transformed again, back into the sewage pipe it had resembled when the Membrane first took over the complex. The orb she had thrown was still falling downwards, its light growing fainter and fainter. The first floor they needed to reach was worlds away.
Dario grabbed Ruth’s hand—even now, it was cold to the touch—and ran with her to the stairs carved into the wall. As they descended into the dark, the Maggot bashed into the stairwell wreckage above, showering them in debris.
“Fuck.” Dario pawed at his eyes, where bits of stone had cut them.
“It will have been worth it,” Ruth said. She stared up at the Maggot as it loomed over them from the second floor. “You will have been worth it.”
Groaning, Dario slipped his finger through Ruth’s belt loop and tugged her towards him, with him, down the stairs. The Maggot, unable to fit on the steps in the walls, melted like the bodies it had consumed into the floor.
“It’s gone,” Dario said. He drew a sharp breath and held himself. “How… do we… get out of here?”
Ruth, still staring up at the second floor, didn’t answer him.
“What’s wrong?”
The Membrane exerted itself upon the wreckage above. The wood and stone and scattered concrete were converted into scabs.
“Ruth,” Dario persisted.
“Edmund…” She lowered her voice. “I’ll have to make another.”
Dario ran his fingers through his hair. He steadied his breathing. The ache was returning to his elbow. The skin around his left eye was getting tighter, hotter. New wetness drooled down his damaged shoulder. In a place without time, his body was the only way by which he could count the minutes.
“Ruth,” he rasped. “We have to keep going.”
“What’s my diagnosis?” Ruth asked, finally addressing him.
He stumbled down the steps, leaving her behind. “What does it matter?”
“It gives me something to work on, when I’ve finished.”
It’s too late, he wanted to tell her, but he was a social worker, and it had been beaten into his head that anyone was capable of a change, however small it might be.
“You’re psychotic,” Dario said.
Ruth’s eyes shined with enlightenment. Breathlessly, like a child repeating her parent, she said, “Psychotic.”
A white fissure shot across the stairwell’s wall. Light, hot and painfully bright, seeped in through the growing cracks and crevices. Rumbling; the deafening sound of heavy slabs crashing against one another. Heaving vibrations rolled like waves through the stairwell, causing the stairs to buck and buckle. Like sand falling through fingers, the stairs at their feet crumbled, and they were left with no place else to go.
Dario grabbed onto Ruth and held her tightly. With their bodies pressed into one another’s, he could feel the vermillion veins beneath her skin, nervously winding through her musculature. For what was probably the first time in a very long time, Ruth Ashcroft was afraid of something.
The walls split apart further. Crooked stretches of cement wavered and then fell outwards, into the light, outside the Manor. A watery sound, sloppy and sickening, like a throat gargling vomit, assaulted the stairwell from the bright place beyond. It was the Maggot, Dario thought as he clenched his jaw and waited for it to arrive. It couldn’t catch them, so it was going to bring the whole place down—that was the depth of its need to feed on Ruth Ashcroft. An insatiable hunger, one perhaps only the decayed carcass of God could satisfy—maybe there was some truth to what she had said about the Vermillion—
Dario and Ruth fell. The ground gave out from underneath them, and the light outside swallowed them whole. In the few seconds he thought he had left, Dario tried to confess for everything he had done, but before the first sin passed his lips, his ankle hit something hard, twisted, and broke with a loud snap.
“Jesus Christ!” Dario screamed, grabbing at the pulsating site. He rolled onto his side, sucked in the air, which tasted of fish and chemicals. Eyes still adjusting to the light, he could’ve sworn he was lying on a staircase.
Ruth jabbed her fingers into his side, said, “It’s okay, Mr. Onai. We’re going to be okay,” and then pointed to the glowing orifice that had once been the stairwell’s wall.
The Membrane was gone, and so, too, was half of Brooksville Manor. In trying to impose itself upon the place, the Maggot had bisected the building and most of the cliff it sat on. The thousands of pounds of ruin had fallen into the river below, causing the waters to almost stop completely against the blood-dusted dam. Brooksville Manor was exposed now, its insides and the horrible things that’d grown within them out for all the city to see.
And yet the city didn’t seem to notice. Standing there, at Brooksville Manor’s new, crumbling precipice, Dario didn’t see any police cars tearing through the streets, nor did he hear the chilling wail of a cavalcade of ambulances and fire trucks muscling their way through gawking traffic. In fact, there wasn’t any traffic at all. Across the river, the cars flowed at a steady pace, and the pedestrians on the sidewalks and crosswalks kept going where they were going, as if nothing had happened at all.
It wouldn’t last for long, though, Dario knew, turning around and heading down with Ruth to the first floor. The outcries and the outpourings would come soon enough, when the news story broke and social media said it was okay to care. And that was fine. It was a better kind of attention than what most of the surviving tenants of Brooksville Manor were used to.
Dario and Ruth made it to the first floor without exchanging much other than sighs and side-eyes. Silence was an extremely effective tool in the therapeutic process; it allowed for self-reflection, and for those who were uncomfortable with silence, it sometimes coaxed from them spontaneous, unguarded truths. There was nothing more Dario wanted to hear from Ruth. Today had been her admission, and her discharge. No, this silence between them as they prowled the brutalized halls was one for self-reflection, because they had both ended up here for a reason, selfish as it was. Now the question remained: had it been worth it?
They passed the door to the basement, which after everything, appeared completely unscathed. The picture of the black Jesus with the face-shaped blood drops and maggots in his hands was crumpled against the door, as if it were trying to get in, as if it didn’t want to be left behind.
Ruth supporting him, keeping him off his broken ankle, Dario strained his ears as they made for the front doors, to see who was left and who was left alive. And there were people still alive, still behind their locked doors, rummaging through the wreckage that’d become of their lives. But no one was leaving the Manor. Dario had half a mind to knock on the doors, to escort them out of the shock of being freed from Ruth’s shackles, but he knew they wouldn’t listen to him. That was a job for the police, for the medical professionals; for the politicians who would soon uproot them and transplant them to another Brooksville Manor, in another city just the same.
Ruth pushed opened the front doors. The scorching heat was just where he’d left it, except this time, Dario welcomed it. He was freezing; he’d lost too much blood, and he’d spent too much time in the Membrane. He’d been so close to Death that he felt Death in every inch of him. The ordeal was over, and he was dangerously close to being over himself. His injuries—his left eye, his broken elbow and ankle, and hammer-mauled shoulder—re-activated at once and reminded him of how much they could hurt. The pain hit him like an overdose, and he went stumbling outside, underneath the skybridge, and into the parking lot, where he grabbed the nearest car and dry-heaved over the windshield.
“It began here,” Ruth said.
Collapsed over the car, seeing the setting sun in its glass, Dario became aware of what time it was and what needed to be done. He pawed at his pocket, felt the bulge of his car keys through the fabric. Steadying his breathing, he pushed himself off the hood and headed for his car parked in the boonies.
“You were part of it, Mr. Onai.”
Dario’s foot dragged behind him as he practically hopped across the parking lot.
“You were complacent, Mr. Onai.”
He stopped, fished the car keys out of his pocket. Complacent. Never was there a crueler weapon in an enemy’s lexicon. It was everything he was, and everything he hated. It was Darnell, Mark, and Brad, and the blood in their palms from the faces of the children they beat in his stead. It was MichaelIndomitable crying out for his mother as he was hacked to pieces to be fed to the Maggot that’d been grown and guided by Ruth’s hand. It was every fight Dario had run from him; every argument he refused to have. It was every lie he told his wife, every smile he faked for his daughter. It was every needle he’d stuck into his veins, every pill that passed through his throat. It was every reason he was here, when he should’ve been anywhere else. It had never been about the clients, and it had never been about him. It had been about stasis, and the maintenance of mounting madness. Until he did something, right here, right now, it would have all been for nothing.
Silence was one thing, but self-reflection? It was a mean son of a bitch.
“What time next week?”
Dario did some breathing exercises, squeezed his keys as if they were a stress ball. Car a few feet away, and not wanting to turn around to face Ruth, he said, “What?”
“What time is our appointment next week?”
In his other pocket, he had the hammer. He took it out, but still didn’t turn around. A foul smell broke over him, probably from the dam breaking in the river below.
“I know that I am a sick woman, and I need help.”
“Are you going to stop the killing?” he asked, hearing her approach.
“No, I don’t think I will. But I won’t kill as many as I have before. And that’s progress, isn’t it? Every little bit counts, doesn’t it?”
Dario squeezed the hammer’s handle. Ruth Ashcroft was never going to know the punishment she deserved for what she had done over the years. If he killed her, would anyone care? He turned around and—
Ruth and the Maggot stood inches away from one another, her small frame dwarfed by its viscous mass. Out in the open, out of the Membrane, the Maggot’s existence solidified itself in Dario’s mind. There was no denying it now. Ruth’s god-killer was real.
“I… I…” Ruth stuttered. “Dario… h-help.”
Dario glanced at the hammer, and then pressed it into her hand. “A social worker merely gives their clients the tools to forge their own path,” he told her.
“Coward,” Ruth whispered.
And with that, the Maggot struck. It drove its head into Ruth. She dropped the hammer, didn’t make an effort to use it. The Maggot reared its head, and her body went with it. She was stuck to it, like a fly to fly paper. Her flesh liquefied; her muscles turned to mush; her bones broke through her softening frame. Her limbs twisted under and over themselves—her legs over her shoulder, her arms between her legs. Handfuls of organs dribbled like jewels down the Maggot’s bulk. Intestines unspooled. When there was nothing left except a bubbling sum of what she’d been, the vermillion veins she’d harbored for over one hundred years exploded outwards, like scrabbling claws trying to find purchase on the clouds of heaven above. But they were no match for the Maggot’s touch of decay; like everything else, they dissolved, and eventually, disappeared into the creature’s body.
But unlike its previous victims, the Maggot bore the mark of its final consumption. On its front end, above and between the eye-like chevrons there, Ruth Ashcroft was immortalized in an upside-down crucifix rendered in vermillion red.
The Maggot considered Dario, and then, leaving behind hissing secretions, made its way back to Brooksville Manor. When it reached the apartment complex, he thought it might go back inside, to finish off the tenants who’d once and probably still worshiped it. But instead, it went past Brooksville Manor and over the cliff, into the river, where it submerged in the waters and the wreckage and christened itself in the substance of this world.
Dario limped his way to his car, unlocked the door, lowered himself into his seat, locked the door as fast as he could, and broke down. Head to the steering wheel, one hand on the dash, he cried until his dehydration had dehydration, and all the windows were fogged from the airs of his suffering. Snot and spit dribbled out of his nose and mouth like wax from a ruptured candle. He tried to think of one thing, but instead thought of everything, creating a horrifying collage in his mind that made him feel as if he were imploding. He teethed the rubber of the steering wheel, made childish mewing sounds.
Minding his broken ankle, Dario moved his legs to the gas and brake pedals. He pushed the key into the ignition and started the car up. He gave the Maggot a moment to return, and then Dario left Brooksville Manor.
On his way home, Dario passed Ødegaard’s Health Clinic, Isabella Ødegaard’s, and her husband, Fredrick’s, rapidly growing and soon-to-be Brooksville’s premiere hospital. He thanked Isabella under his breath for the referral of Oblita Vesper, and then choked down the taste of bile in his throat.
Close to his own apartment complex, Dario began to notice police cars and a single ambulance headed back the way he’d come. They were taking their time.
Dario pulled up to his apartment, parked the car on the street, and fell onto the pavement trying to get out of it. Struggling to walk, he crawled out of the street, onto the sidewalk, and up the steps to his apartment which was, thankfully, on the first floor. A few kids that looked like Michael laughed at him. They would all look like Michael from now on.
Inside the apartment, he left the front door open, dragged himself the TV, turned it on and to the news, and then, with the help of the arm of the couch, managed to get to his feet. He checked the time on the TV—6:10 PM—cranked the volume, and shuffled into his bedroom.
“Tragedy has struck Brooksville today,” the newscaster rumbled from the television.
Dario dropped his head against his closet doors. Clenching his teeth, he slipped off his shoes, unbuttoned his pants, pulled down his underwear, and shook the both of them down until they were around his ankles. He tried to take off his bloodied, dirtied shirt, but his broken elbow screamed at him, and he stopped.
“Brooksville Manor, an apartment complex that housed over one hundred low-income families, partially collapsed for reasons unknown.”
Dario’s legs were the color of blood and bruises. He could still smell Brooksville Manor in his skin—the stench of the river; fried food, cigarette smoke, and marijuana; and the underlying aroma of incense. It made him feel as if he had never left.
“City Planner, Mark Donaldson, issued a statement moments ago stating that, despite Brooksville Manor’s location on the cliff overlooking the river, the land was deemed safe, and the building itself up to code.”
Dario opened the closet, found the baggiest dress pants he could find. He dropped them to the ground, stepped into them, and pulled them up, like a clown putting on its costume. He didn’t bother with socks. His foot was too swollen for that.
“We will be coming to you live from Brooksville Manor, shortly.”
Dario slid the empty hangers aside. Maybe it was because he had spent too much time in the Membrane, but the act reminded him of butchers and how they sent meat on hooks down the line. Finally, at the back, he found a dinner jacket. He hadn’t worn it in years, on account of the fact that it still smelled faintly of his wife’s favorite perfume.
“Until then, let’s touch base with the head coach of the Brooksville Bombers to discuss the big game coming up this Friday.”
With nothing in his stomach but painkillers, Dario drove in a daze to the restaurant. The date was at 6:45 PM, and he didn’t find a parking spot in the adjacent lot until 6:55 PM. He didn’t bother paying the meter. He already didn’t look good. Being late would make him look even worse.
After a string of screwed-up faces and scathing comments about his appearance, Dario made it through the throngs of twenty-somethings and into the restaurant. While he waited in the lobby, listening to the clink of silverware and teeth on porcelain and glass, two young women with rainbow-colored hair were standing in the corner, staring into their cell phones, speaking to one another without making eye contact. The skinnier of the two was the more domineering, and she told her “friend” she better not blog about the Brooksville Manor incident first, as she, having the most followers, should be the one to raise awareness and support.
Dario gave his name to the busser. They asked him if he was okay, but started leading him to his table before he could answer. He expected that his wife and daughter would be holed-up somewhere in the back of the restaurant, where the shadows were thickest, so one else would see them sitting with him and get to thinking things they shouldn’t be thinking. He was expecting this, and banking on this, but this wasn’t the case at all.
The busser made the first right turn around the second set of booths, and there his wife and daughter were, more beautiful and enchanting than ever.
His wife’s name was Michelle, and she was sitting with her hands folded in her lap, the black dress she wore sparkling like the stars he’d seen in the deep of the Abyss. It had been four years since he’d seen her in person, and she hadn’t aged a day. She looked better than ever. Her blonde hair was fuller, more vibrant. Her skin looked great, and she had lost the weight she always talked about losing.
His daughter’s name was Sarah, and she was sitting opposite her mother with her hands wrapped around a cup of soda, and a look of shock on her face. She was wearing a blouse and jeans, and her dark brown hair had gotten so long that it went almost down to her waist. While Michelle looked the same, Sarah looked like a completely different person entirely. She had been ten on the final days of the split, and now she was fourteen, almost fifteen. Though she still had some years to ago, to Dario, she was a woman. She had that look about her, in her eyes, at the corners of her mouth. She had learned to make do without a father, and now that he was here before her, she didn’t seem to need him anymore.
Michelle pressed her fingers to her lips and in that kind voice he’d thought she’d lost for him, on that day when she found the needle in his arm, she said, “Dario?”
Driving to the restaurant, Dario knew that his wife and daughter would see how terrible he looked and ask him what had happened. He had recited what he was going to say, how he was going to say it, and he had promised himself that he would not spare any details, be it about Ruth Ashcroft, E.A.973, the Membrane, the Maggot, or the Vermillion God. Despite how insane or impossible these things would seem to his wife and daughter, he had to say them, because they were the truth, and he knew that, if he didn’t, he would bury them in the deepest recesses of his mind, deeper even than where he’d put the skeletons he'd recently unearthed. Michelle had reached out to him because time had passed and people were supposed to change with time. If he wasn’t honest, he wasn’t anything. He knew that now.
Sarah finally let go of the cup, condensation dripping off her fingers, and mumbled, “Dad?” She looked around—he was starting to draw attention—and said even more quietly, “Are you okay?”
He almost laughed. Instead, he stepped closer to the table and debated on who he should sit next to. Already he was trying to avoid the—
“Dario,” Michelle said, “what happened to you?”
Sarah. He would sit next to Sarah. Like an old man getting into their wheelchair, Dario lowered himself into the booth. His broken ankle snagged on the side of the seat, and he let out a small, pathetic yelp.
“Jesus Christ.” Michelle was losing her patience. There was that harsh tone he remembered and deserved. “Dario?”
“I—” He smiled at his daughter and wanted nothing more than to hug her. “I was working today. I… I was at Brooksville Manor when it… collapsed.”
“Holy shit,” Sarah said.
“Sarah, watch your mouth,” Michelle said reflexively.
That made Dario smile.
Eyes wide like oceans, Sarah said to him, “Do you know what happened there?”
Dario opened his mouth, and on his tongue, he had maggots, faces shaped like blood-drops, and a vermillion woman reduced to the symbol of the faith she wanted to destroy, now crowned atop her wriggling weapon’s killing head. He had children screaming in his ears for their mother, and a butcher knife that had severed centuries of families. In his heart he had fear, and in his gut, an anxious mire formed from the run-off of the Membrane. And in his mind… and in his mind, there was a grave. At this grave, he stood no longer alone. His wife and daughter were there, shovels in their hands, waiting for him to make the final call.
“No,” Dario said, nearly choking on the lie. “I don’t. I got out. I didn’t see anything.”
Michelle put her hands together as if she meant to pray, and pressed her face into her palms.
Sarah chewed on her lip, and the woman she’d become was lost to the little girl he remembered.
Dario faked a smile, thought up a fake story, and took his memory of the Maggot and buried it deep inside himself; in that dark place beyond consciousness, where women like Ruth Ashcroft reigned supreme, where hells like Brooksville Manor thrived; where all the painful, hurtful, terrible, disgusting, disappointing mistakes humanity and himself tended to make—where the skeletons swam in their soil, the ghosts haunted their skulls, and the bats in the belfry sang madness at the midnight hour; to that shed, where the creeping things keep each other company, that forgotten place, that forlorn place—that necessary place, where the dead go to die.
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Lux, Fenton, Ramona, Asher, and Echo sat in quiet contemplation as they nursed their coffees on the Grindout’s patio and considered Salinger Stevens, a twenty-one-year-old, white, poor but still over-privileged, cisgender male whom they hadn’t cared for in high school, and who they now couldn’t stop talking about, as he had been found dead in his apartment last night, his head degloved, with small worm-shaped lacerations on his chest that formed the word ‘faggot.’ While his death was, ultimately, the centerpiece of the conversation, they kept finding themselves coming back to his sexual orientation, because each of them, with the exception of Ramona, had been completely convinced he was straight. After all, the group considered themselves excellent, if not almost prophetic, judges of character, which either meant the murderer incorrectly spelled the word (‘Maggot’ was Fenton’s suggestion), or that Salinger was actually straight, and that this crime was no more than a message directed at their leader, Lux, and her sidekick, Echo. Begrudgingly, Lux did admit that the murder may have been a sick threat to the whole of the LGBTQIA community in their town, or if nothing else, just their group, being that they were so popular. Nevertheless, they were, each of them, gender-fluid; and living in a place named Bitter Springs, it was, to them, only a matter of time until the waters soured. Or so Lux preached; the others agreed it wasn’t the most successful of similes, but Echo liked it well enough. That was generally the way of things.
“Good lord, who do you think you found Salinger?” Fenton asked, cringing. “I hope it wasn’t his mom. She’s a sweet one.”
Asher scoffed. “Ms. Salinger’s a sweet one? Honey, I saw her wrestle a holiday ham out of Sister Mary Pascal’s arms. She was putting on the brass knuckles by the time security rolled up.”
“Oh, come on.” Fenton rolled his eyes. “Everyone gets a little impatient during the holidays.”
“Holidays? That was last week, Fen.” Asher laughed into his coffee as he sucked up the drink and the steam coming off it. “That woman gives me the willies.”
“Strong women freak you out, huh?” Ramona chimed in, eyebrows raised so high they joined her hairline. “Color me surprised.”
“Thought someone already did,” Asher said. “Or was it you just got into the box of crayons?”
Fenton, incurably gullible, became concerned. “Ramona, you’re not starving yourself again?”
Ramona’s face turned radical red, with that waxy, crayon coating to boot, and said, “You’re an idiot. Fuck you both.”
At the head of the table, Lux cleared her throat so hard it sounded as if she’d been gargling gravel the entire time. Echo, her right-hand woman to her right, pleaded to the others with her wide and permanently watery eyes for them to be quiet. She hadn’t always looked that way, but Lux meant ‘light,’ and she was the one thing Echo couldn’t look away from. Ramona had warned her once, when they were both good and liquored-up, that Lux was like the sun—that if you followed her too long, you’d end up blind and somewhere you never intended to be. Good as the advice might’ve sounded, neither of them had listened to it. They’d been following Lux’s path for as long they could remember; there was no safety to be found in the shadows she cast.
“Let’s get serious,” Lux said.
Echo nodded, echoing her sentiment.
The Grindout’s patio was empty today. It was Sunday, and the good people of Bitter Springs were getting their routine doses of godliness at the various churches and chapels scattered across the town and the forest of Maidenwood. Atheism was in right now, so most of the youth had skipped the pews for a seat at their favorite coffee shop, bookstore, or hole in the wall dive that didn’t serve anything with a soul. Though the congregated youth would never admit it, these Sunday mornings were their own form of Mass; the multi-syllabic foods and drinks, their host and wine, and the hot-off-the-Internet controversy, their gospel. And just like church, they’d feign kindness, and interest, until the service was over, and they could conjure up with all their shit-talking, a storm of epic proportions that would see them through the week until their next date with drama.
“We’re not going to let this blow over like the Brooksville Manor collapse,” Lux continued.
Ramona piped up. “Salinger’s a white man from the suburbs. It’s not going to blow over.” Being 1/64th Asian, she felt qualified to make such statements. “Hate crimes are all the rage.”
“Don’t minimize it,” Lux said.
“Yeah, come on, don’t,” Echo repeated.
“Bitter Springs, Bedlam, and Brooksville are, basically, a microcosm for this whole corrupted country,” Lux said. “If we can make a difference here, it stands to reason we can make a difference elsewhere, right? I mean, I have so many followers online.”
Echo nodded enthusiastically; Ramona, Asher, and Fenton less so, given that they’d been reminded of the fact almost every day of every week.
“Like the rest of the world, this is something very wrong with our town. A low-income apartment complex collapses and no one bats an eye? And now someone is targeting the sexual norms of Bitter Springs? Come on, now. Everyone else here might be blind—” Lux said this loud enough for everyone on the coffee shop patio and outside it to hear, “—but I know we’re not. We see things other people cannot or will not see. We say things people cannot or will not say.” She licked her lips and leaned into the table, banging her coffee down on it, like a gavel. “What’s wrong with being brutally honest?”
Echo shook her head, and shrugged.
“No one changed the world by asking it nicely to do so.”
“We should put that on a banner,” Asher said. “In bold, bright, blood-red. We can use Ramona’s crayon box for that.”
Ramona opened her mouth to yell at him again, but her smile stopped her.
“That might clash with the message we’re trying to send, especially in the safe spaces around town,” Fenton said.
“Yeah, but how did we get those safe spaces?” Lux asked.
Cringing, Fenton said, “We were a little brutal, weren’t we?”
Ramona said, “Got to be with these fat… not shaming, you know what I mean.”
Together, the group nodded in agreement.
“Fat fucking bigwigs running the show around here,” she went on. “Goddamn. Makes me so mad. Pull up the carpet they’ve been sweeping everything under and you’ll find a full-on graveyard.”
“Exactly, exactly!” Lux leaned back in her chair, as the rest of her congregation moved to the edges of theirs. “I don’t want to be a victim ever again.”
“Neither do I,” Asher said quietly.
Fenton shook his head, eyes downcast.
Ramona spit.
Echo kept her attention locked on Lux, and reflected her hard exterior.
Lux took a sip of coffee as if it might be her last and said, “What do know about Salinger Stevens?”
“Salinger Stevens,” Fenton started. “A twenty-one-year-old white, allegedly straight male from a middle-class family. His dad left about the time we were in… fifth grade? Sixth grade?”
“Sixth grade,” Asher said. “He was the first to get hit badly with acne. Guessing it was the stress of his daddy leaving that aggravated that mess.”
“No guessing,” Ramona said. “Definitely was.”
“His mom, Judy, as we discussed, is a… tough woman,” Fenton said.
“Bet you she’s a femme.” Asher nodded. “The butch act isn’t fooling anyone. I’ve seen her getting fresh with Mom.”
“How the hell you know so much about Judy Salinger?” Ramona asked. “Never mind. I do not want to know.”
Asher winked at Ramona, and bit into his knuckle.
Fenton continued. “Salinger worked at the Lawn and Garden over on Cadence Street. Full-time. He’d been there for little over a year. No jobs before that. According to his page, he wasn’t with anyone, but I’d heard rumors he had been seeing Lauren over in Brooksville after her friend, Beatrice, was found dead in Maidenwood.”
“White girl ends up dead in the forest? Damn near national news.” Ramona’s cheek quivered. “I do get it, Lux. I’m sorry Brooksville Manor never panned out.”
Lux waved her off, as if she wasn’t bothered. But they all know how much time Lux had spent in trying to raise awareness for the low-income families in the tri-county area. The sum total of her efforts had resulted in five-hundred-dollars from a few, rich, guilty white families and the aforementioned safe spaces—one on the high school campus, and one here at this coffee shop. The idea of having the safe spaces in Bitter Springs rather than Brooksville was to encourage those who were sick of the institutionalized racism embedded in the Brooksville system to come to Bitter Springs, to show their discontent and to be part of Lux’s plan of making the town a safe haven for minorities. No one ever showed up the safe spaces, except for a handful of freshmen and sophomores who had recently come out as furries and transsexuals. Bummed by the response, Lux ended up blowing the five-hundred-bucks at a micro-brewery on the riverfront, where she rented the place out and turned it into an echo chamber, to have her beliefs confirmed by her peers and sooth her bruised ego.
When Echo told her later that night the gathering had been a success in strengthening the support network for minorities in the tri-county area—two suicidal teens chose life that night—Lux laughed it off and told her to turn off the lights.
“He was a jock all throughout high school,” Fenton said, “but he didn’t want to get into college for his sports performance alone. He volunteered at the soup kitchens during the winter.”
Asher said, “Aw,” and rolled his eyes.
“Smoked a lot of weed his senior year. His group of friends got smaller and smaller. His last girlfriend, before Lauren, if she counts, dumped him the night after prom. Posted on her page afterwards that the only time he could get it up was if he was looking at himself in the mirror.”
“And his mom has a wicked rage when it comes to holiday hams,” Asher said. “Don’t forget that detail.”
Echo snorted.
Lux did not react at all.
“He was pretty conservative last time I saw anything from him,” Ramona said. “Made some stupid ass comment after the Brooksville thing about how there went more of his tax dollars to pay for the poor’s mistakes. Or some shit like that. I don’t know.”
This time, Lux did react. She had a grin on her face. “He said, ‘Everyone’s asking for hand-outs, when we should be giving them hand-jobs. That’ll shut them up.’”
“Pig,” Ramona said, hate-drinking her coffee.
Asher threw up his arms. “Man’s got a point—”
Lux shook her head, and the color left Asher’s face.
“He was a really nice guy in high school,” Fenton said.
“Was being the operative word,” Ramona corrected.
“So, what changed?” Fenton chewed on the inside of his lip. “Do you think everything went downhill after his dad left?”
“One less man in the house?” Lux chuckled. “Should’ve been smooth sailing from then on out.”
Echo, who had been so quiet it was if she had faded out of existence, cleared her throat and said, “I went over to his house once, like two years ago, when I was a junior, I think?”
Lux shot her a damning glare.
“I… I was with my mom. She had to drop something off. Ms. Salinger invited us in.”
“What’d you see, honey?” Asher said.
“Nothing… Well, I mean, his house seemed normal.”
Ramona scoffed. “Don’t they all?”
“I had to go the bathroom. I used the one closest to his room. I didn’t get a good look inside it, but in the bathroom, I started to snoop.”
Lux relaxed and took Echo’s hand and started rubbing her fingers.
“There were pills, prescriptions, for depression and anxiety. I… can’t remember… the names of them. But, yeah.”
“Good girl,” Lux whispered, and then to Asher: “You ever see him around Tiffany’s?”
Asher thought long and hard and then said, “Few times, yeah, actually. He was with his bros.”
“Bunch of fuck-boys, if you ask me,” Ramona said. “They all went off to the same college, you know? He didn’t get in.”
“They hung outside the bar, tried to pick some fights, but they were a bunch of twigs,” Asher said. “Salinger never said anything, though. I’d say he looked embarrassed.”
“All things considered, I thought he was an alright dude, until that hand job shit,” Ramona said. “I think he wanted in on our group. Caught him eavesdropping a few times.”
“He did,” Lux said.
“Did he talk to you personally about it?” Fenton asked.
“I just knew,” Lux said, dodging the question. “He wouldn’t have made the cut, though. He never knew who he was.”
“He sent you some messages, didn’t he?” Echo asked.
Lux’s eyes went dark. She took a deep breath, and swallowed it, like a demon might swallow a soul. “Fenton gave us the facts. Ramona?”
Fenton dealt in details, and Asher had his finger on the pulse of Bitter Springs’ various scenes. Echo hadn’t found her niche, yet. When it came to Ramona, besides her foul mouth and not-so-cheery disposition, she was their psychologist. After all, she was getting a minor in the field.
“Depression and anxiety?” Ramona said. “I bet that started before Salinger’s dad left, but when his dad left, it got a lot worse. He was an alright dude, but then he started hanging out with shittier people… probably because we wouldn’t let him hang with us.”
Fenton looked away, embarrassed.
“He was trying to find acceptance in all the wrong places,” she said. “I heard he came to your get-together at the micro-brewery. I bet he was rejected there, being straight and all.”
“Had no right to be there,” Lux said.
Ramona looked as if she disagreed, but didn’t voice it.
Lux sat there a moment in quiet contemplation. She fingered the gaps in the table’s metalwork and stared at the clouds that were crawling across the sky. There were so many thoughts racing through her skull, one could almost see the human braille of their being etched into her forehead. She took out her cell phone, considered a message, and then swiped it away. Then, decided, she nodded and began.
“Salinger Stevens was a twenty-one-year-old, white, poor but still over-privileged, cisgender male who had been battling a losing battle with both depression and anxiety. His mom was a push-over when he was a kid. You all might not know that, but I do. Believe me. His dad was a piece of shit. Big surprise. In fifth grade, not sixth, Asher, his dad walked out on him. Judy Stevens butched up, and so did Salinger. He started trying-out for all the teams, started making friends with all the jocks and meatheads. But he was soft on the inside. I always knew he wasn’t straight, but I didn’t want to label him.”
The group simultaneously raised their eyebrows and bit their tongues.
“Salinger Stevens was gay. His ex knew it, and he couldn’t have sex with her because of it. He was living a lie. Tried to be tough, but he was a total twink. He wasn’t talented enough to get into college for sports, and he wasn’t smart enough to get into college with his grades. It’s no wonder he started spewing conservative propaganda. Reaction formation. That’s the word to use next time, Ramona.”
Ramona muttered an enraged, “Thanks.”
“Here’s what I think happened,” Lux said. “He came to my gathering thinking he could come out, but it was too much for him. He was too mainstream. So, he left, but he was followed by a man, obviously, and I bet he brought this man back to his place. Depressed, anxious, he was looking for anyone to make him feel better. But instead he got himself killed by some hateful, white male bigot, age thirty-five to forty, who had probably read his crude hand job message on his page and targeted him for it.
“You know what I think it is? I think someone doesn’t like the changes we’re making. I think someone thought Salinger was close to us—probably a teacher, or a parent; maybe even his father—and they killed him to get to us. The ‘faggot’ being seared into his chest is obviously the work of someone who was just as repressed as Salinger. Someone who probably had sadomasochistic or psychotic tendencies. His face had been degloved. I tried to look that up on my phone, what that looks like, but I can’t even. Obviously, they want to strip us of our identities. They want to reduce us to ‘faggots’ and ‘queers’ and ‘niggers.’ I think—”
A server, Ansel, approached their table with an uncomfortable smile upon his cleanly-shaven face. In blue jeans and a button-down shirt, he dressed the part of an employee at the shop, but his face, according to Lux, was all wrong. It was a mask, she told the group once, to hide to who he was deep inside, which was a cisgender male who was guilty of cultural appropriation on account of dating a Hispanic woman. According to Lux, he had no business working at the coffee shop; he should’ve had some bullshit job, like coaching the girls’ volleyball team at Bitter Springs High. The only tip she ever gave him was to wake up.
“I’m sorry to disturb you,” Ansel said, “but we’ve received some complaints about some of the things being said at this table. We want this to be a safe space for others, but the aggressive nature of your conversation is making some of our patrons uncomfortable.”
Lux’s jaw dropped. She stared at him as if he had just spent the last few seconds speaking in a foreign language. Pointing at him, looking at Fenton, Asher, Ramona, and especially Lux, and with a rattle in her voice, she said, “Are you kidding me? Are you fucking kidding me right now? There is someone out there trying to thin out the LGBTQIA community, and we’re trying to figure out how to stay safe. This safe space? I know. That’s because of us. We’re here to be safe. This micro-aggressive shit isn’t going to fly. Let me speak to your manager.”
Ansel nodded and began to turn away.
“You know what?” Lux stood, nearly knocking her chair over. “Don’t bother. We’re leaving.”
Echo was the first to rise. Fenton second. Ramona, slowly, the third. Asher polished off his coffee, and even then, he didn’t stand upright completely. He stayed crouched, hopeful perhaps, that this might blow over.
“You all know what to do,” Lux told the rest of them.
And with that, she grabbed Echo’s hand, the same way a mother might grab a child’s when they dawdled too long in the toy aisle of a store, and stormed off the patio. She was two paragraphs deep into her new blog post before they even made it to their bikes.
Ramona liked working at the library about as much as she liked reading books; that is, she couldn’t be bothered with either short of threats of death or dismemberment, or even worse, being fired. She was a closeted dyslexic, and that, in combination with a nasty case of ADHD, made even the sight of words exhausting. Like Salinger Stevens’ long-con, working at the library was a front for something Ramona found incredibly embarrassing, because she equated her struggles with literacy to her white trash side of the family, as if she had been doomed to inherit what she so affectionately called their “bumfuck genes.” But as she worked her way through her freshman year of college, another possibility emerged through her coursework: that the dyslexia, ADHD, or both, were psychogenic in nature—that they weren’t rooted in anything physical; her wack-ass mind had simply made them up. That presented a whole host of other issues for her to contend with, but she always felt she had a strong control over her mind. It was her body she couldn’t best.
The library was in transition today; the head-honchos had ordered more computers, and to fit them in, Ramona and her co-workers had to break-down the shelves and box-up the books that’d been on them. Trading books for computers; the idea made Ramona laugh. Even the goddamn library had gone corporate.
With the coast clear to coast, Ramona ducked into the aisle where they kept the anime DVDs (no one who watched these was going to rat her out) and spent an excessive amount of energy casing the scene for her superiors. If she had even put a fraction of that energy to her actual work, she could have easily had several shelves broken down and boxes filled, without any worries about getting chewed-out for sitting on her ass all day. But that wasn’t the point. She knew that. It was a game. If anyone actually did anything, workers and bosses alike, they’d all be out of a job. It was the illusions they maintained that mattered. And at this rate, given her pathetic productivity and her lips firmly pressed to the head-honchos’ asses, she’d be running the place in no time.
Tiny sneakers sneaking across the dull gray, blue-speckled carpet set off Ramona’s internal alarm. She straightened up and backpedaled out of the aisle, eyes probing for gaps in the DVDs to see who was coming.
“Cool!” a little girl yelled. And then, even though she was alone, in a whisper: “Cool.”
Eyebrows cocked and ready to rock a mean consternation, Ramona parted the DVDs, sending a movie about andromorphic owls and their high school lovers one way, and a show about post-modern demonic astrologists the other. With a grin of satisfaction, she rested her chin on the shelf and felt her faith in humanity restored.
There was one aisle clear of the computer-induced construction; or rather, one portion of an aisle—five shelves—that was growing at an inspiring rate. It was Ramona’s aisle, or rather, her idea she had planted and, with a little bit of Lux’s special brand of brutality, seen to fruition.
The Bitter Springs library hadn’t exactly been lacking stories that had been written by, for, or in regards to the experiences of People of Color, nor had there been a dearth of literature written by, for, or in regards to the experiences of the LGBTQIA community. But there wasn’t much of it, and it wasn’t easy to find. It was hard to say if Lux, or their group, were really responsible for the increased awareness and presence of individuals from minority groups in town, but in Ramona’s experience, it was undeniable that the need and interest was there. Although she wasn’t a reader herself, she understood the value of books, and words, and the influence they had on others.
So, like an adventurer from a far-off land carrying stowaways from home, she released her foreign beliefs into the local library system and let them build their hives, for inquiring minds to buzz about, when once they’d had nowhere else to go.
And though the aisle had been busy, mostly with people from her age group, it was the little girl she heard and now saw there, crouching down, sloppily pulling out children’s book after children’s book, that made Ramona feel as if the brutality, the threats, and the not-so-peaceful mid-week protest had been worth it. The little girl was black, with an afro so dense and dark it could’ve been a moon with its own field of gravity. In her hand, she had a picture book about some black family and some good moral of the story (again, Ramona detested reading), and at her heels, there was another picture book about some white family and, undoubtedly, some good moral of the story. It wasn’t that one was better than the other (or was it? Ramona was still trying to figure that part out); it was that the little girl had finally found what she was looking for, and that it was cool.
Ramona watched the girl gather up a gluttonous amount of books to consume and then detached her chin from the shelf. She took a step back, and backed into something. Her heart went haywire. One hearty “fuck you!” on her lips, she twisted her neck. Asher was standing behind her, making a face.
“Fuck you,” Ramona said, the words rolling over her teeth like air being vacuumed into space. “The hell? Why’re you always sneaking up on people? Poor fucking trigger discipline.”
Asher looked around the library, to hear if anyone else had heard her cussing. “I just thought I’d drop in on you. So sorry.”
“Why?”
“No reason.”
Ramona huffed and rolled her eyes. As she slipped past Asher—
“To apologize.”
She stopped, turned around.
“For… earlier. I’m sorry I made fun of your make-up.”
Instinctively, Ramona touched her cheek. She had taken all of it off the moment she got to work. People said she looked better without it, but what did that mean? That she couldn’t doll herself up worth a damn? It was such a stupid fucking thing to care about, and she couldn’t believe she bought into the grotesque bazaar of glam. Sure, she’d entered of her own volition, but now she wasn’t so sure. She wasn’t sure of many things these days. She felt captive.
“Yeah, well, whatever.” She smiled to show that she forgave him. And then, bluntly, she said, “I got work to do,” which meant she really hadn’t forgiven him at all.
Asher ballooned his cheeks out like a chipmunk’s mid-foraging.
“Oh my god, what? What do you want?”
“Can we, like, sit somewhere? This cartoon stuff—” Asher grabbed one of the DVDs—a middle school girl was bent over on the cover, her panties glowing like some ancient artifact before a throng of men—and shuddered, “—gives me the heebie-jeebies.”
“You’re seriously overusing that phrase.”
“Heebie.”
Ramona’s eye shut, as if she were having a stroke.
“Jeebies.”
“Come on!” She grabbed him by the front of his shirt and shoved him forward. “Go sit in one of those oversized chairs, you child.”
Ramona led Asher to the chairs, which were properly lubricated with human grease. Grabbing a magazine off the reading table beside it, he laid it down over the cushion, the same way he might toilet paper over a toilet seat. Satisfied with the coverage, he plopped down to a loud, crinkling sound that landed all nearby eyes on him.
“Speaking of children,” Asher said, nodding to the library’s entrance and the slowly opening, glass doubled-doors. “Looks like the cavalry has arrived over there yonder.”
Son of a bitch, it was Sunday, wasn’t it? Ramona copped a squat next to Asher, put her best “I’m on my fucking break” look on her face, and watched as one by one, stunted legs after barreled bodies, a troop of kindergartners came shambling into the library. At the head of the procession was their teacher, Ms. Lucy, in loose fitting jeans and with a head of wild hair that screamed “kill me.” Holding up the tail end of the sniffling, sneezing, booger-eating brats was a single parent—an over-privileged, overbearing, overweight, and, if you asked her, underappreciated white mother of one who attached herself to these library outings like a tick who never knew when too much was too much.
Her name was Tessa—a name that damned anyone who donned it to a life of mini vans, mini bars, and those mini bibles so often found in the nightstands that accompany one-night-stands. Her child was the one farthest away from her, nearest the teacher, as if he were prey mingling amongst prey, to disappear from a predator. The child’s name was Morgan, and Tessa claimed Morgan was non-binary. Like kids with a peanut allergy, pronouns were explicitly forbidden from being administered to Morgan, out of fear the moldable child may take on a form that differed from the one Tessa saw fit. Initially, Ramona supported Tessa’s determination, and wished her own parents had been supportive at that age. But when a second child joined the library group a few weeks ago, she wasn’t so sure where she stood on the matter.
The second child’s name was Zoe, or Zeke, depending upon where Zoe, or Zeke, fell upon the spectrum that week. Today, Zoe was Zoe, and Zoe had on skinny blue jeans, a nicely fitting cardigan, and a choker. Zoe’s hair was slicked back like a 1920’s gangster (well, as much as a kindergartner could pull off such a look), and on their back, a pink backpack that matched their pink-and-white striped shoes. Zoe looked comfortable, and none of the other kids gave them shit.
It was and continued to be such a stark contrast to Morgan and Tessa-fucking-le Fay (yeah, Ramona had read a book or two in her day) that Ramona found herself feeling better for Morgan. Today, as on most days, Morgan was rocking an aquamarine dress, combat boots, earrings, and rainbow-colored hair that matched the unicorn backpack they wore. It looked good on Morgan, but Ramona imagined it was how Tessa wished she could have dressed, before her stomach started touching her zipper. It was the way Morgan wore it, and the way Zoe wore what they wore, and how Morgan tore at the dress like they had ants crawling over their skin, like a schizophrenic deep in a psychotic break. Ramona had always struggled with her body and the dysphoria it brought her, but Morgan looked downright depressed, and violent, as if they might hurt themselves, or someone else. They looked captive, too.
“Those two the two you were telling me about?” Asher asked.
Tessa closed in on Morgan. Morgan gave her the slip and took off with half of the group towards the computer banks.
“Sure is,” Ramona said.
Tessa stood at the doorway, faking a “non-binaries will be non-binaries” face at Ms. Lucy, who shrugged and headed, with the rest of the kids, Zoe included, to the computers.
It was then, with everyone’s attention off Tessa, that Ramona saw it. Tessa made a fist and pretended to punch the back of Zoe’s head. Her arm didn’t go much more than a few centimeters, but the gesture was undeniable. And to add insult to injury, in that way only children know how, Zoe turned around, grinned an ankle-biter grin, and said, wispily, “Bye Misses T!”
Tessa’s eyes went small and dark, and she took on all the jittery qualities of an irate amphibian. “Be a good boy,” she said, emphasizing the word, as if it were a spear she was wrenching into Zoe’s side.
Zoe didn’t catch her meaning, or care, because with a skip, Zoe took off.
Asher grabbed the armrest of Ramona’s chair and coughed out, “Shit, she hit her!”
“What?” Ramona shook her head. “What’re you talking—”
He was talking about the blood, not on the back of Zoe’s head, but the patch of bleeding through the pocket of their jeans, where the outline of their small cell phone bulged. Zoe didn’t appear to be in any pain. Before Ramona could even think about calling out Zoe’s name, they were gone, back into the cozy confines of the other children, to watch videos on the Internet on repeat until it was their eyeballs that bled.
Asher pushed himself out of the chair and came to his feet—the magazine stuck to his ass. “I’m going to say something to Ms. Lucy.”
“Stop.” Ramona rose and stood in front of him. “Come on. Don’t overthink it. It was a stain, dude. See?”
Ms. Lucy had noticed the splotch, too, and holding her nose, she started going at it with a healthy dab of spit and the end of her own shirt.
“Honey, you better get a camel if you’re going to try to spit-shine that out,” Asher said, as if he were speaking to Ms. Lucy directly. Then, to Ramona: “Okay, I didn’t just come to apologize.”
“That’s what she said,” Ramona snapped back.
Dead-eyed, Asher continued. “Lux… was weird today.”
“I mean, she’s right to get fired up—” Ramona noticed her boss emerging from the back office, his attention fixed on her. “You know? This could be the start of a bunch of hate murders or something. We have to get on this.”
“Yeah, I know.” Asher noticed Ramona’s boss and started to drift away from her. “But the way she handled the server. I know she doesn’t like the guy, but damn. Dude likes to get pegged by his girlfriend while watching cartoons. He’s got enough on his plate.”
Ramona drew a sharp breath, and then, quickly backing away, “Ash, shut up! What’s wrong with you?” She saluted her boss, to show she was going back to work. “For real, though, are you serious?”
“Not about the cartoon thing. I don’t know.” Asher chewed on his lip. “He seems decent. Kind of reminds me of Salinger, and we shit… pooped… all over him. We’re supposed to be more accepting.” He scratched the back of his head and turned away from her, to leave. “I don’t know.”
Ramona heard someone clear their throat behind her. Thinking it was Asher trying to scare her again, despite the fact that he was right in front of her, she stayed her heart and glanced over her shoulder.
There was someone behind her, but the smell of them preceded the shape of them. It was a rank odor; a cloying musk, like that which would lift off the charred remains of a fetid offering. It smelled of ripe fruit, and sulfur—an alluring feast from the sickening larders of hell itself. It made Ramona retch.
“Am I already vegan?” Asher carried on, not seeing what she was smelling, because his back was to her. “I can’t remember… Good golly, miss Molly, what the hell is that—” he spun around, “—smell.”
Ramona and Asher both saw him at the same time. Ansel, the server from the coffee shop. The one Lux had insulted, and had insulted before, time and time again. In his hand, he was gripping his cell phone, and there was blood coming out of his hand, and the cell phone. The smell was strongest at the device—the technological origin of that very organic stench.
“I…” Ramona started.
But the server shoved past her, his slick arms sliding over her skin like sea-polished stone. And as he hurried towards the exit of the library, Ramona caught a glimpse of something on his cell phone’s screen. An image. A symbol. A diamond of light wreathed in tentacles. The very same Lux used as a header for all her blog posts.
The server’s name was Ansel, and sure, yeah, when he was in the right mood and with the right person, he’d let a woman fuck him in the ass. Sometimes, he and whoever was strapping in for the night would even laugh about it and say he was taking one for the team. It wasn’t something he did often, nor was it something he was all that embarrassed about. That was the great thing about Bitter Springs. Over the last few years, it had become so open in regards to sexuality and “gender roles” and the usual bullshit people debated about on the behalf of those who could just as easily, if only asked, speak for themselves on the matter. No, Ansel could handle someone knowing his sex life as well as he could the toys he used to enhance it. What he couldn’t handle, what had him sweating profusely and hallucinating shapes and whispers, was that someone had attacked him and his lifestyle on the Internet, and stated with the utmost certainty that it was result of latent pedophilic tendencies.
That someone was Lux. And although the post didn’t talk about him directly, it was obvious, and it would be obvious to anyone else, as Bitter Springs was a small town. She had written the damnation on her blog two hours ago. It had hundreds of comments, and thousands of ‘likes,’ and both metrics were increasing steadily by the minute. The overall sentiment of her readers was not good. Lux had never laid a hand on him, and yet she had fucked him in the worst way possible.
Ansel’s phone had blood all over it, but he wasn’t thinking about that right now. Instead, for the umpteenth time, he read Lux’s profile of him, or rather, people ‘like him,’ and felt his stomach turn, do a belly flop inside his belly—its best dead, beached whale impersonation.
The blog began as all self-important blogs began. With a call to arms attached to a body of hyperbole. It read thusly:
When the gates are unlocked, anything can come through. Something has found its way into Bitter Springs, and I need your help rooting it out, or everything we will have fought for, everything we will have modeled and promised to this country, will have been for nothing.
As you may well know, there has been a death in Bitter Springs, but what is even more insidious than death itself are those things that cause it, for if they have happened once, then it stands to reason that they may happen again. Salinger Stevens was found brutally murdered with the word ‘faggot’ slashed into his chest. As an involved member of the LGBQTIA community, and someone who knew Salinger Stevens both in passing and personally, I can say with absolute certainty that he was not a gay male, but a heterosexual cisgender male posing as a gay male. He was killed not for what he was, but for what he pretended to be. I will be called a bitch for saying it, but it is the truth, and I don’t care: We are fortunate that Salinger Stevens died, because he died in place of one of our own. That does not make him a martyr, but it does buy us some time, as not only do we need to find out who the culprit behind the hate crime is, but how many more imposters there are in Bitter Springs, as they threaten our very way of life.
Make no mistake, I am not saying that people are not free to do as they choose, but cultural and sexual appropriation as a means by which one disguises their personal issues and inadequacies is deplorable. This is the majority passing themselves off as the minority in attempt to reap the benefits of systematic discrimination. By posing as, for example, asexual, bisexual, demisexual, gay, lesbian, metrosexual, pansexual, skoliosexual, transgender, transsexual, or even as another race or ethnicity, they are effectively minimizing who we are, diluting our community, and stripping us of the few supports and resources available to us. Some may claim that they are merely questioning their identities, but do not be misled. They mean to infiltrate us and see us eradicated. And it is not an eradication through typical means, but a slow decay of our values until we are normalized into nothingness.
Now that I am aware of them, I have begun to see many imposters in our midst. It is not my intention to start a warlock hunt (I can’t even get into the misconceptions of witches right now), but it is my duty to warn others of the liars that walk amongst us.
With so many places to begin, let us start with the safe spaces in Bitter Springs, as they mean very much to me, as well as everyone else who uses them as a way to escape from the negativity and the triggers this world seems so desperate to ram down our throats.
I am so angry right now that I literally cannot see straight, so I will begin with Bitter Springs’ coffee shop, the Grindout.
There are several imposters at the Grindout, mostly among the staff there, who I now believe have been planted deliberately in those positions to keep tabs on our community. Among them is a cisgender, white male who reportedly has women perform anal sex upon him. Initially, I, too, attributed this behavior to nothing more than a kink, but in interacting with this individual, it became obvious that he was a straight male trying to give the impression that he was gay, or at least, so I thought.
Self-diagnosis is a valuable tool in these days where psychologists, psychiatrists, and social workers are paid to apply labels to groups the general public find undesirable. I consider myself extremely proficient at self-diagnosis, as well as the diagnosis of others. And what I discovered was that this imposter at the Grindout was not only pretending to be gay, but that he was using it as a cover—a cover for latent pedophilic tendencies. Many brave women who have been forced against their will to perform anal sex on the imposter have stated he made them pretend to be children—little boys, actually, age nine to ten. Displacement at its finest.
Can you not see the importance of this issue? Can you not see the weight that it carries? True criminals and delinquents are invading our community and wearing it as a costume, to keep tabs on us and to carry out their twisted fantasies. These repulsive individuals may even find themselves modeling their behavior as acceptable for those of you in the community who do not possess a keen eye such as myself, and you will be led astray because of it.
The imposter begins this way at birth. They are raised this way, and I have seen many children—a supposedly “non-binary” kindergartener, in particular—parading about Bitter Springs, creating confusion and chaos for those other children who are trying to better understand themselves. It makes me sick to see the lengths that the mainstream will go to to see us undone.
There is a murderer in Bitter Springs, and though they may be doing us a favor, they will have to be stopped, before those that truly matter fall beneath their blade. Stay vigilant against this malevolent virulence that sickens the straight man’s soul. False faces must be unmasked.
Ansel’s hand was shaking again, and there was blood seeping between his fingers from the cell phone. The tendons in his neck tented. His eyes went out of focus. His teeth clamped down on the side of his tongue, and his canines carved a place for themselves in it. He tried to steady his breathing, but his breaths were so short, it was as if he wasn’t breathing at all; his body was simply going through the motions. Now, it was a vessel, a place to hold an eventual vigil, as anger and fear ripped him apart, inside and out, and made him stupid, and slobbering.
Holding the phone like a beaker bubbling over with a bad chemical reaction, Ansel left his kitchen and went and stood in the middle of the living room. He swiped the screen, to bring himself to the comments section of the post. It made his finger hurt, going down the page like that, as if he could feel the literal pitchforks poking out of the glass.
The comments were curated by Lux, and so almost all of them agreed with and contributed to her narrative. They read thusly:
I think I know who you are talking about at the Grindout, and I am going to report him to the manager. I threw up in my mouth reading this blog. Thank you, Lux, for, as always, being our light of reason.
It’s no surprise to me but that the mainstream wants to impersonate us. Whites have been doing it since the dawn of the time. What they cannot understand, they take over.
I know who you are talking about. I’m going to key his car. Let the police try to stop me. Do the Bitter Springs police support pedophiles now?
I want this server out of our town, and away from our children. Gay men have fought so hard to remove the stigma of them being unfit to be around children. This monster is going to bring it back.
Pedophiles and imposters should be killed. The murderer is doing us a favor. For once, it’s a hate crime I don’t hate.
Your hair looked so good Lux at the get-together.
I say that we organize a meeting to begin tracking down these imposters. Their values are ruining our tradition.
You’re so brave, Lux, for posting this. You speak the truth when no one else will. I can’t believe you’re the only one writing about these things. When I don’t know what to think, I find it’s best to listen to you, lol.
There were more comments than those, calling for Ansel’s arrest, or death, as well as the arrest or death of the supposed imposters living in Bitter Springs. The only comment Lux had bothered to respond to was in regards to whether a woman should shave her body, not because a man asked her to, but because she wanted to. Lux told the poster she had a responsibility as a woman to ignore what she wanted for the good of womankind. To the other posters, she had nothing to say. They were all in agreement with her.
Ansel took the blood-soaked phone and slipped it into his pocket. Standing there, in the middle of the living room, he could feel the gaze of the people outside his windows, passing by on the sidewalk or in their cars. He felt like a wild animal that had been captured and caged and put on display for a depraved audience to see. Everyone was looking at him, judging him; to Ansel, everyone had read Lux’s post, and everyone had believed it.
There were the voices in his head, thudding back and forth, like thick, electrified chords flailing in the dark belly of the sea. The voices came from those who’d commented on the blog, except they weren’t him simply recalling what he’d read—they were actual voices, with their own gender, tone, inflection, and accent, and each of them was yelling at him, harassing him, calling for his blood. It was as if Ansel were an antenna that had picked up, for the first time in his life, a signal, a small blip, of the Internet’s unrelenting, uncompromising ire.
Then, alongside the voices, were his own thoughts. Quick leaps of logic and uncoordinated jumps to baseless conclusions. He was going to school to be a teacher, a grade school teacher, and now that was off the table and buried in the backyard. He was going to be a father one day, or at least he’d hoped he would be, until Lux had socially castrated him. Friends would disown him. Family would disavow him. Ex-girlfriends would take the stand, and prosecutors press them for facts on every sexual encounter, or any time he’d played with one of their children.
Ansel went to the windows and let loose the curtains. He sprinted out of the living room and made his way around his modest, one-story house, boarding up the place the best that he could in the way a modern man would—with shades and curtains, and the ugliest chairs wedged underneath doorknobs.
Deep down, in the floor of his gut, where the butterflies had yet to settle, he knew he was overreacting, and yet he couldn’t stop himself. He remembered the first time he had been stung by a bee as a child, and how he had completely lost it; how no one could calm him down, and how nothing else had existed in that moment except for that moment and the mounting pain.
“Stupid fucking bitch,” Ansel said, the blood in his pocket built up to such a point that it sloshed around like an IV bag. He retreated into his bedroom, but kept the lights off.
Sitting on the edge of his bed, he then felt it, a literal sting. He drove his hand into his blood-filled pocket to stop the pain. But nothing had bitten him. There was nothing there. Except for his phone. It was vibrating. Someone was calling him.
Ansel took out his phone. The screen struggled to glow through the gelatinous gore that had congealed on it. His friend, Annette. It was his friend calling him. Or at least, she had been his friend. The voices in his head said that he was a pederast, and that the only friend a pederast deserved was the bullet someone was bound to put in his head.
Feeling that sting in his leg again, Ansel answered Annette’s call, but didn’t say a word.
“Ansel?”
He grunted.
“What’s wrong?” Then, more seriously than before: “Ansel, what’s going on?”
“Did you read it?” he asked, whispering in the darkness of his own room, as if he were afraid to wake the beast that might be lying in his bed. “Did you… see it?”
“Your text?”
“Lux’s blog.”
“Yeah, I mean… is that what you’re freaking out about?”
Ansel sat up straight. Outside his room, somewhere near his kitchen, he heard something wet slap against the linoleum.
“Hey, why are you freaking out about that?”
“I…” He strained his ears, but the sound was gone; all that remained were the voices, and their derision. “Did you see what she said about me?”
“She didn’t say your—”
He yelled, “You know who she was talking about!”
Annette went quiet; he could imagine her retreating away from him, the distance the same from Earth to Space, with all that suffocating silence they shared between them.
“Sorry,” he said.
“I’m not the bad guy here.”
“I know.”
“No one buys into Lux’s bullshit, except the people she pays to peddle it.”
Ansel shook his head. “There’re hundreds of comments. Thousands of people have seen it. People want to kill me.”
“It’s the Internet.” Annette drew a sharp breath and held it until she couldn’t anymore. “They’re all cunts; every last one of them. And you know how I feel about using that word.”
“It’s bigger than you think,” he said.
“How? Ansel, she has like two friends in Bitter Springs. The rest she just bullies into submission.”
“Not on the Internet.”
“So?”
“That’s worse.”
“You’re saying anonymous strangers on the Internet are worse than the flesh and blood losers we have running around our town? Dude.”
A creak. Wood bending. Ansel lifted off the bed and, still in the dark, went to the doorway. Holding the molding for dear life, he leaned into the light coming in from the living room and looked around his apartment.
“I’m pretty sure we can report her for this,” Annette carried on.
Nothing made a person more self-aware than the feeling that something terrible was about to happen to them. He had stacks of poetry books on his living room table, and he could still call to mind almost every inspiring line he’d highlighted inside them. If the voices were right, then the police would turn his house inside out, and what would they find in those poetic verses? Were there secrets in the letters, in the words? Could they forgo interrogation and simply build an Ansel to their liking based off the misinterpretation of his interests?
And, oh Jesus, there was a picture of his nephew on the wall. It was the two of them at the beach, not an adult in sight. Both of their shirts were off.
“She’s never liked you. Anyone who knows anything will see right through this. I promise you.”
Ansel moved into the living room, past the ukulele propped up against the side of the couch; there were burn marks on the arm of it, from where he’d gotten drunk and fallen asleep holding his cigarette. The carpet made a squishing sound as he walked across it. He didn’t bother glancing down; he figured it must’ve been from all the blood pouring out of the phone.
“Are you a pedophile?” Annette blurted out.
Ansel stopped, halfway into the kitchen. “Fuck no,” he said, while glaring at the linoleum floor. There was a trail of a sticky, translucent substance running across it; it had no definite beginning, nor a definite end. Whatever had caused it existed for that moment, and that moment only.
“No, you’re not. If you geek out and act guilty, it’s only going to make it worse.”
There it was again, that wet sound. It was in the kitchen with him, but where? Ansel went to the sink and fished a steak knife out of the mountain of dirty dishes. It still had last night’s supper on it—Chinese take-out—because he couldn’t be bothered to learn how to use chopsticks, even though he had a small collection of them in a drawer. That’s something else they would find, when they did a moratorium of his life. Leftovers and dirty dishes, and recycling bin filled to the brim with beer bottles. Too much beer for one man, they’d say. Lures, Lux might write, for fish to ensnare in his net.
“What’s that sound?” Annette asked.
Ansel turned towards the basement door. “The voices or…?”
“Voices? What voices?”
“Nothing.”
Ansel went to the basement door, the knife shaking in his hand.
“Ansel, what voices?”
A loud crash exploded out of the guest bedroom. Ansel jumped and stumbled backwards, catching himself against the kitchen island.
Annette cried, “What the hell was that? Is there someone else there with you?”
The voices inside Ansel’s head were getting louder and louder. It was a constant barrage, one after the other, accompanied by tiny, ringing noises, like messages coming in by the tens and twenties in a chat room. They told him it would probably be best for him to kill himself. They told him they were coming for his mom and dad. They recited his address, his phone number. They were talking about his face, and the mask of lies he hid behind.
“Ansel, fucking talk to me.”
He whispered, “I think someone has broken in.”
“Call the police! I’ll call the police. I’m coming—”
“There’s so much blood coming out,” Ansel said, holding the phone in his hand, which was gushing blood, like a severed artery.
“Blood? What the fuck—”
The cell phone died in Ansel’s hand, and when it died, the blood stopped, too. He dropped it, and when it hit the ground, it melted into a crimson puddle.
Another crash, this time from the living room. Turning to the living room, he saw the picture of his nephew and himself at the beach swaying on its hook, recently disturbed.
Heavy thudding—Ansel spun around, slicing the air behind him. There was more sticky, translucent liquid on the floor, and on the cupboards. It smelled salty, and of the ocean.
“Get out!” Ansel hollered. “I’m calling the police.”
He backpedaled through the kitchen, into the living room. Someone was in the house. He couldn’t see them, but he knew they were there. He could feel them, right ahead, around the corner, near the front door or the guest room; a shape, a shadow; a shade standing in the dark, biding its time, clinging to every corner, stalking his image as it was held in every reflective surface; he could smell their breath, that salty, oceanic spew; and he could hear it, the weapon they had brought—the wet, thick, leathered tails of a whip; they were caressing it, lubricating it; letting it drag across the ground, as if they were marking their territory.
Ansel had his computer in his room and a window he’d “boarded” up with pillows. He could lock the door, contact the police through the Internet, or fit his doughy body through the window. He could do something, anything, other than stand here.
He ran towards his room, flicked the light switch on the wall. As the dying bulb buzzed to life, he threw his body into the door, slammed it shut, and locked it. Turning around to go to his computer, the air caught in his throat, and he dropped the knife.
The monitor, the tower, keyboard, and mouse were weeping blood, like infected sores. Ansel went to one knee, fumbled for the knife. A force from behind pushed him into the desk. His hands skated through the blood, until they gave out, and his elbows cracked against the floor.
“Women… and children,” someone whispered behind him.
Ansel reared up, but his attacker was on him again. It took him by the back of the head with hands larger than his head and pressed his face into the blood. It tore Ansel’s shirt off, split his pants in half. It grabbed the elastic of his underwear and bunched it up in its slimy fist, wedging the fabric painfully into his ass.
“Please,” Ansel cried, unable to hear his own voice over the voices of the Internet inside his head. “Don’t do that.”
It started to carve into the small of Ansel’s back, not with any blade, but its long, stinging fingers. Ansel bucked in the blood, but it pressed down harder on his head, so that he couldn’t move.
“Stop, stop!”
It kept carving into his body, one letter or symbol at a time, and when it was finished, it moved onto his sides. The pain was nauseating. He was being branded. He could smell his skin splitting to an impossibly cold heat, wilting into the seething ravines scored there.
When it was finished with Ansel’s sides, it grabbed him by the hair on the back of his head and twisted his neck until he could see what had been written into his flesh. The tattoo read ‘women’ and on each of his sides, the word ‘and.’
It bashed Ansel’s face into the ground, over and over, until he was about to lose consciousness. When he could barely see, it turned him over and drove its fingers into his stomach, above his pelvis. Both its hands worked together, stirring his skin and muscle into the shapes of letters.
“It hurts!” Ansel cried. Unable to see who or what was doing this to him, he sealed his eyes shut with his tears and disappeared into his mind. As the attacker worked at his stomach, he could see the letters it was cutting into him. A ‘c’ and then, with the other hand, an ‘n.’ He was counting on the numbness of shock to save him from this, but in seconds, the message was complete.
Children. It had carved ‘Children’ above his cock. ‘And’ into his sides. ‘Women’ above his ass. Women and children. A place for each of them, when they were his to have.
Ansel felt his eyes being pried open. It was on top of him, pressing its weight into him. It peeled his lids back, and when his eyes were open, it leaned in and kissed his irises.
“It’s time for the world to see you for what you truly are,” it whispered, a voice that was both male and female.
Ansel begged for his life, but his life had been forfeited the moment Lux had put him up for bounty on her blog.
The attacker closed its hands over his face, slipped its fingers into his jaws, and slowly, carefully, as if to make sure Ansel didn’t miss a moment of agony, it began to peel away his face in one complete, glistening sheet of skin.
Ansel didn’t die until his face was no more than raw muscle, and his attacker was staring back at him, wearing it.
It was all over the news: the non-binary kindergartner, Zoe/Zeke Crampton, was found dead in the bathroom of their home last night. The word ‘Liar’ had been burned into their throat; and like Salinger Stevens, their face had been degloved. Ansel Adams had also been found dead in his bedroom with the phrase ‘women and children’ carved into his torso—his face also having been degloved. Due to recent allegations regarding Ansel’s latent pedophilia, social media was already beginning to make connections between the cases, suggesting that Ansel had killed Zoe/Zeke. Some proponents of non-sexual, but intimate relationships between adults and children claimed Ansel and Zoe/Zeke had been lovers, and that they had been targeted for their counter-culture beliefs. The police were still looking for a murderer at large, while everyone else stayed focused on the victims, and what they had done, or not done, to have deserved such a cruel fate.
Fenton liked facts. They never let him down. It was true that facts could be distorted, but they had an almost brittle malleability. If one knew where to look, and if they looked hard enough, they could see the stress fractures in what others wanted everyone else to consider true, and know they had been manipulated. He was naïve, and he approached the world like a child, but only because as a child, he could play his peers’ childish games. They were children, too, but they didn’t know it. They thought the clothes they wore, the jobs they held, and the sex they had, somehow elevated them above the playground antics they’d never graduated from. He wasn’t better than them, but he knew them better than they knew themselves, and that was why he was Lux’s principle augur.
But after three murders that could be linked to Lux or Lux’s blog, Fenton found himself reconsidering the company he kept. It wasn’t because of the others—he’d seen the fractures in their facades since day one—but because of himself. Their “work” as Lux called it, had always been meaningful to him, but unlike Lux and to a lesser extent, Echo, it wasn’t the reason he woke up in the morning, or the explanation for why he could sleep so soundly at night. Social justice had been the carriage to carry him to the group, but it was the group itself that carried him. They were his friends, his best friends; and to them, he was a stranger. Because he was an impostor. He had twisted the truth of himself to fit the shape of their claws, and gladly went where they flew. But he could feel Lux’s claws tightening, and he could bend no more. If he broke, he would be bare.
Fenton’s favorite place in Bitter Springs was the cemetery, where he now stood; the dead didn’t bother him, and the living kept to themselves. Also, it didn’t hurt that there was a fairly strong Wi-Fi connection being broadcast from the house by the cemetery. The wireless connection had been not-all-that-cleverly named “AshestoAshes.” Surprisingly, Fenton hadn’t cracked it as quickly as he thought he would’ve. After trying “DustoDust,” he went back and forth between “zombie” and things related to zombies, until he remembered what the owner of the house looked like. He was a thirty-five-year-old white male that lived with his grandmother; he worked out in the basement, and wore expensive jewelry and tracksuits. If the wind hit him hard enough, everything near him would be given a light dusting of protein powder and cheap cologne. His name was David Goldstein. The password had been “Dust2Dust.”
Taking out his tablet, Fenton made his way to his favorite spot—a grove near the Goldsteins’ house. He sat down, wedged his back into the giant Weeping Willow that had overtaken the other trees in the grove, as if it had pulled them in with its leaves for a huddle, to talk about what should be done about all these meddling corpses in their backyard. Fenton liked to think nature cared about trivial things, the way humans did. It was the same way how two people felt when they came together to share in their bickering over a sub-par waiter, or how complete strangers could find common ground in the aneurism-inducing stress of their favorite show ending on a “to be continued,” teasing them until next year’s next season. Fenton found most things he did in life to be inconsequential, like someone planting trees to bring beauty to a cemetery. For all the fleeting moments of reprieve the act might offer, reality still waited swathed in the trueness of rot. Being an augur was not much different. They could break down a person’s traits and qualities, but in the end, like the caretaker who’d cultivated this grove, it wasn’t for anyone but themselves. If anything, it amplified what it wasn’t, what it couldn’t be.
Augurs of the past used the behavior of birds as ways by which to measure the approval or disapproval of the divine. Who the hell were Fenton and the others trying to understand? Not god, and certainly not the sad specimens they judged on this decaying orb.
The sunlight left the tablet’s screen. While it was booting up, he caught his reflection in the glass and quickly looked away. A stinging sensation drilled his leg at the place where his phone in his pocket was pressed against it. Focused on the tablet, he scratched the stinging until it graduated to burning. Pain was easier to manage when it was of your own making.
The tablet rang like an old rotary phone, and a message overcame the home screen. Fenton thought he’d heard something rustling behind the willow, but he couldn’t be bothered to check. This was more important.
The message was from a mutual contact of his and Asher’s. The contact’s name was Gulliver, and he was, as Asher put it, “gayer than gay… a new species of gay; a color we’d never seen but always knew was there.” The augurs had a file on him that expanded with every encounter, like most tabs they kept on their community. It had the usual details—twenty-five-year-old, white (middle-eastern), gay male with the body of a dad, a mildly unhealthy drinking habit, and a free pass to the patriarchy (on account of his wealth, not his skin)—as well as some newer ones, which included reports he had been spotted with chewed-up knuckles, possibly from a roofie-gone-wrong (whether he had been the victim or the perpetrator remained to be discovered). Asher liked him, because Asher liked everything that was bad for him, but Fenton was lukewarm on the worm. And yet he couldn’t deny Gulliver made one hell of a snitch.
His message read thusly:
Someone has been seen fleeing each crime scene. Cops are keeping it out of the papers. Reports are all the same. A slender figure dressed in somewhat transparent clothes, except their clothes looked wet, like they’d been standing in the rain for an hour, even though it’d been clear skies after every murder.
What do you think that means? What in gay hell is going on?
Did Asher break his fingers? Tell him to call me. It’s been an hour, and I’m growing moss sitting here waiting by the phone.
Whatever. I couldn’t care less. I saw Echo storming away from Lux just a minute ago. Know anything about that?
Don’t hold out on me, robo-boy!
Love,
Gulliver
More rustling in the trees surrounding him. Fenton glanced up. His heart seized in his chest. There, beyond the grove, a shape stood amongst the headstones. Spindly, vitreous, its body wasn’t separate from the cemetery, but a part of it, raised from it, like a crack in the paint on a canvas.
Fenton jammed his thumb into the tablet’s screen. The pressure of his fear warped the LCD. He told himself what he was seeing wasn’t real, and then it wasn’t. The white sunlight sliced through the clouds, like a hammer nailing to the Earth a holy decree. The shape vanished, disappeared into the dull grays and dying greens of the cemetery’s tarnished palette.
There was blood on his pantleg; two large drops, and one small, and another, a fourth, that hadn’t finished bleeding through the fabric. Fenton took his phone out of his pocket. He almost dropped it because it was so slick, like it’d been covered in jelly. But there was a cluster of notifications vying for attention, and so he ignored it. Because amongst the spam mail, automatic bill payments, and texts from his constantly worried, recently separated mother and father, there was a reminder that Lux had, minutes ago, posted something new on her blog. He tracked her every movement as best as he could, because he didn’t trust Echo to do it right when she did. She was too involved. She did it out of infatuation. He did it out of survival.
Except, there was no post. The last thing she had written had been her proposition on impostors. And yet, there had been something. Remnants of a post. A larger gap than was normal between the header and the body of the front page. Something had been there, and now it was—
Fenton blinked as he saw it, the same way someone blinks instinctively, almost pre-meditatively, to keep something out of their eyes. It had been on the site, but it wasn’t. Like the languid shape that’d spread itself across the graves, it disappeared into the light. But, damn it, he had seen it. It had been a picture of himself. Where the hell did it go?
Digging his heels into the corpse-fed dirt, Fenton closed out of the browser and sent a text message to Echo that said, “Everything okay?” Not expecting a response, because Lux had a monopoly on Echo’s fingers and what she did with them, he slipped the phone into his other pocket. And then, experiencing a rare moment of uncertainty, he fell back on his palms and, for the first time in a very long time, actually considered the world around him—not the one they’d built for themselves, inside themselves.
The cemetery was like all cemeteries: quiet, reserved; a place where shadows bred and the sunlight never seemed to last for long. It was row after row of plot after plot—a stone timeline of friends, families, and strangers dating back to the days of Bitter Springs’ founding. The property was small, but the woods that checked it gave the cemetery an infinite quality, as if to promise those that passed that there would always be enough room, even for them. It was these woods, which eventually fed into the larger forest, Maidenwood, that gave the cemetery its sinister atmosphere. You could see it in the air, a slight discoloration of slate gray and muted white. A constant fog, regardless of the temperature or time of day, that crept and crawled, like fingers feeling out the presence of trespassers.
Fenton squeezed the bridge of his nose. Facts were safe, even when they weren’t. His imagination was another matter entirely. It got away from him, and when it came back, it came back with worry and shame hitching a ride on its hunched back. The last time he let it have its way with him was the first time he’d come to the cemetery, and the last time he’d been his true self around Lux.
That day had been a day like any other day of that year when he was in sixth grade. A day where he drifted through the sea of students, never uttering anything to anyone, unless called on in class. Up until this point, he hadn’t paid much attention to Lux and Ramona (Asher had yet to join the fold, and Echo was in another school altogether), except when he stole glances at them, because they always seemed more attractive than the last time he’d seen them. Up until this point, they had been cute, and somewhat intimidating. And then they gave their presentation in History class, and then they were both those things, and more.
In an oral presentation that was one-part beat poetry and one-part verbal assault, Lux and Ramona laid out the class and the teacher with a caustic retelling of the women’s suffrage movement in the United States, and how women were still fighting for rights that should’ve been granted to them since, and this was quoting Ramona, “The dawn of fucking time.”
After the ten minutes it took to, this time quoting Lux, “drop a knowledge bomb” on the class, the students sat there in silence—the guys staring at the girls from out the corner of their eyes, waiting for their reaction to tell them how they should react. Their knowledge bomb had left the whole class shell-shocked, and not because of the content, but because of the fiery impact and the crater it left in their pre-conceptions. All the teacher could do was tell them to take it easy on the language, and when he clapped, everyone else clapped, too. Most of the students had forgotten about the presentation by the end of the week, but for Fenton, it had left such a ringing in his ears that he couldn’t hear anything else.
In a haze of Lux and Ramona, a few days later, Fenton, not thinking or caring about where he was going, walked home from school and ended up in the cemetery. His ever-scientific mind had been weighing the pros and cons of approaching the girls, how they would react if he did so, and how he could tell them he appreciated their presentation without seeming as if he had an ulterior motive, when he tripped on a broken grave that looked like it’d been stamped into the soil. The name placard read Fenton Laurent, 1890-1940. And after he did some research into the matter, Fenton found out that this man had been a distant relative. The most his father could say about him was that he was completely unremarkable.
“So, I’m not named after him?” Fenton had asked his father that day.
“Just a coincidence,” his dad had said. “If I’d known we’d name you after such a waste of space, your mother and I would’ve come up with something else.”
He remembered his dad laughing and shaking his head, and nudging Fenton to make sure he knew it was just a joke. But that was a lie. He knew it then, and he knew it now. His dad had, and continued to have, almost impossibly high expectations. Even compliments were lies. Fenton could see the truth through the cracks in them all.
In his reminiscing, Fenton’s body had steered him to that sad and forgotten plot of Fenton Laurent. He stood over it now, the same way a sailor stood over a maelstrom, wondering how they’d gotten here.
But he already knew the answer; that was the downside of having all of them. He was here because he had found a grave that not only shared the same name as him, but also his crippling normality. As a sixth grader, he’d seen his whole life ahead of him. There would be grad school and acquaintances in the place of friends, and he would drink often and alone, and end up marrying someone he didn’t love, because they were easy and, for all his supposed smarts, he didn’t know any better. Nothing made a person a better augur than having to look up to those everyone else looked down on.
He was here because of the grave, and because of the two girls who’d infected his belief system years ago. Back then, he knew they would’ve never accepted him as he was, so he became something else, instead. Not because he didn’t like himself. He liked himself well enough. He did it to get closer to them, to be something more than intelligent and talented; to have the chance to leave a mark that amounted to more than a dog-eared page in a book only he and a few other nerds could comprehend.
So, he made a mask for himself from the truth of his being and molded it to his liking, making sure to obscure every crack of every lie, until some days, even he struggled to find the seam of where the mask ended and his face began. He emphasized his French background, and studied the language in his spare time. He became bi-sexual and re-interpreted every strange encounter he’d ever had with the same or opposite sex as a result of his sexuality. He immersed himself in gender studies, and denounced himself as a man as much as possible. He became more childish, withdrawn; he dampened his emotions, so as to emphasize Lux’s and Ramona’s. And when he had the chance to funnel money into Lux’s blog or her projects, he did so without question, because as long as his family’s fortune was going to a “good cause,” then his over-privileged status could be ignored.
It had been good while it lasted, Fenton thought to himself, catching his reflection in the golden placard of the adjacent grave, but now he’d outgrown his mask, and if he didn’t take it off soon, someone else might do it for him.
“Imposters” were being murdered, and it didn’t take a seasoned detective to see the connection between the cases and Lux’s blog. For those in the know, it was obvious who Lux had been targeting with her writing. His first thought had been that she might be the murderer, but she had an alibi for every victim.
His second thought was that it might be Echo, and that thought had been echoing through his head the whole morning. Like the ringing in his ear from Lux and Ramona’s presentation, he couldn’t be rid of it.
Stinging in his other leg now, on the skin underneath his phone. Annoyed, he ripped his phone out of his pocket. Staring at the screen, he stopped breathing. It was a message from Caleb.
It read thusly:
We need to talk. All of us. This is big. My buddy at the police station has a buddy at the lab where they’re checking the evidence over. First off, said there was way too much blood at the crime scenes for the wounds inflicted. Second off, the lab nerd said there’s something wrong with the blood. Said it’s not just the victims’ or the perp’s. Said the blood was from a shitload of different people. Like… hundreds. Maybe thousands.
What. The. Fuck?
Echo sat in the greenhouse section of the local Lawn and Garden and ran hands down her legs, feeling their smoothness, admiring the way her pale flesh caught the light from the overheads. She kept telling herself Lux was missing out. Aside from her head, Echo had shaved every inch of hair off her body. Lux liked her like that. It took a lot of work, but relationships were work. If there was anything to be learned from trashy talk-shows, that was it. Relationships were work, and the payouts didn’t always arrive when they were expected to. Echo was still waiting to get hers. Had been all her life.
She leaned back in the metal chair, propped her feet up on the glass table next to it. Her cheeks felt tight in the places where the tears had dried. She imagined she must’ve looked like one of those washed-out statues at the park, where the acid rain had carved away their faces, leaving them in a permanent state of mourning.
The automatic doors opened at the greenhouse’s entrance. A man pushed a cart through, and his wife followed after. They were young, and black. While he leaned over the cart, deflated and defeated, his wife flew back and forth between the various flowers on the shelves and ground with all the energy and insanity of a coked-out hummingbird. Her excitement was exhausting him; his exhaustion was exciting her. They were pulling away at opposite ends, and yet somehow, probably thought this would balance their relationship out, help them meet in the middle.
Echo scoffed and tipped her head back, letting the overheads print their afterimage into her corneas. She hated heteronormative gender roles. The oafish husband who only showed enough interest in his wife’s interests to keep the peace, and to make sure he kept getting a piece. The neurotic wife who kept herself busy at all times, doing everything for everyone, and silently hating everyone for everything she’d ever done for them. The recently married and the marriage certificate they practically carried around, like it was the key to the kingdom the marginalized could only dream of one day entering. The little girls who only played with dolls, and the little boys who played with action figures. The monotony of monogamy.
Shaking her head, she positioned herself so she wouldn’t have to see the husband and wife, because they were triggering her feelings of depression regarding the fight she and Lux had earlier. Those two stupid, heterosexual shitheads should’ve known better than to come here with that lovebird crap. This was the place where Salinger Stevens worked before his death. For the straight to come here was like a serial killer returning to the crime scene. Or, at least, that’s what Lux said.
It was so annoying how much she missed Lux. Lux was the love of her life, the woman she wanted to settle down with. She’d done everything for Lux, been everything for Lux. Damn it, she had even planned to make dinner for them at the end of the month so she could propose to Lux. It hurt so badly knowing that Lux was mad at her. It was like when her Dad used to tie knots or tighten screws so much so that no one but himself could ever get them undone. No matter how much she tried to unravel this feeling inside her, the only hands it would loosen to belonged to the woman who had put it there in the first place. The only way to feel better was to make Lux feel better.
Echo was secondary; it was the curse of her name. She wasn’t the source, but what came back to it. Lux, Ramona, Asher, and Fenton didn’t have to pay attention to their surroundings, because they simply superimposed their own worldviews onto it. Echo was her surroundings. She had never been known to have been anything else.
These blacks are pissing me off, Echo thought, hopping to her feet. She crossed the greenhouse, went through the automatic doors into the Home portion of the Home and Garden.
The Home in the Home and Garden was a small warehouse jam-packed with every unnecessary necessity one could ever guilt themselves into wanting for their quaint, suburban getaway. It was shelf after shelf of things for the kitchen and the bathroom, the living room and the family room; tools and containers; hardwood, lightbulbs; bird feeders and water fountains; couches, chairs; paint of every imaginable soccer mom-manufactured color. It was endless, too; stacked to the ceiling, the stock seemed to be coming out of the ceiling, as if it were being deposited from the corporate mothership hovering stealthily above the store.
Lux had said she always thought the hippie movement was for pussies, but even then, she could see why the Home and Garden and places like it would make them sick. Naturally, Echo agreed.
Remembering why she had come here, which wasn’t to sulk around until someone felt sorry for her, Echo dug her nails into the heels of her palm and headed for the paint department. That was where Salinger Stevens worked, and where his last best friend, possibly boyfriend, was on the schedule today. Lux was convinced Salinger, as well as Zoe/Zeke and Ansel, had been impostors of the LGBTQIA community. Echo agreed with her, even though by being here at the Home and Garden, she was sending another message entirely. A message all her own. For a person named Echo, that didn’t happen a lot.
Salinger Stevens’ main squeeze, Paul Zdanowicz, wasn’t at the desk when Echo came around the corner. His cell phone was on the large, wraparound counter, though, and it looked to be sitting in a pool of red paint. Echo looked around to see if there were any other sales associates nearby, but it was just her—her, and all the forty-something, failed high school football stars, eyeing her like a rare dish they hadn’t seen, but were itching to try.
Or at least, that’s what it felt like to her, when she caught them staring at her.
Echo shivered, as if she was physically ridding herself of their ocular filth, and twisted her mouth, concerned. She needed to find Paul. A friend of a friend of a friend had said Paul was with Salinger the night he had been killed. He might’ve seen the killer, Echo told Lux, after having shared this information. He might’ve seen the killer, and he might’ve seen where the killer had gone, after murdering Salinger.
That’s when Lux had lost it.
“If you want to suck Paul’s dick, just go ahead and do it!” Lux had screamed at her, her irises rimmed with light, as if something had passed in front of them. “He’ll tell you anything you want to hear after that!”
Echo had only been able to shake her head and stutter out, “What a-are you talking a-about?”
And that’s when Lux’s eyes had darkened, and retreated into the recesses of their sockets. “If you go looking for the killer, he might find you.” Her lips had thinned, her cheeks had become razor sharp. “If you think I want something bad to happen to you, then go ahead, you groupie slut.”
That’s when Echo had shed her subservience, and the two of them cussed each other out and pushed each other around, until Lux locked herself in her room, and Echo, wanting to add insult to injury, left to go find the now mysteriously absent Paul Zdanowicz.
Echo went to the wraparound counter and leaned over Paul’s cell phone. The red paint underneath seemed to have spread farther. It looked watered-down, though; less like paint, more like… Echo laughed, swiped the screen. Without a password to prevent her from pursuing Paul’s personal shit, she pulled up the last thing he’d looked at.
It had been Lux’s blog, and there was a new post.
Echo didn’t need to read it. If she was an expert on anything in life, it was of the wills and whims of her love, Lux. Like the light of the sun, she moved in a constant, predictable pattern. In the spring, she gathered her strength and energy, and those who had missed her presence began to seek her out, to elevate her to her rightful place on all their horizons. In the summer, she came into herself; she was the center of everyone’s attentions; the searing threat; the harsh wake-up call. Summer saw her in her element, in that harsh in between—in between the rebirth of spring and redeath of winter. It was in summer that all her work was done, and all her projects completed; and all transgressions tilled from the patriarchal field, to make way for the bones of her oppressors. At the first signs of fall, she fell into a depression, and by winter, she was seldom seen; preferring the confines of her “woman cave” and the sex she demanded from Echo to “keep the light inside her alive.”
So, yeah, if Echo was an expert on anything in life, it was the wills and whims of her love, Lux. Which meant that was blood coming out Paul’s phone. Which meant he wasn’t far from here, fighting for his life. Which meant there was still time.
Echo tore down the aisles of the Home and Garden, keeping her eyes peeled for the killer’s familiar trail. She dodged customers and carts, and felt herself already getting winded—the consequences of smoking at the ripe age of eleven. Stopping, sniffing, she caught the telling scent pressing into the aisle. The large fans above had carried it here, and the heavy musk of it seemed to be slowing them down. It was the killer’s scent. Sea salt and sulfur. The forever and the fatal, intertwined; the brood from the breast that’d birthed it.
They should’ve never gone into the forest.
Lumber up ahead, and a short-lived scream. Echo stopped, stumbled forward. Her knee went out. She grabbed a coil of garden hoses that capped the end of her aisle and righted herself. Another scream. Wet appendages smacking against tile.  Then she saw it, that distinct signature: numerous, tightly bunched smears running along the cement floor; crusted over, and reeking; sexual secretions from the promise of sadism. It was here.
Echo crept towards Lumber. The aisle was narrow, and empty. On each side, long, restrained boards towered over the walkthrough. Whitewood, spruce, fir, pine, poplar; amber-like Douglas and technicolor-red Redwood. Wildly different trees that, as Echo walked past them, began to look the same. They lost their individual qualities and shades and shifted into the dark, contorted oaks that formed the dense corridors of Maidenwood. And just like that day, this corridor ended in a faint light, and a beckoning hand.
Echo shook her head, and the memory lifted from the scene. The hand vanished, but the light remained. At the end of Lumber, there was a single-person, unisex bathroom. The door was slightly open, and the light leaking out strobed, as the shape inside moved rapidly back and forth in front of its source. It was driving its appendages downwards into something; a primal display of power; relentless, emotionless; mechanical.
“Stop!” Echo whisper-screamed, taking off towards the bathroom. One arm out, she wheezed loudly, “Stop it! Stop it!”
Echo barged into the bathroom. Paul Zdanowicz was on his knees, his body thrown over the toilet; naked. The killer was standing over him, holding his head up by the hair on the back of his head. In the killer’s snaking tentacles, Paul’s degloved face hung. Catching the fluorescent light, the skin turned transparent; there were blush-like blood splotches on his ghoulish cheeks; and broken capillaries like purple webs around the ragged eye holes. His mouth was crooked, his lips swollen; they glistened with spit and blood, like two throbbing egg sacs.
The killer released Paul. His lifeless corpse fell raw face-first into the shitty toilet water. It turned to face Echo. As it did, it soiled itself with the substance of its making. That glassy brimstone. The milk of hell.
“Give it to me!” Echo ran at the killer and wrenched Paul’s flap of a face from its squirming grip. “I’ll take it to her. She doesn’t need to know!”
Three members of the LGBTQIA were dead, and Lux wanted to throw a party? As insensitive as this might sound to others, Asher thought it was a pretty damn good idea. What better way to bring an at-risk community together than to bring them together on the same night, in the same place? Together, they could be strong, and safe. Together, they could clash craniums and find the fucker who was thinning out their herd. Lux had given him a list of names of people to invite, but Asher wasn’t feeling this new drive of hers for exclusivity. He was going to invite everyone he could get his hands on, and whoever he could get his hands on… he’d save for later.
“Too many lesbians,” Asher mumbled, stopping his car at a stop sign to look over the list again. “Too many high school sophomores, too. Lord, Lux. Predatory much?”
Someone honked behind Asher. He looked into his rear-view mirror, blew them a kiss, and then floored it down the road. He wasn’t overtly feminine as a person, but if someone pissed him off, he’d be a sassy drag queen in a half a second flat. Nothing disarmed a person faster than a mouthy, muscled man whose hands you couldn’t follow.
Asher hauled ass through a yellow light at the next intersection and, peeling out, made a sharp turn into the nearest fast food joint. The line was long, like a-soup-kitchen-on-Christmas-long, so when he pulled up and claimed his spot amongst the rumbling desperate, he put the car in park, and got to work.
With his phone, Lux’s list, and his own additions, he had the invites sent out through social media in about five minutes. During that time, he’d barely budged but an inch in the drive-through, but that was fine. Like the sinner in a confessional waiting for the priest to get settled, it gave him time to reflect on this bad decision. This bad decision which consisted of a tub of food and a bucket of soft drink, and a small slice of apple pie. Like the teenagers of today loved to say over a cocktail of pills, cheap beer, and over-the-counter, under-the-covers prophylactics, only god could judge him.
Staring at his phone’s screen and the list of eighty he’d invited—most of whom had already accepted—a gnawing hole opened up in Asher’s stomach no amount of greasy carbs could fill. He’d known it for a while now, but with the way Lux had been acting lately, it had become unavoidable.
He didn’t care. He didn’t care about their “work,” or being an augur. He was tired of talking, day in and day out, about social justice and the patriarchy, gender roles and the spectrum of sexuality. He was tired of tearing himself apart and attaching labels to each idiosyncrasy, like some retail wretch tagging clothes on a rack. He still liked Lux, Echo, Ramona, and Fenton, but he didn’t love them like he wanted to love them. They were convenient, but he’d outgrown them. They didn’t make him happy; he wasn’t allowed to be happy around them. Happiness denoted compliance. Compliance was, according to Lux, the ultimate killer.              The only way to improve something was to flay it to the bone, to be rid of the lies that rode like lice upon the flesh.
Maybe over the years Asher had become a simpleton, but hearing shit like that come out of Lux’s mouth without a hint, a morsel, of self-awareness, sounded absolutely retarded. He couldn’t be gay without being a statement. And he couldn’t be a statement unless it was Lux’s statement. Sure, he and the others agreed to their “mission” and what it all meant. But goddamn, what did it all mean? They were fighting just to fight, flaying just to flay. Aside from the occasional hatemonger, Bitter Springs wasn’t a bad place to be. Certainly better than other cities he’d gone to visiting family and friends. Lux would say he was giving up. Lux would say he’d lost his way. But he’d only lost it because it was her who’d brought him here.
After waiting a solid ten minutes, Asher rolled down his window and rolled up to the intercom.
“Can I take your order?” the worker buzzed, sounding not much different than the robots that would probably replace them years down the line.
Asher leaned out the window, opened his mouth to order, but the summer air passing through turned cold and he was reminded of fall. This was Lux’s last hurrah, he realized. Her dedication to equal rights and social justice was undeniable, but it wouldn’t be long until she reached that point in her routine where she became dormant. The collapse of Brooksville Manor was supposed to have been her summer swan song, and it hadn’t reached the chilling crescendo she’d hoped for. She was grasping at straws to remain relevant. The auguring would start soon, and they would pass judgment in the court of public opinion. He would have to talk, and goddamn it, he was tired of talking.
“Sir?” the intercom spat out in a garbled mess of letters.
Asher bit his lip. He’d lost his appetite. Laughing, shaking his head, and mouthing an apology there was no way anyone could hear, he turned out of the drive-through and back onto the road. He needed something more fulfilling than the shit he’d been eating these last eight years.
Lights blipped like beacons on the edge of Asher’s vision. Slowing with the traffic, he turned his head and muttered, “Fuck me Jesus,” as he caught a glimpse of the chaos unfolding behind the main stretch.
The Home and Garden had transformed into the Hospital and Cemetery. Four cop cars and a fire truck formed a perimeter around an ambulance, where paramedics and police, like well-dressed vultures, circled a covered body on a blood-soaked gurney. The vehicles’ emergency lights formed a blue and red sphere, and outside it, as if it were repellent, onlookers were gathered, contorting their bodies and straining their necks to have but a glimpse of the corpse that lay blooming under its blanket.
Asher’s instincts told him to watch the road. The car ahead of him had come to a stop. With a yelp, he slammed the brakes and skidded onto the rumble strip, narrowly missing a messy fender bender with the car or cars stacked up behind him.
Drivers zoomed past him, honking and flashing, and throwing up middle fingers so hard a few might’ve even strained their wrists. It didn’t matter to them that, for a moment, they’d both been ogling the crime scene with the same doe-eyed glee. That was the way it went in his circles, too, among those who prided themselves on being more open and understanding than the general population.
“An asshole is an asshole,” his last partner, Jared, had said.
Asher remembered laughing at him, because just as it had been then as it was now, his mind had been born, raised, and made a man-child in the gutter.
But for once in his life, Jared was serious. “Doesn’t matter who you are, what you call yourself, what you’ve been through; an asshole is an asshole. Even the outcasts have a pecking order.”
“I know you’re talking about Lux,” Asher had said, rolling his eyes.
Jared had been talking about Lux, and when it came down to it, Asher was given a choice to choose between her or him. He chose the Light. He always did.
By the time Asher had made it back to Bitter Springs’ Community College’s off-campus housing, social media had already convinced itself that it was Paul Zdanowicz’s corpse the cops had pulled out of the Home and Garden. The cause of death was inconsistent—in a matter of five minutes, he’d been stabbed, skinned, burned alive, beaten to a pulp, and curbed-stomped—but a few details found purchase in the perverted minds of the city’s amateur reporters: Paul’s face had been degloved, though a piece of it had been found snagged on a hook in the Lumber aisle; and the word “confederate” had been blistered into his perineum—the official term for what quickly devolved in reports into the perennial favorites of taint, gooch, and grundle.
Absorbed in the newsfeed, Asher somehow parked his car, made it to the front door, and down the hall to his apartment unscathed by pushy stoners and clingy frat boys. Entering his apartment, he found the discussion had shifted from Paul’s death being the fourth in a hate-crime-spree to the killer’s choice of the word “confederate.”
Lux was not well-liked, but she was frequently read; her influence was undeniable, and her good favor hard to grow and even harder to maintain. It had been the reason why Asher became one of her augurs. It was one of those us or them situations, and being a sixth grader at the time, nothing sounded better than belonging to an “us.” The “them” kept him around because he let the straight girls grope him—“It’s okay,” they would cry. “He doesn’t mind!”—and he wasn’t as gay as the other gay guys in their grade. He could almost pass for straight, someone had told him once. Like that was some shit he should be proud of. And shit, he had been. Once. And then some.
It was that us versus them mentality that gave Lux her power. Not necessarily naturally here in Bitter Springs, but on the Internet, which in turn gave her a presence and a voice that rose higher than the usual wails on the wind. It was that us versus them mentality which made Lux more important to most than they actually wanted her to be. It was that us versus them mentality that transmitted Lux’s words and actions like signals into the minds of her allies and enemies, allowing them to take root, to take form; to eat away at their patterns of speech until the prescribed discourse replaced their own, like a cuckoo bird taking the place of a pushed hatchling, and being fed to maturity by the very thing that wanted to kill it.
So, confederate. Lux had used the word multiple times in her last blog post, the one that went out prior to Paul’s death. And here it was, over and over again, being pounded out on keyboards by kids and adults who probably hadn’t used the word since their last class on the American Civil War. It was a good word. A good word to use in auguring. A confederate could mean a supporter, or it could mean a bigoted individual still clinging to racism under the guise of heritage. The difference between the two being whether or not the “C” was capitalized, but that didn’t matter. People didn’t pay attention to shit like that.
Confederate was a good word. It was a word covered in bristles and thorns, and had a sharp taste other words didn’t when they came out your mouth. It was the cornerstone of the monument to come, Asher considered, plopping himself down onto his couch; a throne, really, with Lux upon it; Echo to her right; but who would stand to her left? The augurs? No, the lack of symmetry would make Lux sick. So if not them, then who?
“Blah.” Asher lay down on the couch, dropping his phone on the floor. So over-the-top. All of it. So over-the-fucking-top. He grabbed the TV remote and cruised the channels until landing on some glossy, empty, and utterly forgettable horror movie remake from the early 2000s. It was trash, but if trash was anything, it was sweet. Twenty minutes in, he was out.
Asher woke up to rolling credits and some nu-metal song that was playing over them. He couldn’t explain it, but he had a mad case of the heebie-jeebies, which, though off-putting, made him smile, because the word made him think of Ramona, and how badly she wanted to punch him every time said it.
It was dark outside. The only light in his apartment came from the TV screen, and the faint glow of the moon just barely pushing through the windowpane, as if the clouds that covered it were in league with the sun. In a building with forty other students, Asher somehow felt disconnected from the world. That which wasn’t touched by the harsh illumination of his television or cell phone was lost to the gray dark, where vague outlines lurked amongst the mildewed vapors of the central air.
Asher sat up, broke the crust on his lip with a raspy, “Goddamn,” and leaned over on his elbow. He grabbed his cell phone off the floor from where he’d dropped it earlier. He had about one hundred notifications, thirty texts, five missed calls… and why the hell was there blood on his phone?
He went from comatose to practically caffeinated as he sat up, the glaring device oozing a chunk of gore from its charger port. Instead of geeking out and shaking it off, he watched the piece of pink, mushy meat inch down his wrist and forearm, like a slug. His throat tightened, as if to seal off his esophagus from the sick threatening to escape his gut.
And then he did flick it away, as he felt an intense stinging at the spot on his arm where the fetid lump had stained it. And he dropped his phone, too, as the foul ejaculate continued to seep from the seams of the phone’s plastic shell.
“Whatthefuck?” Asher’s knees shot into his chest and he scooted sideways down the couch, as far away as possible from the phone. “Holy Jesus jumping Christmas shit!”
Damn near asthmatic, Asher stopped breathing and bent over the edge of the couch. The cell phone’s screen lit up. A text message ran like a news ticker across its upper half. It was from Ramona. He could tell by the icon he’d used in place of her photo—a pink pig that looked as if it had eaten its way halfway through a make-up kit. A pretty shitty thing, all things considered, but that was the nature of their relationship. After all, the picture she used in the place of his photo was a turd-shaped cock with a rainbow flag planted at the top of it.
“Ramona,” Asher whispered. Did he leave the voice assistant thing-a-ma-jig on? “Call Ramona.” He clenched his teeth, leaned farther forward. “Call—”
His eyes lingered on the text message.
It read thusly:
Did you see what Lux said about you?
He hadn’t. And it was the last thing in the world he cared about at this moment. Because there was something in his living room with him. Something standing on the edge of the shadows, in that no man’s land, where perception and reality gave birth to horrible imaginings best suited for purgatorial vaults and breached Membranes.
Asher had always wanted to be a writer, but now, he just wanted to live through this night.
It wasn’t human. It couldn’t be human. Seven feet tall. Translucent. A billowing, gelatinous bell for a body; from it, countless undulating limbs, thin and thick, unfurled. Not flying, rather, floating; swimming, even; riding on the hidden currents of an uncharted sea.
It wasn’t human, but it wanted to be. Its body twisted like a sheet, as if it were trying to wring from its form the telling signs of its morbid symmetry. At first it was male, then female, and then both—a perfect harmony of each manifestation of gender and sex from every point along the spectrum.
Aroused, disgusted, but mostly horrified, Asher leaned in and learned that the vein-like structures that grew along the creature, inside and out, weren’t veins, but sentences—vessels comprised of words and punctuations through which a dark oil pumped in short, forceful movements, as if it were mimicking the brutal hammering of a piston. If he forced his eyes, Asher could almost make out the sentences. It wasn’t gibberish. Adverbs, adjectives; verbs, conjunctions—their meaning was lost on him, and yet he could feel it all the same; a great, bullying swell of emotions. The same way one might feel if they stared into the sun. To understand, to know anything more than its surface level, he would have to burn out his eyes, and live with their secrets in the lonely dark of his mind.
Asher was certain that this was the killer, and it must’ve decided this delay had been torturous enough, because with one graceful, eerily silent push, it thrust itself onto him, over him, and laid its stinging limbs upon him.
Its form was male now. Its shoulders, the color of smudged glass, were wider; its torso had folded itself, and used the word veins as stand-ins for pectorals and abs. It had no legs, save for the appendages that waded on the air, but from where a pelvis might be, the limbs wrapped together, forming a penis-shaped trunk that was heavy with the hateful substance that coursed throughout its body. It pressed down on Asher’s crotch with a stomach-turning weight, and then split apart, from improvised frenulum to absent scrotum, forming a grinning smile of tissue inside which rows of teeth were fixed—the building blocks of their jagged form also words. Words, such as gay, faggot, hate, pathetic, and sick.
Asher managed to whimper. And whimpering, he said, “Don’t… don’t hurt me.”
The killer had no eyes, but because looking at it was like looking through a window, Asher felt as if he were being watched, being judged, being consumed. He felt the same way he felt when he used to give presentations in class, or once, in the auditorium, when he’d been convinced to run for president, despite not being nearly as extroverted as the world had decided him to be. He felt thousands of eyes gazing upon him through that gelatinous mesh that gave the killer its shape. It made him want to die, more so than the creature that straddled him, its gasping, grinning cock in his lap.
“Gay men are still men,” the killer whispered. Its voice was neither male nor female, but something else, something alien. “They are one of us, until they are done with us.”
The killer raised its limbs—a writhing bouquet of glassy tentacles—and pressed them against Asher’s clavicle. Hot, shooting pains drove into his flesh, and he drove his body into the couch to break free. But he was harpooned, fixed to the creature; the pain it made and pain he felt the singular bond between them.
“It hurts so bad,” Asher said, voice breaking.
His skin bubbled along his neck and chest. A necklace of blisters formed and immediately popped. While their slick, stinking fluid oozed down his nipples, more blisters formed; little domes of rancid filth.
“You mother fucker.”
Asher drove his fists into the killer’s torso.
“Get off of me!”
And when his knuckles would’ve met the meaty bell of its body, the killer vanished. Or at least, he had thought it had. Asher sat there, reclined, wracked with pain, his mitts ready to bludgeon, and still he could feel the killer’s presence. Like a ghost, it haunted the place where it had once hovered. It was still with him, but it couldn’t touch him.
A touch of trauma kept him rooted, but after a few minutes, the paralysis waned. He sat up, his shirt drenched in blood and pus. With the harsh light of the TV, he could see it, the killer. It wasn’t a hallucination. The thing was in his living room, watching him. At times, there would be a new dimension added to his living room—a portion of its bell-shaped torso, or the faint outlines, like fossils in rock, of its tentacles. It hadn’t gone anywhere, and yet it couldn’t hurt him anymore.
Asher sat there awhile longer—hours, maybe—staring into that space, searching for signs the same way scientists scoured the stars for life. There were hints, promises, and though he couldn’t always see it, he knew it was there. It refused to leave his side. Such a terrible dread filled him when he wondered if it would be this way forever.
With dawn, the living room lost its deathly qualities. The killer hadn’t left. It was quiet, contemptuous; hidden like a spider in the folds of reality.
Frozen to his spot on the couch, Asher found with the sun he began to thaw. Muscles aching, drenched in the acidic run-off of fear, he carefully came to his feet. When his body nearly touched where the killer resided, there was a dimensional shift, as if it were making room for him, as if to say he could go where he wanted, but it wouldn’t be far behind.
Asher’s mouth was hot and raw. His tongue flaked. The blisters on his chest had mushroomed into ripe, pale yellow bulbs. Overdosed on his own adrenaline, his ears buzzed, he couldn’t breathe well, and parts of his body had taken on a phantom limb quality.
He remembered his phone had gone off at some point. His phone was his lifeline. Bending down, it felt as if the whole world were going down with him, like the dying in their death throws, yanking a curtain from its rod. He grabbed the phone, forgot how to use it for a moment. Ramona had sent him another text, an image. A screenshot from Lux’s blog.
It was as follows:
Gay men are still men. They are one of us, until they are done with us. An ally can just as easily become an enemy. There are impostors amongst us, and they can most easily be found in those that possess male traits or qualities. These are members of the minority who wish to be part of the majority. They want to have their cake and fuck it, too. They will act feminine, or transition to the opposite sex, but they are fooling no one. They are not one of us.
I can think of one gay man in particular. A would-be writer who’s formed an allegiance with a group of people with real problems. He is a hyena; a greedy creature content to sustain itself on the scraps of our labor. He thinks that, by being one of us, we will forget that he was always one of them.
In a famous psychology experiment, people were recruited to be both guards and prisoners, and they were encouraged by those involved to carry out those exact roles in a prison-like environment. Those who were guards did as we can expect all pig law enforcement to do, while the prisoners took their beatings. Some even sympathized with their captors. The gay man has taken his beating and aspires to be a guard. He has forgotten what it means to be a prisoner.
Women have raised this world. We have forgotten the value of eating our young.
There were thousands of likes, thousands of comments.
Crying, Asher covered his mouth and swiped farther down Ramona’s text to another message. It was from several hours ago, about when the killer had arrived, or perhaps shortly after it had vanished.
The second message read as follows:
Are you okay? Jesus Christ. Look now. She took it down.
The third message had arrived sometime in the witching hour. It read as follows:
If you’re still awake, Lux wants us to get together. All of us. She said it’s time for us to track down the killer.
After Lux’s episode at the Grindout and the subsequent death of Ansel, the server who worked there, the augurs decided to move their operations from the coffee shop to the larger, but far less sexier safe space in the old, unused band room of Bitter Springs Junior High. Depending upon how one looked at it, to call the band room a safe space was fairly ironic. Being that it was an abandoned and relatively unsupervised gathering spot for horned-up high schoolers, it was only natural that, over time, it would turn into less of a place for people to discuss pertinent social issues, and more into a convenient location for people to get laid. Because of this, and because of teenagers’ tendency to forsake even the most basic of hygienic practices, the walls of the band room were practically dripping with STDs.
It was an after-school special’s wet dream.
Ramona was the first to arrive. She sat in the parking lot, in her car, hugging the steering wheel, as she watched through the dirty windshield the stragglers making their lonely marches across the campus. It was Friday. They should’ve been high-tailing it home. But she got it. Home was heartache. What was the rush? It wasn’t going anywhere; at least, not until they did.
She could still see the both of them, her mother and father. Her mother, and how she used to pinch her stomach and her arms, the same way butchers used forceps to measure the thickness of meat. Her father, her father, and how he used to make inappropriate comments and jokes whenever an attractive girl passed the two of them in public. To understand her, he had tried to emasculate her.
Fenton arrived shortly thereafter and parked one space away from Ramona. He acknowledged her, and she him, but they stayed in their respective cars. He leaned into his armrest, covered his mouth with his hand; he breathed in the dish soap still sticky in the creases of his palm. It’d taken him a long time to wash the blood off his hands. His pants and underwear were taking their fourth tour of the dryer and washer back home. He’d dressed sharply to hide the fact he hadn’t slept well these last few nights. Try as he might, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something had been standing over his bed, watching him. When he had finally dozed off, he would immediately awake to a tingling sensation on the edges of his face, as if something had been stroking him.
He knew what it was, though. It was the mask he wore on his face. His body was pushing it out finally, the same way it would the deepest of childhood splinters. This had been a long time coming, but being back here at Bitter Springs Junior High had been the final shove he needed. This was the place where his two hard crushes and him sick of being picked last for everything had led to Fenton forsaking himself for the sake of them: Ramona, Lux, and to a lesser extent, Asher and Echo. It was his last-ditch effort to survive the killer at large by going back into the closet he’d never really come out of.
Ten minutes later, narrowly missing a teacher who looked like a nursing home escapee, Asher careened into the parking lot. Not seeing Ramona or Fenton, and yet seemingly drawn to them all the same, he double-parked behind them and immediately got out of the car. He shut the door as fast as he could, locked it even faster. His invisible stalker in the passenger seat caught the light as he caught a glimpse of it through the window. The killer had been with him this entire time.
Having had a brush with Death, it seemed Asher’s mind had made up its mind about him living any longer. He hadn’t slept; the only thing he’d eaten was the skin off his lip, and the only thing he’d drunk was the bile in his throat. He was sickly, in that numb haze of singeing aftertastes and bad jitters that followed sleepless sleepovers. The world seemed to be moving faster than he could keep up with. He was never meant to be an augur, and now it seemed he wasn’t even meant to be here, on this earth. And yet he was. Why had he been spared when the others hadn’t? Or had it been following them, too? Where had they gone wrong? What could he do to make this right? Would anyone else see it? Would anyone believe him, even if they could? Was it because he was gay? Or because he hadn’t been gay enough? He scratched his chest through his shirt, raking the blisters with his nails. It felt as if he had the world’s worst sunburn.
Caught at the light outside Bitter Springs Junior High, Echo stared at the other augurs in the parking lot from the road and wondered if they’d pieced it together yet. She was surprised to see Asher still alive. Lux had put up and deleted blog posts on each of them, Echo included, over the last few days, but Asher’s had received the most attention. Lux’s lambasting of men, gay and straight, had really resonated with a lot of other true believers out there. The community was spread too thin, Lux had said, and because of this, any justice they managed to raise meant next to nothing, because everyone had their hands in the pot. Echo had agreed. She always did. That was why they had gone to Maidenwood, to meet the Sisters’ apostle. If Connor Prendergast hadn’t wanted anyone to do that, then maybe he shouldn’t have written it in his stupid, misogynistic book, Black Macabre Occult, or whatever the hell it was called.
Red to green—the stop light gave her the go-ahead, and Echo made a sharp left into Bitter Springs Junior High’s parking lot. She nodded at Ramona and Fenton and parked between the both of them. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, she watched Asher for a couple of seconds as he stared into his car, eyes nearly bulging from his black-rimmed sockets. They, but him especially, had taken Lux’s love for granted. They thought it would be easy, and maybe it had been, but things were different now. Extremity was the only way to trim the extremities from the gropers, the fondlers; the cat-callers, the leering; those who took advantage of the things they took for granted; raging hard-ons, soft snivelers; the cocks gathered at all the long tables, and all the cunts who’d willingly taken the short end of the stick. They’d all been there that night, in the black, with the black, on the pavement, beside her. Hundreds of years of dehumanization and systematic discrimination had paved the path by which he found her and gagged her. Blinded, bleeding, she had called out, and her call had been heard. Until then, all she’d known were echoes of her own, catching on the indifference of the world around her, taunting her like an image in a mirror. Until then, but never again.
Echo took a deep breath and killed the engine. She turned to Lux beside her and said, “Ready?”
Lux, not looking up from her phone, took Echo’s hand and squeezed it. Echo noticed there was still blood underneath Lux’s fingernails, but didn’t bother pointing it out. She wore it well.
Lux led the way into Bitter Springs Junior High, and the augurs followed after, first Echo, then Fenton. Asher was farther back, and noticing this, Ramona stopped and fell in beside him. He smelled ripe, like sweat and garlic, and he was going so slow that, if he went any slower, he’d be going back in time. And that might’ve been exactly what he was trying to do.
“Hey,” Ramona whispered, “you okay?”
Asher didn’t look at her on his left, but to something on his right. He side-stepped, bumped into her.
“Sorry,” he said.
“It’s about—” she waited until the others were farther ahead, “—Lux’s post, isn’t it?”
This time, he did look at her.
“She deleted it. I don’t think she meant it.”
Up by the Junior High’s front doors, two nerds were leaning against the bricks. They’d said something to Lux.
“Why’d she write it, then?” Asher asked, a single tear in each eye barely clinging to their lids.
“I don’t know. I’ll talk to her.” Ramona squeezed his arm. “Did something happen last night?”
Asher rasped as he breathed his foul breath into her face. “I’m good, girl,” he said, smiling a pathetic smile.
“Fuck you.” Ramona pinched her nose. “Smell like something the sea shit out.”
Asher laughed, and then there were more tears in his eyes. “Can you see what’s—”
The nerds kicked off the wall. Like sacks of raw dough, they ambled awkwardly towards the augurs, practically tripping over their sagging sweatpants.
“What’d we do wrong now, huh?” one of the nerds asked, grinning.
The other nerd shoved his hands into pockets and rocked back and forth on his feet. “Not all guys are bad.”
“We don’t all rape women.”
“I don’t… mansplain things.”
“All we’ve ever done is be nice to girls.”
The nerd with his hands in his pockets was suddenly struck with anger. “People like you make us feel like shit. Everyone reads your stuff at school—”
Lux beamed.
“—all the girls always talk about how bad guys are.” The nerd wrinkled his nose. “Most guys haven’t done anything wrong! We haven’t.”
Echo sighed. “Just because you don’t do it, doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen.”
Lux smiled, threw her arm around Echo, and planted a sloppy kiss on her lips. The nerds’ anger gave way to surprise, and they walked off, shaking their heads, but looking back often, just to make sure they weren’t missing out on anything else.
“Everyone loves a lesbian,” Asher said, the words coming out with a sling of spit.
“Don’t start,” Ramona said. “Please.” She squeezed his arm harder and stared at Lux as she disappeared into the building. “Please, don’t.”
A few furries were getting fresh with one another when the augurs came into the old band room and sent them packing with their tails between their legs.
“We have a lot of work to do,” Lux said, taking her place at the head of the cheap, plastic table.
Echo and Fenton sat on opposite sides of her. Ramona grabbed a seat in the middle, while Asher sat across from Lux, at the farthest end. He turned, as if he wanted to be ready to get up at any moment. Small glimmers of light danced around him. The others, apparently, didn’t think much of it.
“Asher,” Lux said.
He gave her one eye’s worth of attention.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah.” He frowned instead of smiling. Then, woodenly, like a total try-hard: “It’s the room. Can feel all pre-pubescent pregnancies weighing down on me.”
“Huh,” Echo said, smirking.
“They give out condoms at the nurse’s station to the guys. Can’t be that bad,” Fenton said, naïve as ever.
Ramona kicked Fenton’s foot underneath the table. “Girls can get them, too,” she said, playing her part as best as she could.
Lux cleared her throat. She pressed her elbows into the sticky soda stains that ran in rings around the table. The yellowed fluorescent light covers buzzed, making the bug carcasses collected inside dance. The bulbs blinked. Outside the abandoned band room, someone laid into a trumpet, blasting out a dooming note.
Eating up the theatrics so much her mouth was moving like an old woman tonguing peanut butter in her partials, Lux leaned in and said, “Who is the killer? They will be at the party, I’m sure of it. Who is the killer?”
Everyone looked to Fenton, their facts man, and so Fenton began. “A white, cisgender, over-privileged male who—”
“A woman,” Echo interrupted.
“Yes,” Lux said.
Ramona, Fenton, and Asher exchanged looks with one another, the color in each of their faces like the soda stains on the table—faint and sickly.
“A woman,” Lux said, echoing Echo. “The killer is a woman, not a man. That is how they go unnoticed. She’s defected to the other side. She’s taking out the weakest of us, working her way up the food chain.”
“Why?” Asher rumbled.
Lux’s eyes shone. “Let’s figure that out. Together. You’re the only friends I have in this town. I know it. You know it. You’re targets, for being who you are and for associating with me. I really do appreciate you. All of you.
“I know you’ve seen some of my blog posts lately. They’ve been pretty… militant. These deaths have had me thinking about things, reassessing our mission statement and what we’re trying to achieve. I think we created this killer.” She paused for dramatic effect. “We were too inclusive. There are a lot of sick people out there. An asshole is an asshole.”
Asher twitched. He gave her his full attention.
“Let’s put our heads together. Let’s figure out who the killer is.”
Asher turned in his seat, scooted it closer to the table. Sweat beaded on his brow. He looked tense, the way dead things looked after being left out awhile. A stink rolled off him, as if the air had shifted and unearthed the rot within. It smelled of sea salt and sulfur, and the sweet, eye-watering reek of piss. A black spot spread out along his shirt, where it was pressed to his chest. And then another, and then another.
“A woman,” he said, shifting his gaze to Fenton, the facts man. “A young woman.”
“Or older,” Fenton said. “Someone who could move around unnoticed.”
“White,” Ramona said. “Obviously.”
“A young, white woman,” Asher clarified. “Someone who knew the victims. Wouldn’t look…” He stared to his left. “Wouldn’t look suspicious.”
“Twenty-five to thirty, I think,” Fenton said. “Gender fluid, I think, and probably someone from our grade back in high school.”
“Over-privileged,” Ramona said. “If they’re tearing people’s faces off… they had to have learned that from somewhere. Probably reads a lot.”
“I think she reads Lux’s blog,” Echo shouted over the piercing flutes from next door.
The augurs, unanimous in their surprise, drew their breaths and held them until their bodies made them start breathing again.
Lux remained silent.
But Echo did not. “After every blog post Lux made, someone died. You have a lot of people who follow you.”
Lux nodded and said, meekly, “I do.”
“A lot of people who look up to you, believe everything you say.”
Lux’s cheeks quivered as she resisted every urge to smile.
“Did you suspect?” Echo asked, her voice taking on an almost Hollywood starlet type of tone.
“Yes.”
Asher twitched.
Fenton and Ramona closed their eyes, opened them again.
“I meant every word of what I wrote, but obviously, someone is trying to use me. They want to twist our goals to fit their own worldview.”
Ramona said, “Why didn’t you stop writing, then?”
“I won’t be censored, not even by slaughter.”
As if in slow motion, Ramona fell back into her chair. The rusted metal that kept it together whined, made a crunching sound, as if the impact of her had broken through the pubescent gunk that’d been holding it up, holding it back all these years. She felt all the “I don’t knows” unspooling inside her brain. They pressed into its folds and formed the track on which a new thought could roar. And roar it did, deathly, violently, as the mechanisms inside her mind tried to derail it. She didn’t want to hear it. It was all she could hear.
“Mentally, she has issues,” Ramona said with trepidation.
Lux nodded, said, “Please. Tell us.”
“She’s… she has no empathy for others.” Ramona tightened her jaw, and then pressed on. “She’s self-righteous. She thinks her way is the only way. No one is as smart… as her. Narcissistic Personality Disorder. Sociopath” A shiver shot through her body. This was like spitting in the face of god.
“But I think she has an accomplice,” Fenton said, stopping the awkward silence before it could start. “People have seen someone fleeing the crime scenes.”
Ever since they had sat down, Fenton had felt the straps of his mask tightening around his head, digging into familiar grooves. He had wanted to shed it, shred it, and yet with a few prompts, he was back to wearing it proudly. It was too comfortable, too reliable. Now was his time to unveil himself, to show the others the impostor within the skin they’d grown to know, and hope and pray they’d accept him for who he was, even if who he was wasn’t what any one of them wanted him to be. He knew where Ramona was going; he could tell by the pain in her voice she was flying too close to the sun and seeing the truth in its lying landscapes. The truth was important, but not if they were all but ashes in its hands. There had to be a better way.
“Accomplice?” Echo croaked, her cool composure coming off her in an avalanche of sweat. “Really?”
Ignoring Ramona’s glare, Fenton said, “Yes. Yep. Supposed to be wearing weird clothes, like see-through plastic?”
“Guy or girl?” Echo asked.
“Don’t be so mainstream,” Ramona snapped.
“Didn’t say.” Fenton’s heart was beating so fast he could hear it in his ears. “The blood they found at the crime scenes was contaminated, too. My source says it might’ve come from multiple people, not just the victims or the killer.”
“Killers,” Asher rasped.
“They may be wearing protective gear to avoid bloodstains on their clothing, or leaving prints and fibers,” Lux said. “What was the sex? The gender?”
Fenton shook his head. “Male. Female. Both. Eyewitness testimony isn’t very reliable.”
Lux nodded and said to Asher, “You’ve been quiet. You’re our social butterfly—”
Asher swallowed his revulsion as he felt the invisible killer’s tentacle slide over the nape of his neck.
“—so what do you think? Who did she spend time with socially? Everyone is coming to the party tomorrow. If we can find her crowd, we can find her.”
What did Asher think? It was written all over his face, and if these fuckers couldn’t read it, well, then he’d tell them what he thought. He knew what Lux and Echo were doing, and he knew what Ramona and Fenton were so clearly trying not to do. He didn’t know how this worked, or what the fuck this thing was that kept following him around, but he knew where it came from and why it had been let loose into their town. Lux called him an augur, but all these years he was nothing more than a glorified, gossipy bitch. She wanted to know what the killer was like, labels and all? He’d tell her.
“The killer is a white, twenty-two-year-old, over-privileged lesbian who spends most of her time alone or on the Internet.” The words coming out so quickly they began to slur together. “She has friends, but they are more like pawns. She’d been bullied most of her life for being different, so now, anytime anyone is any different from her, she bullies them. If they’re not like her, they’re an affront to her. She is her beliefs. There’s no separating the two. If one dies, they die together.
“No one ever took her seriously. The only time anyone ever listened was when she was pretending to be some anonymous person posing as a man on the Internet. Her parents never listened to her. They were always gone. She tried to tell them she was a lesbian, and she prepared herself for a big blow-out that never came. They didn’t care. Hurting others is the only way she thinks she can make others listen.
“A guy took advantage of her. Salinger Stevens, I think.”
Lux bared her teeth. Her nails dug into the table. Echo moved away from her, as if she was giving off too much heat.
“That was before… she knew who she was really attracted to,” Asher said. “Or… she took advantage of him. Paul, too, from the Home and Garden. She says she’s gender fluid, but I think she’ll be anything to promote her brand. One time, her heart was in the right place, and maybe it still is…”
Asher felt the killer constrict its grip around his throat. For a moment, he even saw it—and it was like a distorted window through which he saw Lux and his reflection melded into one.
“But it’s more than that. She wants a following. Other people like her. A cult of identity. She wants everyone to be dissected. No secrets. No surprises. If everyone is like her, then she’ll know she was right all along.”
Lux let out the faintest of laughs. Like a queen rising up from her council’s table, she came to her feet, arms out, a gesture for the augurs to rise with her. Aside from Echo, they remained seated.
“Who is the killer then?” Lux asked, searching each of them for signs of betrayal. “Asher…” She swallowed hard. “Asher painted us a very vivid portrait. Are we in agreement?”
Ramona shrugged.
Fenton stared at his shoes.
Echo nodded.
Asher swished the spit around his mouth. It tasted of the sea.
“Then who is it? Who is the killer?” Lux leaned forward, pressing her hands to the table, like a general looking over a map of a battlefield. “We seem like we have it narrowed down. Who is it?”
Ramona didn’t say anything.
Neither did Fenton, nor Echo.
“Do you know?” Lux said, staring at Asher, while her eyes glazed over. “Please, tell us.”
Asher could feel the accusation in his throat. The words were there, fully formed, after such a long gestation. It made him sick to his stomach how badly he wanted to say them. But try as he might, he could not pass them onto his tongue. They wouldn’t take. His sentence would be final. There would be no coming back from this, and he could not leave this place alone. Every one of them was a killer in their own way; the invisible creature beside him was the least of his worries. It would kill him quickly. They would destroy him and his reputation until he destroyed himself. He couldn’t leave here alone. Alone was what had gotten him here in the first place.
Finally, Asher whispered, “I don’t know.”
Lux nodded, her face flickering both a smile and a frown. She straightened up, sized up the augurs, and threw one arm around Echo.
“Party tomorrow night at the wharf on the river. The place is rented out. You can see the wreckage of Brooksville Manor from there.” She kissed the side of Echo’s head. “It’s a good place to rebuild.”
At 6:00 PM, an hour and forty-five minutes before the party began, Asher got into his car and picked up Ramona from her apartment and Fenton from his parents’ house. Neither of them had known they would be carpooling, and yet each of them had been dressed and ready to go, and out their doors before Asher even had a chance to honk his horn. It was one of those rare moments for the augurs were words weren’t needed to know the future. The bond between them had been enough to show them what was to come.
“Lux is the killer,” Asher said, his voice hoarse, almost gone; deprived due to sleep deprivation.
Fenton finished climbing into the car and closed the backseat door behind him. Ramona was there, too, on the opposite side. Asher had been insistent no one sit up front with him. It was almost as if he were saving it for someone else.
“Let’s just fucking say it.”
Fenton’s neighborhood was so rich it made Asher’s teeth hurt. He took off down the street, not watching the road, but his friends in the mirror, who still hadn’t said anything.
“She is,” he hammered. “And if she isn’t, she’s fucking getting someone to fucking do it fucking for her.”
Ramona kicked at the fast food bags that blanketed the floor in the back. “What happened to you?”
Asher ignored her. “Fenton?”
“I’m not gay,” Fenton blurted out uncomfortably. “I’m… not. I’m not at all.”
“We know,” Asher said.
Ramona gave Fenton a shrug.
“Ramona and I are gay,” Asher said. “That’s like a fox going into a hen house and talking about all the eggs it’s laid.”
Ramona snorted. “What the hell kind of simile—”
“Simile? Not a bad word choice for someone who only reads the nutritional facts on the back of snacks.”
Ramona lunged forward. Her seatbelt went taut and caught her before her hands could close around Asher’s glistening neck.
“You guys don’t care I’m not gay?” Fenton’s naivety was in full effect, but for the first time, it was legitimate.
“Jesus Christ, no.” Asher looked at Ramona in his rear-view mirror. “I’m sorry. Fuck. This shit I’ve… and that’s groovy you’re straight, Fen. Doesn’t really fucking matter. Still love you.”
Fenton could feel the weight falling from his face; each layer of the mask peeling away. He smiled, said, “cool” like the most generic man to walk this Earth, and then: “Did you see Lux do it?”
“I saw the post—” The car slowed down as Asher absently took his foot off the gas, “—and then… something was in my house.”
“What?” Ramona pulled the seatbelt aside, sat as far forward as she could. “Are you serious? The fuck? What? I was texting you. Why didn’t you…?”
“I couldn’t. It wasn’t going to let me.”
Fenton covered his mouth. “It?”
Asher nodded. “Don’t know what it is. But it looked like you—” Could he tell them the truth? “It looked just like you said. I don’t know if it’s human or… I don’t know. But it could’ve killed me, and it didn’t. It just… left.” He had to lie about that part. “As soon as she deleted the post about me, it… left.”
Ramona was squeezing her hands shut so hard it was a surprise diamonds weren’t dropping out of them. Just what the hell was Asher saying? Like a thief raiding a house, she tore the latches off the doors in her mind, hastily rooting through the remnants of coursework she hung on hooks like coats she might wear for the right occasion. Fenton dealt in facts, but he did it coldly; Ramona didn’t know much, or so she’d convinced herself, but what she did know she carried around like trophies.
“Blood came out of my phone,” Asher said, nearly winded by his confession.
Ramona stared at Fenton, while remembering not only what he’d said about the massive amounts of different blood at the crime scenes, but also the blood she’d seen on Zeke/Zoe’s pants and the gore dripping from Ansel’s phone in the library. Psychogenic? No, she wasn’t her dad. She couldn’t make that same mistake and transfer her bullshit onto this. That wouldn’t make it make sense. It would just make it make sense to her.
Fenton cleared his throat and said, “Yeah, mine too.”
The car lurched forward as Asher tapped the brakes. He sped back up as he changed lanes and headed for the highway.
“When?” he asked.
“Few days ago.” Fenton took out his phone—there were red splotches across it; not stains, but shallow burn marks. “I know I should have said something. It seemed so… normal to me, though. Like when you’re in a dream and even the weirdest things seem so ordinary. Like… of course there is blood coming out of my phone. Why wouldn’t there be?”
Psychosomatic. Ramona tried that coat on, and it almost fit. Physical symptoms that manifested from psychological origins. Jesus, was she really going to believe what she was hearing? But psychosomatic didn’t make sense. Fenton wouldn’t lie, and she’d seen what she’d seen, so if there really was blood gushing out of everyone’s phones, then it couldn’t have been psychosomatic. Phones weren’t a part of their bodies. And then, seeing the faded outline of her phone in her pocket, she laughed. It wouldn’t have been there if it wasn’t always there.
“Zoe/Zeke had blood on her pants when I saw her in the library. Ansel had blood coming out of his phone, too,” Ramona said. “I saw him.”
What were you supposed to do with facts that led up to fallacies? Ten minutes after his admitting he was straight, and here he was again, betraying himself for a place within the group. Nothing about these murders or the killer or killers or the omens involved made sense, but then again, as augurs, did they? They assigned meaning in broad strokes, categorized people with all the intricacies of a finger painting. They jumped from one conclusion to another; they never fell because they never failed. They supported each other and the truths they spewed so that they always landed softly. He saw where this car ride was going, and it wasn’t just to the wharf.
Asher merged onto the highway. Going eighty past the sign that read sixty-five, he muscled his way into the farthest lane. The setting sun blasted the windshield with blinding light, but didn’t faze him any. He could see past it now.
“If Lux is part of this,” Ramona said, “then how?”
“Echo said she had posted about all of us, and deleted the posts later. She had posted about Ansel, Zoe/Zeke, and Paul, too. And I think she posted about Salinger, but deleted that one.” Fenton was doing this for them, regurgitating the facts to feed their curiosity. He had to be indifferent. “Everyone she has posted about has died, or…”
Asher looked at him.
“Almost died.”
“And blood. First comes the blood,” Asher said, jumping into another lane. “Blood, and then the killer, like a shark.”
“All the posts about the victims had a ridiculous amount of likes and comments,” Ramona said. “Before yours got taken down, Asher, yours did, too.”
“I never saw one about me,” Fenton said.
“Me, neither,” Ramona said.
“But I saw blood.” Fenton rubbed his phone. “A little. She must have deleted it before anyone really read it.”
“Must be nice.” Asher, realizing how fast he was going, took his foot off the gas pedal and cruised. “If she deletes the post, the killer… goes away.” He checked the passenger seat for its telling glint. “But if she leaves it up long enough… if enough people support it…”
“Is it like a hit?” Fenton gritted his teeth. “Is someone doing this for her? Why… why would she want to hurt us, though?”
“No, she’s doing it,” Asher said, the exit for the wharf a few miles away. “It’s not human. The thing that was in my apartment wasn’t human. She’s doing it. They’re doing it, the people that read her bullshit.”
“Our bullshit,” Ramona whispered, repulsed.
“I don’t know how, but she’s doing it,” Asher said.
Everything they were saying finally caught up with Ramona. Scoffing, she said, “What… what the fuck are we… Lux is a witch? Is that…?”
“She’s been called worse,” Asher said. “I’m not saying I get it. Okay? Honey, I have… no fucking clue. But this isn’t adding up in any normal kind of way.” He flicked his turn signal to get off on the wharf’s exit. “She’s doing something she’s not supposed to be doing. I don’t know if she knows it or…”
“She knows it,” Fenton said. “I think she was testing us yesterday in the meeting. I think she thinks we know and wanted to see what we would do.”
Ramona’s chest tightened. Spit got caught in her throat. How had it come to this? She’d known Lux ever since the fourth grade. Until freshman year of college, they’d still been sleeping over at each other’s houses on a near weekly basis. They were best friends. Partners in crime. After everyone’d had their run at Ramona for her weight and exhausted every insult in the book, she had simply stopped existing to her classmates. Too fat to be attracted to and too serious to have fun with, she had been resigned to the back-row corner desks of the classrooms and all the other places where sharp edges were formed and the forgotten ended up caught on them. The bowers of the cafeteria. The dirt patches behind the bleachers. The ends of buildings, farthest away from doors and opportunities. And that’s where Lux had found her, and with Lux, she’d left them behind forever.
“She wanted to see if we would be loyal,” Fenton continued.
How did it come to this? This feeling inside her? This stark emptiness? This gnawing numbness? How long could someone be friends with someone until they were strangers again? She’d taken for granted how much each of them had changed; that is, she accepted without considering if she’d really accepted it. Maybe Ramona wasn’t as smart as Fenton (she was certainly smarter than Asher), but was it possible she and Lux had reached their event horizon? That dark place where all the light cannot be seen and cannot follow? Talking about Lux as a killer made Ramona feel like she was killing her, and yet there was a certain satisfaction in the thought she might be rid of her. How long had they been fumbling in the dark like this, mistaking company for clarity?
“Then she knows what she’s doing. Echo, too, maybe,” Asher said.
Ramona’s stomach sank. “She wanted us to die.”
“She changed her mind,” Fenton said.
“She still tried,” Ramona said.
Fenton opened his text messages on his phone and went back to the text from Caleb. He read it aloud. “We need to talk. All of us. This is big. My buddy at the police station has a buddy at the lab where they’re checking the evidence over. First off, said there was way too much blood at the crime scenes for the wounds inflicted. Second off, the lab nerd said there’s something wrong with the blood. Said it’s not just the victims’ or the perp’s. Said the blood was from a shitload of different people. Like… hundreds. Maybe thousands.”
Asher wheeled the car down the ramp. It winded over the outskirts of Bitter Springs, before reaching the warehouses that lined up and down the river that ran between here, Brooksville, and Bedlam. “That from Caleb Jones?”
“Parthenogenic,” Ramona blurted out. “Something from nothing. She’s… whatever Lux is doing… she can…”
“It’s not nothing,” Fenton said. “The blood. The belief, loyalty, whatever you want to call it. I bet if they tested it and had all the right samples…”
“It would match everyone who liked and commented on the posts,” Asher said, coming off the ramp. He pulled the car over into one of the warehouses’ parking lots, parked, and twisted around to face the augurs. “Their blood on our hands.” He laughed, stared into the passenger’s seat. “Shouldn’t it be the way other goddamn way around?”
Ramona took out of her cell phone. She hadn’t noticed it before, but it was there, around the charger port: small flecks of dried blood. “Not if they think we deserve it.”
Fenton said, “Not if Lux thinks everyone’s forcing her hand to do it.”
“Salinger, Zoe/Zeke, Ansel, Paul… us… it’s our fault for being impostors.” Asher slumped down in his seat and dug the heels of his palms into his eyes. “Fuck me sideways, we’re not anything but ourselves.”
“Aren’t we?” Ramona stared out the window, watched the sun slip behind the clouds. “Or maybe we just stopped being her. Like you said, Ash. It’s a cult of identity.”
“We should call the police,” Fenton said.
Asher laughed. “And get her on what? Cyber bullying? She’ll just end up with more exposure, more groupies that’ll want to suck her dick, then.”
He pulled down the collar of his shirt and showed them the festering stretch of boils that’d wept across his neck.
“Fuck,” Ramona said, snapping out of her daze.
Fenton covered his mouth. “That smells infected.”
Asher covered himself up. “It was going to take my face off. That’s what it was going to do next. I’ve been keeping to myself but… fuck, it looked like a… fucking jellyfish… thing. I know it sounds crazy, but that’s what I saw. It wasn’t her. But it was there for her. And… yeah… Lux has done a lot of good… and we have, too. I feel like… in some ways… we’ve brought Bitter Springs out of the stone age and shit… but… whether she knows what she’s doing or not… or even cares… if she doesn’t stop… I don’t think it will or can… or… I don’t know.
“But she was testing us, like Fenton said. I don’t know if we passed her dumbass… but Echo looked fucking smug, didn’t she?”
Ramona and Fenton nodded.
“She was testing us… and… and now she’s having a party? Getting everyone together? She’s got something planned.” He turned away from them, settled into his seat, and took the car out of park. “I want to be wrong. Lord baby Jesus, do I.” He looked at the passenger’s seat again. “We got to catch her. I don’t know what we’ll do when we do. Call the police? Fucking tackle her? I don’t know. But I love our community. Even the lesbians.”
Ramona huffed, kicked the back of his seat.
“If we don’t do anything, then we’re just as bad as her. As bad as all of them. All the fucking patriarchy and the misogynists and homophobes and the little bitches that package our image and sell it and… Can we do this?” He didn’t look back, but he asked it again. “Can we do this? Please? If we’re wrong, then we’re fucking crazy and wrong, and that’s fine. That’s fine with me. But that thing… or Lux… they’re going to come back for us, eventually.” He sniffed his nose and started to cry. “I’m so fucking sick and tired of not being enough of something. I’m so fucking sick and tired of giving a shit about it, too.”
Ramona slipped her hand through the gap in the headrest and pressed her hand to Asher’s cheek.
“I wish I wasn’t straight right now,” Fenton said, laughing and shaking his head.
Asher wiped his nose on his sleeve. “I wish it didn’t matter.” He started the car up and headed out of the warehouse. “Put a magnifying glass on anything long enough, and the light will always find something to burn.”
The Wharf was as much as of a wharf as it was also a restaurant. Since the foundation of Bitter Springs back in the 1800s (then known as Tranquil Springs), the wharf served an important point on the tri-county river where goods could be loaded and unloaded between Tranquil Springs, Brooksville, and Bedlam, and migrant workers would show up to shore up their failing farms and families in the counties and states north and south of here. As time went on, the wharf expanded, and multiple berths were built to accommodate the increased naval presence. Behind it, warehouses were erected, and they changed hands more times than those hands could count, until the great wars came in the 1900s, and they were transformed into munitions factories. With death on the other side of the world, life in Tranquil Springs couldn’t have been any better.
But then wars ended, and the soldiers were sent home. They came back haunted, possessed by the creatures they had to become to survive the battles they fought and still fought in the theaters of their minds. Many were kind, many were quiet, but those that were not sought violence and bred it when it wouldn’t bear. The munitions factories became bars and brothels, and criminal elements more reactionary than any on the periodic table settled in and set up shop. The Wharf fell into disrepair; its berths broke and turned in with a blanket of dirt on the riverbed. Prostitutes and contraband began to be loaded onto the ships. Brooksville and Bedlam were known as nice places to live, until the waters had turned bitter in Tranquil Springs and corrupted everything they’d touched.
Eventually, the warehouses and the Wharf itself were abandoned, and the pimps and self-proclaimed drug lords moved south. Migrant workers were replaced by the migrant poor, many of whom were the men who’d survived the wars. The upper class pretended this part of the riverfront didn’t exist, while middle class missionaries made frequent trips there, to silence their guilt and stuff bags of socks like presents under the homeless’ trash bag pillows. It wasn’t until the lower-class quarantine broke that Bitter Springs’ politicians turned their attentions to the riverfront. Outrage had made them swivel their chairs around to the issue, but it was the corporations that came calling that made the mayor and his council motivated to do something about the issue.
With gentrification, the Bitter Springs elect set off a bomb that sent the lower-class and homeless scurrying like rats across the river into Brooksville. The warehouses were converted into small, disposable, flavor-of-the-month shops with expensive apartments above them. And the wharf transitioned from a historical hellhole into the Wharf, a bar and grille that, as of two years ago, had dropped the grille part of its name, as the cooks hadn’t been able to keep up with the homegrown, cage-free, cruelty-free, microscopic portions of food that sounded more like a cafeteria dare a than full-course meal (grilled snail served on river rocks with a light coating of shredded seaweed and a side of paste). Expectedly, there was an outrage, as there always was, but in the end, the young, rich yuppies that’d moved in to or frequented the riverfront didn’t mind. The less money they spent on food meant more could be spent on drinks, which worked out for everyone, as most people hated one another, and it was only through alcohol, selfies, and the latest crowdfunded activity that they could find common ground.
In the Wharf, the minorities were the majority; or rather, the majority of the minority stayed the majority. The young and rich were the only ones who could afford, let alone stomach, the scene. The lower-class gays and lesbians had their own haunts on the edges of the riverfront, where the old warehouses met the new whorehouses. For a place that that was the antithesis of everything Lux supposedly believed in, it was surprisingly, but not all that surprisingly, her favorite place to spend her time. She was close with the owner, closer than Echo liked, and her business brought business. There was good money to be had from social justice. Anything could be bled if you squeezed it hard enough.
There was also something else about the Wharf Lux undoubtedly enjoyed. From its docks, one could see, down and across the river, the ruins of Brooksville Manor, the back half of the building jutting out of the water like a stone fin. It was even visible at night, because the construction crews left their lights burning through the dark hours, to scare away squatters and thrill-seekers. It didn’t matter what the time of the day was, because from the Wharf, everyone could see society’s failing. There was going to be a performance art piece about the collapse next weekend. The show was already sold out.
As Asher, Ramona, and Fenton pulled into the Wharf’s parking lot, it became obvious there were far more than eighty people at Lux’s party. One-hundred-and-fifty to two hundred, maybe, but not eighty. Every parking spot was taken, and every meter on the street working overtime. People had parked their cars in the grass and on the sidewalk, and some were even braving being towed from the heavily monitored lots of the shops and apartments. They had come out in skinny-jeaned and flannelled droves. They might not have all been there for Lux, but something told the augurs that wouldn’t last long.
Having decided he had more important shit to care about, Fenton cruised the parking lot until he spotted some hoopty held together by tape and prayers and parked directly behind it. Whoever owned it wouldn’t be moving it again until the sun came back up.
“Okay,” Asher said, getting out of the car, Ramona and Fenton quick to do the same. “Let’s just lie low and keep an eye on things.”
“No new posts,” Ramona said. She’d had Lux’s blog pulled up. “Not even about the party.”
“I don’t think she’d be caught dead inviting anyone to a party,” Asher said, leading them through the lot to the Wharf.
“It might be hard to stay together,” Fenton said. “She always divides us up to cover more ground at these things.”
The closer they got to the Wharf, the more people they began to see lingering in the dark, chatting, taking pictures of themselves, or occasionally, digging for China in each other’s pants. Some smiled at the augurs, while others gave them anemic nods. Every letter from LGQTBIA appeared to be in attendance tonight, though none of the augurs would necessarily publicly admit that, as it was dangerous to assume someone asexual when they were actually quite sexually active, as long as someone could appreciate their appreciation of scantily clad video game characters. Everyone here and in the Wharf ahead wore their labels on their sleeves; the only problem was the words were often written in a language only they could understand.
The augurs passive-aggressively commented their way through the throngs of people clogging up the stairs to the dining area of the Wharf. Inside, people were so tightly packed they were spilling drinks down the backs of those in front and beside them. Over the speakers fixed to the supports, non-threatening pop music thumped out repetitive lyrics about the price of ass these days, like there was a stock market for that kind of thing.
Ramona got on her tippy-toes and, pushing down on Asher’s shoulder for support, searched their scene for signs of its leader.
“I don’t see…”
“Um, excuse me!” A woman said sharply.
Fenton turned around to find a twenty-something woman unironically wearing a United States flag shirt and shorts patterned with sickles and hammers standing behind him. Her arms were folded over her breasts, and she squeezed them tighter against herself when Fenton noticed this, as if she thought he was leering at her.
“Oh,” he said, “sorry. I didn’t see you standing there.”
The woman squinted and pushed past him, never lowering her arms from her chest.
Behind that woman, a second emerged. She wasn’t wearing anything special—just jeans and a band’s shirt. She appeared to be transitioning, most likely from male to female.
“Sorry,” the second woman said, her voice husky, “Zhe’s been terrible lately.”
The first woman spun around, the red, white, and blue of her shirt turning her into a patriotic tornado, and belted, “Don’t listen to zher. Rodney—” that must’ve been the second woman’s name, “—don’t embarrass us. I don’t need zhim—” she pointed to Fenton, “—or zher—” she pointed to some random redhead in the crowd, “or anybody else ruining my night tonight.”
She huffed, finally lowered her arms, revealing the outline of her bra behind her shirt. In the stars and stripes of the American flag, Fenton could see she’d stuffed her bra. And by the smell of it… it smelled like hamster shavings.
“Zhim? Zher? Zeriously?” Rodney dropped her jaw and rolled her eyes. “Zhem and zher have nothing to with any of this!”
Fenton looked at Ramona and started to laugh. It sounded like two vampires fighting about who’d get to drink the blood next. No wonder people never took them…
Echo came out of nowhere and ushered them into the Wharf and into a corner, behind where the busser stood.
“Hey, oh good, hey.” She smiled and let out an exasperated sigh. “Where were you guys? I thought you weren’t going to show. Lux was so worried.”
Asher’s boils began to throb. “We got stuck in—”
Echo cut him off. “Ramona and Fen, can you do some meet-and-greet?”
Ramona stammered.
Fenton said, “Sure,” without even really thinking about what he was agreeing to.
“Lux asked if you could be our DJ, Ash,” Echo said. “This music sucks.”
Asher snorted. “Of course, she did.”
Echo pointed at the stairs that led up the second floor. “Lux is over there somewhere. She’ll… tell you what she wants.”
A couple of meatheads meandered by and gestured for Asher to follow after them.
“Sorry, he’s mine tonight,” Echo said awkwardly, shooing them off.
Asher said, “I…”
But again, Echo interrupted. “I forgot all the stuff in my car. I got some lights, and my phone, I think, fell between the seats. Can’t find it. Can you help me?”
Ramona and Fenton shook their heads, but Asher mouthed “It’s fine,” and let Echo lead him back out of the restaurant.
Following Echo down the stairs and into mosquito-laced dark, Asher couldn’t recall the last time he’d actually been alone with her. They all had their relating Lux back to the sun thing going on, but there was some truth to the idea that people who orbited her the closest tended to burn up the fastest. Lux was covetous, and Echo loved to be coveted. These days, given how much Lux entrusted to her, Echo was less of a moon and more a star. Something to be stoked. And as Asher trailed after Echo through the parking lot, he realized how well Lux’d groomed her. Echo was the ideal the augurs had failed to achieve.
“How are you, Asher?”
“Alright,” he said, checking the parking lot for signs of the killer. His pocket was dry. That was a good sign. “Lux’s killing it lately.”
Echo looked over her shoulder. “With her get-togethers? Yeah. My car’s just over here.”
Echo started walking faster, towards the end of the lot, where a few feet from the cars, the wharf was sectioned off with guard rails, to prevent anyone from driving into the river below. She raised her keys and pressed the button on them. The car at the farthest end, right against the guard rail, blinked its brakes. She hit another button and the trunk clicked, and then rose up slowly. The brake lights went out. He heard something splash against the cement.
Thinking he had a text message, Asher reached into his pocket, but his phone wasn’t there. Cold sweats in the hot night. His boils breathed their rank perfume. He tried his other pocket and came back only with lint and a receipt for fast food. He spun around, glanced back the way they’d come. No one was nearby, and he couldn’t see his phone anywhere.
“Shit,” Asher patted himself, like the police officer he’d once wanted to be. “Shit.”
Echo, almost to her car, turned around, grinning. “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t find… my fucking phone.”
“I bet you left it in the car. Here, help me drag this stuff out of the trunk and I’ll help you find it.”
Asher wandered towards her, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was focused on his peripherals, where he could’ve sworn he’d seen a refraction of light. He tried to sniff the air, but it wasn’t any good. The river always smelled like sulfur.
Lowering her voice, Echo said, “I think we need to have a talk with Lux.”
Asher’s attention snapped onto Echo. “Why?”
“She said some nasty things about all of us on her blog. I know she deleted it, but… that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. I worry about her.” She leaned against her car. Something sloshed nearby. “All these murders have her all messed up.”
“She’s always been messed up,” Asher said, going to her.
“You know, when we have sex, she doesn’t do anything for me? I have to go down on her for hours. I know that’s probably too much information—”
Asher stepped up beside the car and looked into the trunk.
“—but I feel like I do so much for her—”
What the hell? Maybe it was because it was so dark that his depth perception was off, but what the hell was wrong with Echo’s trunk? It looked completely shallow, except there was a phone in there… and… how the hell was it floating?
“—and she takes it for granted.”
The phone’s screen turned on. The trunk wasn’t shallow, but filled completely with blood. On the screen was Lux’s blog, and a new post. There wasn’t much to it. Just a picture of Asher, and below that, a poll with one word. It read: “Impostor?”
Yes and no were the only options. Over ten thousand had voted yes. A little less than thirty had voted no.
Shaking, Asher looked up at Echo.
She said, “How can you call yourself tolerant when you routinely insult lesbians and individuals with mass consumption issues?”
“I… I…”
“Exactly,” Echo said. “It was us or them. And you choose I.”
The blood exploded out of the trunk and crashed into Asher. It flooded his eyes and mouth, and filled up his ears. It smelled and tasted of sea salt and sulfur, and he could hear thousands of voices inside his skull, chanting. Spinning, he dug at his eyes and vomited blood and chunks of food all over his feet.
When he was able to see again, he saw it. The killer. In a blur, it sprung like a spider from the dripping trunk and latched onto him. Asher screamed, and the killer shoved several thick tentacles down his throat. Muffling his cries, they winded down his esophagus into his stomach, and everything they touched erupted with a horrible burning sensation. Asher heaved, choked by the limbs stirring inside him. He threw his fists into the killer, but its other tentacles took his arms and bent them back until they broke.
Asher bawled. He sank his teeth sank into the tentacles. Hot bolts of pain drove into his gums and sliced through his nerves. The killer drove its bell-shaped trunk against his face. In that gelatinous bulb, he saw not his face, but hundreds, thousands of other faces, laughing at him, sneering at him. He didn’t know any of them, and yet he recognized all of them.
The killer made itself heavier and heavier. Asher backpedaled; he hit the guard rail. Smaller, hooked limbs wound out of the creature’s torso and found Asher’s face. They pierced the skin around his eyes and mouth, and behind his ears.
Asher tried to speak, to beg for help, but the tentacles down his throat ballooned outwards, so that he couldn’t breathe.
“Once all the impostors are unmasked, they’ll never trick us ever again,” he heard Echo say.
The killer’s hooked limbs went taut and then, slowly, it began to peel. The skin of Asher’s face ripped away from the muscle. A curtain of blood poured down his face as his forehead separated from the meat underneath. He shook and moaned, but the killer would not, could not, stop. Loose flesh flapped around his eyes, near his jaw. The air got into the tender, glistening patches and called forth greater agonies. He could hear the skin pulling away with stomach-churning clarity—the subcutaneous fat coming apart with sticky, snapping sounds.
By the time his face was loose enough that he could feel it bunching up on his lips—the thick of his cheek prickling his tongue with its sweaty, coppery heft—Asher went into shock and then, seconds later, died.
The killer handed Echo the hunk of flesh that had been Asher’s face, and threw his lifeless corpse into the river.
By friends and family, Asher would be remembered as having died tragically at a young age. For the weeks and months and even years to come, they would recall his big personality and his even bigger eating habits. His mother would be steadfast in her assertion he could’ve made it as a writer one day, while his father would throw-in all the work Asher had done for the gay community. A man Asher would’ve married would end up married to a woman instead, and the son they would’ve adopted years down the line would stay in foster care, to be beaten and abused.
By the Internet, Asher would be remembered as a cisgender, black, depressed, self-harming, fat-shaming homosexual who pretended to be gender fluid as a way by which to garner sympathy and quick fucks from otherwise uninterested parties. His writings would be unearthed by anonymous sources and reinterpreted to support the narrative that Asher hated women, especially lesbians, because they stole attention and resources from gay men. As an overweight man, Asher’s interests in nerdy activities would have him eventually labeled as a neckbeard that spent most of his time stuffing his face and masturbating to violent porn. He would be outed as an impostor and an informant to the straight community. Rumors would spread that he had AIDS, and supposed former lovers and flings would state Asher had been abusive towards them. He would be held up as a shining example of how gay men are not supposed to be by the vocal minority of militant feminists and white knights abroad. The Internet would forget Asher by the weekend, but his death would be one coal after another in the fires of outrage that would burn for validation for years to come.
Ramona and Fenton stood in front of the table beside the stairs to the second floor and, together, shouted over the music, “She wants us to do what?”
Sitting at the table, behind a battlefield of fallen glasses and puddles of swill, sat Jessie and Cole, a small, wooden box that held index cards between them. The two looked three sheets to the wind. Jessie’s eyes were glazed over, going different directions, while Cole kept stroking and smirking at the rope that blocked off the stairs, as if he were trying to get digits from it.
“Sit here,” Jessie slurred, “and when it’s the right time, r-read the next c-card.”
Cole gave the rope a nod—clearly, they’d come to some sort of agreement—and joined in the conversation. “Yeah.” He dug around in his crotch under the table.
“Fucking hell. You two are blasted,” Ramona said.
“Hiroshima-style,” Jessie squeaked. She turned her hands into guns and shot at them. Then, to Fenton, said, “Sorry.”
“Sorry, my dick got in the way.” Cole laughed and heaved a microphone onto the table.
An ear-splitting screech shot through the Wharf from the speakers on the walls. Those inside crouched and covered their ears and started hurling insults and peanuts at Cole.
“Read into this,” he said, turning the microphone off. He opened his mouth, trying to catch some nuts. “And… goodbye.”
Sprier than he looked, Cole backed out of the chair, knocking it to the ground, and melted into the crowd.
Jessie, too drunk to get up, simply reached over to the nearest table, grabbed an empty stool, and transplanted herself onto it. “I’ll stay… here. Make sure you… jokers… do it…” She fell asleep. And then woke up. “Do it right.”
Fenton glanced back at the speakers on the walls.
Ramona noticed and did the same.
They both turned to the Wharf’s entrance and searched it for signs of Asher and Echo. Fenton thought he’d seen Echo, but it was just a scene girl with gauges in her ears large enough to have a picnic on who’d walked in. Ramona could’ve sworn she’d spotted Asher, but it was actually Billy, a gay man who wore colors so loud they wouldn’t even let him into the library.
Two thick basics that reeked of pumpkin spice pushed past Ramona and Fenton, grabbing at each of their asses as they passed.
“Hey, get the fuck off!” Ramona cried, forgetting about Asher.
Fenton shook his head and waved them off. He went around the table and sat where Jessie had sat. He grabbed the small, wooden box and took out a handful of index cards. There were names on each of them, and times. The ones that’d already been called were crossed out. And looking at the clock over the entrance, they were supposed to be calling a name here in the next five minutes.
“What is this?” He held up the next card—Gulliver Grandin, his contact.
“Lux’s got some… exclusive shit going on… upstairs.” Jessie closed her eyes and leaned so far forward, Ramona had to rush to push her upright. “You know. You… should know. You’re her besties.” She burped, and then licked her lips at the semi-decent looking dude who she’d noticed a few feet away. “Some big… to-do. It’s… whatever. Cole and me were just… filling in… since you niggers were… late.”
“Jesus fucking Christ.” Ramona came around the table and took Cole’s seat. “Jessie, is Lux upstairs right now?”
Jessie slid off the stool. “She’s in the… kitchen. She’s… going to make some… big entrance. Just… keep sending them up. She said… she’d get you… soon.” She waved her hand and then disappeared into a fog of candy-flavored vaporizer.
Fenton leaned into Ramona and said, “This might not be a bad way for Lux to throw together a ton of alibis.”
Ramona wrung her hands until the itch of mutiny left them.
“If we do our part, she might give us everything.”
“Did we fuck up?” Ramona checked the entrance for Asher. “Should we have been watching Echo?”
“They might need equipment for upstairs.” Fenton picked up the microphone. Before switching it on, he said, “Text Asher.”
“Yeah.” Before reaching into her pocket, Ramona grabbed the box. “How many names did they go through already?” She flipped through one crossed out name after the other. The party had started about thirty minutes ago. Fifteen names had been selected since then. “Damn.”
Fenton turned on the microphone. Nervously, he rattled, “Gulliver Grandin,” and then quickly turned the mic off.
“Fuck, where’s my phone?”
Fenton stared at Ramona. “What?”
“I can’t…” She turned her pockets inside out. “Fuck. I don’t have it.”
Fenton reached into his pockets, too. His phone was missing as well.
“Dude.” Ramona stood and stared out into the crowd. “What the fuck? Who lifted our—”
Out of the wall of designer clothes and carefully maintained grunge emerged Gulliver Grandin. He was wearing a sharp looking suit and a hickey on his neck. Without a second thought, he went to the stairs, moved the rope aside, and started up them.
“Gulliver,” Fenton called. “What’s going on up there?”
Gulliver threw up his left hand and shouted, “Bye bitches!”
Ramona slumped into her seat. She grabbed the next index card in the box and gasped.
Fenton, still focused on Gulliver, watched him walk the top of the stairs, where he disappeared into the stacks of tables and chairs.
From the speakers, a new song blared. Thudding bass and a crisp snare with some awkwardly placed, looping sample from an obscure ‘80s movie. Over it, the rappers repeated money and family ad nauseum, as if they’d had a stroke mid-recording. One rapper was a white, art school dropout, the other an Asian refugee. It was a big hit with the Wharf’s crowd.
“Fen, what is she doing here?”
Ramona slipped him the index card. The name it bore was Geneva, and she was due for her appointment with the Light in the next two minutes.
“Was she even invited?” Fenton clicked on the microphone, muffled it against his shirt.
“Let’s not kid ourselves, not everyone is here for Lux.”
“Does Lux know that? We need to get up there.” He pressed the microphone to his mouth and shouted, “Geneva!”
“No. No thanks,” a woman cried.
Only a few feet away, in the center of the circle that’d formed around her, was Geneva. She’d had a last name once, but her fame on the Internet helped her ascend beyond such trivial things. Fenton and Ramona had no choice but to be familiar with her. She was a cisgender, straight, white woman; age twenty-four; average Body Mass Index; offensively normal. According to Lux, she was over-privileged, but most agreed she came from a modest background. If Lux was the sun, then Geneva was the moon; her opposite and her equal. Lux may have shone brighter, but Geneva’s pull was greater. She could make oceans move, whereas Lux could only dry them out.
Geneva stomped her way to the table, shaking her head as she did so. “I’m not here for whatever she has planned. I’m not here to do any social ‘work.’ I just want to hang out and get a buzz.” She smiled. “You two are too good for her.”
Ramona shrugged.
Fenton gave her a subtle nod.
“Sorry social ‘work’ isn’t fun for you anymore,” Ramona snapped.
“Is that what you’re having right now? Fun?”
Fenton groaned. “It does get old.”
“I’m putting together a fundraiser for the victims next weekend,” Geneva said, “not recruiting an army.” And with that, Geneva turned away from the table and slipped back into the center of her inner circle.
Ramona punched the table, and sprung to her feet with the impact. “Fuck it. Let’s go up there.”
“An army?” Fenton reached over and undid the rope blocking the stairs. “Wait, look. There’s Echo.”
As the smell of rain hit her, Ramona turned to where Fenton was pointing. A dark, hooded figure was slinking along the edges of the room, moving in and out of the human roadblocks that stood in its way. Fenton said it was Echo, but no, that wasn’t Echo. It was Asher. He was in a rain slicker, holding something underneath it.
Thunder rocked the Wharf. The lights flickered. Everyone lost their shit for a moment, and then laughed hysterically.
“That’s Asher, dude. What the hell’s he doing?” Ramona started after him, but Fenton inched past. “What are you doing?”
“I’ll grab him,” Fenton said. “He looked bad, like Echo might’ve…”
A table and several chairs fell over on the second floor. Ramona backed towards the stairs, trying to get a better look at what was going on up there.
“I’ll get him,” Fenton said. “Get up there before Lux comes back.”
Ramona said, “Okay,” and took off up the stairs, her self-diagnosed ADHD in full-effect.
Fenton didn’t like being separated from Ramona, but he had a better chance of running into Lux this way, and if he could do that, he could keep her distracted long enough with his confession of heterosexuality to give Ramona time to figure out what was happening on the second floor.
Trailing Asher, Fenton pressed himself into the human waves that swelled and crashed all around him. It wasn’t intentional, but as he ducked and weaved and went sideways through the crowd, he found himself auguring everyone that he went past. White male. Black, no African American, no black lesbian. Able-bodied. Hearing-impaired. Nerd. Dweeb. Neckbeard. Over-privileged catholic. Brave Muslim. He saw scars on wrists and assumed self-harm. He spotted an overweight woman standing by herself and presumed asexuality. A hipster with a moustache large enough that he had to go sideways through doors triggered Fenton’s misogyny meter. A college girl with a Brooksville University tank top had the voice of Lux whispering into his skull that she was a slut. A zhe. A zhe. Quirky white trash with barely eighteen written all over them. A bald man at a table by himself, nursing a glass and staring at nothing in particular, probably planning his next nightly rape. A business woman sitting at the bar, her pants suit hanging low in the back, probably scoping the scene for easy money. An Asian. A Latino. A drag queen reaping laughs, smashing their cheap heels into all their, no Lux’s, efforts to promote equality for the transgendered. Cisgender. Queer. A non-binary punk forging a new link in the chain of sexuality by rocking a yellow star-shaped badge on their jacket—victimsexual. Two gays. An African American, no Black, no African American with a cowboy hat. And then, in a mirror on the wall, some asshole: Him.
Fenton called out to Asher as he slipped down the hall towards the bathrooms, but Asher didn’t stop. Lubricated with sweat, Fenton squeezed past the last few tables and the server serving them. He hurried down the hall, barely catching a glimpse of Asher as he went into the women’s bathroom.
Fenton looked around to make sure no one was watching him—it was cute, he realized, that he thought anyone would be—and followed after Asher.
There was nobody else in the women’s bathroom except for Asher, or at least, who he’d mistaken for Asher. Her back was turned, but even then, he could tell it was Echo. The rain coat was down around her ankles, and there appeared to be some discoloration around the sides of her face.
“Echo?”
Fenton looked at the lone mirror in the bathroom—a small piece of smudged glass—and crept closer and closer—
“Hey, Echo, are you… what’s—”
—until he could see her profile in it.
On her face was another face. A black face. Asher’s face. Stretched and held in place by pieces of duct tape. Watery trails of blood ran down her chin and neck, as if she’d taken a bite out of some strange fruit. She looked into the mirror, too, and Fenton could tell she was smiling behind his friend’s ragged lips. She liked what she saw. Spinning around, that smile beneath Asher’s flesh turned from joy to hunger, and Fenton knew she wanted more.
“I walked right in here, and nobody said a thing.” More blood cascaded down Echo’s heated skin. “Right under their noses. An impostor posing as an impostor. Ha.”
Fenton’s body shook violently. His mind was desperate to reconcile the sight of Asher’s face over Echo’s own, but it was no use. Every time it did, his skull swelled and his gut churned, and years-worth of memories begged, no, pleaded to differ. Asher was dead. They had killed him. That was the truth of things now, and Echo was the lie masquerading as otherwise. He had to stop her.
Fenton ran at Echo. Two feet from her, and outside the bathroom, someone belted out a Scream Queen wail. He stopped. Over the howling came words, just as loud. “Are you hurt?” and “Blood?” and “Oh my god, where is all this blood coming from?”
Echo laughed so hard the duct tape that kept Asher’s ear fixed to hers came off. “Dumb trust fund baby, I told her to dump your phones in here.”
Fenton remembered the two basic bitches that smelled of pumpkin spice, and how they’d gotten all handsy as they pushed past him and Ramona.
“Doesn’t matter.” She pointed behind Fenton. “Hate finds a way.”
Fenton didn’t turn around. He didn’t need to. Before he knew it, he was on the ground, on his back, staring into a bulbous, marbled orb—captivated by the captive audience within. Each face inside the orb was as small as a speck of salt, and they were elevated by roiling plumes of dark smoke. He could feel their hate and see its discharge; throughout the orb, veins in the shape of sentences ushered along an uncanny liquid that triggered every painful, shameful memory within Fenton’s shrinking mind. He could feel the hate of thousands coursing through his arteries, picking him apart like ants at a picnic; so as to be taken back as easy to digest tributes to their faceless, nameless queen.
The killer’s bell-shaped body split open and hundreds of pale fingers shot forth and clamped down onto Fenton’s arms and legs; hands and feet; chest and neck; ass and genitals. The fingers pinched his skin and broke through, teasing out red rivulets. Between his legs, he could feel the greedy digits forcing their way inside him, and then stopping. They didn’t know what to make of the layout. He hadn’t either, and now it didn’t matter.
Pinned beneath a nightmare, Fenton no longer found comfort in reason. He dipped his head back, his eyes meeting Echo’s within Asher’s sockets, and spouted, “You won’t get away with this!”
Echo laughed at his last words. “Did Lux teach you nothing? Feelings Trump facts. Every time.”
Silently, gracefully, the killer pushed itself off Fenton. The pale fingers drove into him, through layer after layer of skin, blood, veins, and arteries, and hooked their nails into the musculature spasming across his body. Precisely, effortlessly, the killer tore Fenton’s flesh off in one uninterrupted sheet. Blood exploded across the bathroom in every direction. Echo took the gory blast without blinking, her arms and legs spread. Behind her, on the wall her body had blocked from the spray, was the outline of her, like an angel left in snow.
The killer dropped Fenton’s skin at Echo’s feet, on top of her rain coat. She smiled and started to get dressed.
By family and former professors, Fenton would be remembered as having died horribly at a young age. For the weeks and months and years to come, they would recall his quietness, and how incredibly intelligent he was. His mother would seek retribution on the augurs and blame herself for not having seen this coming sooner. His father would disappear into his work and think of the procedures and if they could have, in some way, saved his child; he would remember things Fenton used to say and wonder if they meant more; unfinished sentences, and small moments of bonding—laughing at a bad a movie, long drives on summer nights—the both of them outrunning sleep with ‘70’s rock on the wind. Fenton would have gone on to be a prominent speaker for intersexed individuals. He wouldn’t have married, but he would’ve dated often, and those he might’ve loved, for all their fights and incompatibility, would think of him fondly later. He would not have been remarkable, but he would have been something.
By the Internet, Fenton would be remembered as a transsexual Asian with Autism and Gender Dysphoria who displayed sociopathic tendencies due to his high intelligence and ability to read and manipulate social situations. Many would claim that Fenton had originally been the killer due to his inability to cope with whether or not he wanted to undergo sex reassignment surgery, and his reported belief that he was sparing those from a life as troubled as his own. Former classmates would recall how he used to leer and do vaguely scary things when no one was looking. Rumors would spread that he was blackmailing others in return for his services as a snitch as well as a financier. Gulliver Grandin would write a video diary about his interactions with Fenton and how he was forced to share confidential information with him from Bitter Springs’ police department. Because of the allegations that he was a serial killer, as well as his struggles with being transsexual, the Internet would remember him—not for who he was or what he might have done—but because of how the hardcore conservatives would turn him into a scarecrow and hang him in all their fields, as a warning to all those who were not as god intended.
Lux’s stomach was in knots. It’d been awhile since she’d felt this way. It reminded her of when she had first started blogging. She would pour all her thoughts and efforts into a post and go over it several times, liking it more and more with every pass. Then, in a euphoric cloud of certainty, she’d publish. Doubt would settle in as soon as she saw her creation on display, on the great, distorting window of the world—the Internet. Suddenly, the words she had written would seem so childish or ill-informed. She would begin to see their faults and where they could be exploited by others. In a sea of opinions, the meaning of her words and sentences could be drowned, taken under by the neurotic pull of dissent. Unlike a lot of people, what she wrote was who she was, not who she wanted to be. So it wasn’t until she posted what wasn’t just her thoughts and feelings, but a snapshot of herself, she’d realized that she might be wrong; that not only her beliefs, but herself as a person might be wrong. The two were bound to one another, like the double helixes of DNA strands. To separate one would reduce the other to something indescribable.
In those earlier days of her career in social justice, she had aborted a lot of posts, because she had wanted others to like her. Over time, her skin had hardened, and she felt as if she had a duty to thrust herself onto others. It wasn’t about being right or wrong; it was about being Lux, and no one had the authority to judge a person’s character as unfit for life. No one, that is, until as of late, when she’d been granted a boon from the Sisters’ apostle in Maidenwood. With their teachings, Lux’s abilities as an augur had been augmented and she had started to see humans as mathematical problems—unsolved equations in a perpetually unbalanced state. To bring harmony, to reach her life’s mission statement, she had to solve these equations, stop them, be it through death or indoctrination, from giving rise to other unbalanced beliefs that were giving rise to discord in the System. The apostle warned that Lux might feel badly about her actions, but in all that time, over all these bodies, she wept nothing but tears of joy; for in the dead, her words would rise above the daily cacophony, and she wouldn’t be judged for what she was, but by what she’d done. And for those out there who had half a brain, it was immediately obvious that what she’d done had not only been right, but necessary.
However, the euphoric cloud that’d been following her since the death of Salinger Stevens had begun to disperse. Now, as she sat in the party room on the second floor of the Wharf, staring out at what she’d written and wrought, sensing that all of this was about to reach both its beginning and its end, Lux pressed her hands to her stomach and began to doubt. Would they understand? Would they get it? Could they see past what it was to what it actually meant? She knew what she would look like to them, and it was hard to say whether that was a good thing, or a bad thing. They would want to call her a villain, but when everyone came to their senses, they’d immortalize her as an anti-hero, instead. Someone who had done what no one else had the clit to do. Let them hate her. Hate was everything to her.
Lux was decided, and then, staring at the laptop, watching the ‘yes’ votes come in by the hundreds for Fenton, she was not. Okay, sure, when this had all started, she’d fought for all minorities. Everyone had been accounted for. But over the years, she began to wonder, as the majority had wondered, if everyone was deserving of equal rights, of having a voice. It was something she would never admit, but when Ramona had suggested they use their abilities as impeccable judges of character to better understand how to help their own community, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to discover the true nature of people.
And she did. She and Ramona, and eventually the others, honed the art of being an augur. But Lux? Lux learned the skills of a social surgeon. Being an augur was easy. Society had embraced being an augur. In a world where memories were recorded with cell phones rather than brain cells, it was inevitable that people like Ramona would change the conversation from the masses to the minutiae. It was all adjectives and nouns, and cheap threats that made people move for the sake of money. But being a surgeon? A social surgeon? It required a steady hand and a keen eye, and the willingness to make cuts, to excise. People wouldn’t need to move. All you’d have to do was step over the bodies that’d fallen to her scalpel.
These days, Lux had settled on supporting women. Men were fine, all things considered, but that’s not what the people who supported her wanted to hear. They wanted easy answers, boogeymen. What was the patriarchy but some amorphous threats to which there was no method of attack? What were women’s rights when some women had some of them, and others did not? There were sluts, and then there was female empowerment. There were heteronormative gender roles, and then there were just some women who genuinely liked cooking. Everyone had an idea of how things were supposed to be, but no one knew how things were supposed to be.
Lux did. She knew. She knew it, because she’d seen it. She’d dissected the soul and seen the things lurking within. She was how things were supposed to be. How could she not be? You need only look upon her works to see the support of her patrons. Salinger Stevens, Ansel Adams, Zoe/Zeke Crampton, Paul Zdanowicz, Asher Jones, Fenton Miike—they had all been impostors, and through Lux’s operations, she’d revealed them for what they truly were. But that’s all they were. Lies lying on the slab. It was the Internet, the People, who had decided they needed to die. And die they did, in spectacularly surreal ways. Death sentences from the other side. Scissors snipping stalks in the under-Garden. No one else was capable of this. No one else besides her. If she wasn’t meant to do this, then why could she? And why couldn’t anyone else?
The knots in Lux’s stomach started to unravel. She pressed her fingers to the laptop’s sticky keyboard and pulled up a picture of Ramona. She hesitated. For as long as they’d gone back, she could only remember yesterday. And yesterday, Ramona had an opportunity to call her out, to stop her. She hadn’t. It wasn’t like Lux had wanted her to, and it wasn’t like it would’ve made a difference, but still… if she had… With Echo echoing everything she said and did, it might’ve been nice to hear something else for once.
Lux loaded up Ramona’s picture with the poll into her blog, but didn’t post it. Someone knocked on the door that led into the party room, and smiling, Lux said, “Come on in.”
As someone started shouting about blood downstairs, Ramona stepped into the party room and closed the door behind her. It smelled badly in here, like a locker room and a meat shop. It was almost pitch-black, too. The only light was the light coming off the laptop, which shone on Lux’s face, who was seated behind it. She was smiling. Her hands were wet.
“Hey, Ramona.”
Ramona’s eyes struggled to adjust to the dark. It was like it was a new kind of darkness, an alien blackness that moved like fog might move. There were things in the dark, though, that much she could tell. How many had Jessie and Cole and Fenton called up here? Fifteen? Sixteen? She strained her ears for breathing, for shuffling feet and cracking knuckles; muffled laughter, slow sips. There were things in the dark, but what?
Ramona took a few steps forward and then stopped. “Lux?”
“Yeah?”
“What’s… going on?”
Lux put her hands behind her head and leaned back in her chair. “Celebrating.”
Ramona took a few more steps. The toes of her shoe nudged something lying across the floorboards.
“Do you want the light?”
“Uh.” Ramona wrinkled her nose. It smelled as if someone had shit themselves. “I… don’t know.”
“What are you doing up here, then?”
“Can we talk?”
A white sliver crept across the floorboards. As Ramona realized the door was opening behind her, the lights were suddenly switched on. Ramona recoiled.
The room was drenched in blood, the floor covered in hunks of flesh and chunks of gore. Bodies were scattered about Lux’s desk, each one a link in a chain that ran unbroken and endlessly around her. Sixteen in all, they had been stripped naked and completely ravaged. Their backs were cavernous; their faces stew. Where their spinal columns should’ve been were empty holes where gallons of blood stagnated, and a single cell phone, one in each corpse, floated. Ramona didn’t read much, and she didn’t know why she thought it now, but the phones reminded her how people used to place coins on the eyes of the dead to pay the Ferry Man.
The door slammed behind Ramona. She jumped and spun around.
Asher stood behind her, his chewed-up face peering out from the hood of a rain coat. Ramona started to run to him, and then stopped, noticing his hands. They looked gloved, but they weren’t. They were white, and fleshy. And then he spoke.
“They didn’t notice,” Echo said.
Ramona screamed. She stumbled backwards, her ankles going sideways as she nearly slipped on a tongue.
Echo unbuttoned the rain coat and dropped it on the ground. Underneath, she was naked, except it wasn’t her body, her skin. It was… It was… Ramona’s eyes traveled from the bloody color of the body suit to its crotch, where both a small penis and a vagina were present. The face was Asher’s but… the skin… the skin was Fenton’s.
“What the fuck did you do?” Ramona belted.
Echo ignored her, addressed Lux. “Didn’t even notice.”
“Of course not,” Lux said. “Like that, you’re one of them. All those liars down below.”
The room began to spin. Ramona’s throat constricted, and then a gout of vomit exploded out of it. She gasped, tasting the rot in the air, and vomited again. Crying, whining, she moved back and forth with short strides, not trying to escape. Not trying to go anywhere at all, really.
Echo took off Asher’s face, and shook of Fenton’s skin. The costumes crumpled around her ankles, and she stepped out of them, in her own, albeit blood-soaked, clothes.
“Didn’t notice?” Ramona drew her fist back. “Didn’t notice?! You were…” She looked at the pile of flesh that had once been her friends. “You… were in a fucking coat. You fucking freak. You fucking fuck!”
Echo rolled her eyes and leaned back into the door, her hand on the knob.
“Ramona,” Lux called.
Ramona ignored her. She was burning up on the inside. A hazy darkness was closing around her vision. Crying so hard she was smiling, she crouched down and screamed, “Help! Help me!” Globs of spit fell out of her mouth. It tasted of sea salt and of sulfur.
“Ramona,” Lux said.
Finally, she turned to face Lux.
“They won’t hear you over the music.”
“Why?” She drove the heels of her palms into her eyes. “Why?”
“They were liars. They were part of the problem you and I promised to fix all those years ago.”
“No! No! I have nothing to do with this!”
“Sure,” Echo said.
“It doesn’t matter. You can’t… you can’t just…”
Lux held up her hand. “That’s the thing. That’s the thing, Ramona, I can. I shouldn’t be able to do this. No one should be able to do this. But I can. That means something.”
“That means something,” Echo parroted.
Ramona heaved. Making growling sounds to clear her throat, she bent over and hacked up phlegm.
“So many in this world are on life support, needlessly sucking up resources they’ll never really deserve.” Lux stood up. “Even our own. That’s the thing. We gave the gays and the lesbians and the intersexed and the mentally ill and the minorities a pass, and all they’ve done for us is give us a bad name.”
“Are you fucking… kidding me?” Ramona shook with rage. “They’re human-fucking-beings!”
“That didn’t stop you from judging them.”
“I didn’t kill them!”
“We did, in our own ways,” Lux said. “Condemning people based upon a few traits and observations. Making it public for everyone to see. It wasn’t wrong, but it was rudimentary. There are better ways.”
Echo said, “We have to be strong together. If there is any weakness, they’ll use it against us. Asher and Fenton weren’t strong. They had turned against us. They made us look bad.”
“Made us look bad?” Ramona gestured to the gory remains. “Made us look bad?”
“I know what’s best,” Lux said. “Echo does, too.”
“Because she just does what you fucking tell her to!”
Echo snorted.
“I think you are wonderful. You’ve been a great friend to me. But if it’s meant to be…” She spun the laptop around, so that the screen was facing Ramona. “…then it’s meant to be.”
On the screen was Ramona’s picture, and beneath it, a poll that read yes or no.
“What the fuck is that?”
“That’s you.” Lux’s finger hovered over the Enter key. “And if that’s really you, then you have nothing to worry about.”
Ramona’s body stopped shaking. She stopped breathing. Everything inside her sank. The sweat on her skin retreated. She looked at the bodies on the floor, their backs broken open, their innards drained—the cell phones circulating the bloody lakes of the hateful—and saw herself amongst them.
“Don’t,” she said.
“I wouldn’t worry.” Lux hit the Enter key, and the post was uploaded. “I know you better than anyone else. I wouldn’t worry.”
Ramona said nothing, did nothing. Paralyzed, her eyes were fixated on the poll counter.
Echo opened the door, poked her head out, and said, “Police are here.”
Ramona snapped out of it. The poll was still sitting at zero. She still had time. She turned around, threw herself at Echo.
“It… won’t matter!” Echo caught her.
Ramona slammed into Echo. She kneed Echo, took her by the face and bashed her head against the door.
“Ramona… Ramona,” Lux said.
Echo swung at Ramona, smashing her fist into Ramona’s cheek. It didn’t matter. Nothing hurt as much as how she hurt right now. Ramona elbowed Echo’s throat. Echo wheezed, dropped to her knees. Ramona ripped the door open. It smacked into Echo, sending her sprawling, mouth-first, into a pool of entrails.
“Ramona,” Lux said, sweetly.
Ramona didn’t know why she turned around, but she did. Maybe she was expecting something else. A monster, or an answer. Or the seams to what should’ve so obviously been a horrible dream. But it was just Lux and her laptop.
“You’re at zero,” Lux said, relieved. “You’re real.”
Ramona’s jaw dropped.
“Oh.” Lux pressed the Enter button. “Sorry. I forgot to refresh the page.”
Backing out of the room, Ramona’s eyes fell to the updated numbers.
“It’s strange how something can be both true and not true at the same time,” Lux said. She sounded as if she were going to cry. “Do you think it would’ve mattered if I hadn’t pressed this button?”
By family and friends, Ramona would be remembered as having died a cruel and unnecessary death at a young age. For the weeks and months and years to come, they would recall Ramona’s tomboyish behavior, her wicked sense of humor, and her deep dedication to the LGBTQIA community. Her mother would visit her grave every week, and there she would have a private conversation with her daughter, telling her how beautiful she was, how proud of her she had always been—things she wished she’d said and never did. Her father would immerse himself into the LGBTQIA community of Bitter Springs in an attempt to pick up where Ramona had left off; he would be welcomed with open arms, but his efforts would never amount to much, because he would seldom be able to keep it together long enough to see a project through. Those who would reject Lux’s ideology would paint a mural to Ramona on the walls of the safe space at Bitter Springs Junior High, though it would later be removed to make room for a mural of the football mascot. Ramona would have become a local politician in her later years, and much to her own surprise, she would have written a book on her experiences as a gender fluid lesbian. It would be a national bestseller. Many would have been inspired by it. She would have lived until she was one-hundred-and-one. Grandchildren would come to know her as the foul-mouthed grandmother who always gave the best gifts at Christmas. She would’ve made a lot of mistakes until her eventual death during the Trauma, but that’s how these things go.
By the Internet, Ramona would be remembered as a gender fluid, Caucasian lesbian with ADHD, Depression, and Intermittent Explosive Disorder. Due to her heavy involvement with the augurs and the statements by Lux and Echo upon the police arriving at the crime scene in the Wharf’s party room, the general consensus amongst the general public would be that Ramona played a part in the murders, and may have even taken part in the killing of the sixteen men and women found in that room. Diligent self-taught detectives would track down where Ramona worked and lived, and they would harass both her employer and her parents, for no reason other than they were undoubtedly responsible for what Ramona had become. Former male classmates would call Ramona a tease, while others would claim that she slept with anyone that looked at her. Former female classmates would say Ramona had done everything she did because she had been overweight most of her life, while others would simply refuse to comment. Men on the Internet would dig up pictures of Ramona when she had weighed three-hundred-pounds and digitally alter them, making garish nudes. Whether or not the Internet would remember Ramona simply depended upon how many women were in the headlines that week. Two was one too many.
Seconds after Ramona’s death, the police uncovered the crime scene and arrested both Lux and Echo.
Echo was sentenced to three years in a mental health hospital, and would be released pending the unanimous agreement of several of the psychiatrists there that she had recovered. Despite the court’s decision that Echo had been manipulated by Lux to be an accomplice and that the wearing of the victims’ skins was clearly a sign of mental illness, the Internet disagreed and turned on her. Because she was a woman, the Internet had decided the judge had taken it easy on her and that the only appropriate sentencing, despite her young age and obvious psychosis, was death. Every once in a while, Echo’s echo would be renewed by those interested in the case—those people who spread around terrible trivia like candy; candy to be consumed, and forgotten. She would never be released from the mental health hospital, though. She would be found dead in her room the night before her hearing, a phone in her hand and a pool of blood around her body. The cause of death would be decided to be a poison of some sort no lab in the country would end up being able to identify.
Due to Lux’s blog posts coinciding with the deaths of the victims, as well as having been placed at the scene of the sixteen deaths at the Wharf, Lux was arrested and charged with twenty-three counts of first-degree murder. After a long trial and a media circus that went on for years, Lux was given life in prison. There, she continued to blog and gather followers, who, after subsequent deaths following Lux’s imprisonment, began a movement to bring evidence to light that Lux had been framed. No DNA evidence had been uncovered, nor was there any true eye-witness testimony. Several alibis were unearthed that were irrefutable, and no links were made between Lux and any hired hitmen.
After eight years, several documentaries, and a recently released web series that people binged and theorized over for months, Lux was granted parole. The deaths continued, and while links could be made to Lux’s speeches, blogs, or videos, the links were inconclusive, and the sights of the killer or killers too fantastical in their reports to take seriously.
Lux eventually shielded herself with religion, and she adopted her militant beliefs about feminism to a more conservative approach. She began to incorporate god into her works and appealed to the White Supremacists who’d begun to support her of late, due to “cleansings” that continued to happen all around Lux. Shielded by faith and Southern Politics, Lux continued her work without harassment for several years, where she put out five books, and also five children, as she had been “cured” of her lesbianism.
It wasn’t until shortly before the Trauma that Lux abandoned her conservative beliefs and returned with a more liberal-slant. “Don’t Assume My God” was her slogan, and it was printed on stickers, shirts, posters, pins, and spray painted across the surfaces of cities all over the world. There was a time when it was believed she had the power to overthrow Lillian. And then that time passed.
Lux’s family would do their best to forget her.
The Internet would remember her for as long as it existed. She would be simultaneously loved and loathed, and although many would call for her blood, it would be their blood by which her work was done. To kill her, they would have to ignore her, but she was worth too much exposure, too much attention, too much ad revenue; too many clicks, too many likes, too many hearts, too many thumbs-up; too many conversations, too many debates; she was too easy a scapegoat, too convenient a punching bag; she was too much like them; and not enough were like her. The Internet bled Lux dry, and Lux bled dry the Internet. People to come might say it had all been for naught, but not Isla Taggart, who sits down at this very moment with a battered copy of Lux’s last book in her hand.
On the cover is the image of a jellyfish. The species is known as the turritopsis dohrnii, or the ‘immortal jellyfish.’ It is one of the few animals that are capable of living forever, as it is capable, after reaching sexual maturity, of returning to a polyp state, where, if allowed to flourish, it will once more mature and, again, revert. As long as the conditions are right, this biological immortality can theoretically go on forever.
Isla Taggart does not know these things yet, but soon she will, and so, too, will those she shares Lux’s teachings with, and so on, and so on, and so on, and so on…
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SUNDAY
The last thing Linnéa wanted was to be like her mother, who had worried so much while she’d been alive that she wouldn’t be surprised to hear Mom was still at it beyond the grave, giving Death a hard time, making sure to remind It to put on a coat before going out for the night. It wasn’t that Linnéa didn’t care about her daughter, Filipa; it was that, for a ten-year-old, Filipa was smart, smarter than most of the mouth-breathers, children and adults alike, on this block, and she wasn’t going to learn anything about anything if she spent most of her formative years in a fallout shelter of hand-holding, finger-wagging, and fear-mongering. That was how you ended up with fourteen-year-olds with two kids, and sixteen-year-olds with rap sheets that read like grocery lists (“One aggravated assault and two burglaries will hold us over ‘til the weekend.”). Linnéa knew this. She’d done her fair share of stupid things to herself and others in the pursuit of independence. She didn’t want that for Filipa, and she didn’t want Filipa to be her or her mother. She just wanted Filipa to be Filipa. And if that meant getting dirty, getting bruised; getting picked on or getting a detention—then okay, alright, so be it.
Today, though, today was different. Because Linnéa and her husband, Stephen, had been in the backyard since there was enough light to work with, doing this or doing that, and during all that time, the white, unmarked van across the street had not only never moved, but the person inside it hadn’t gotten out. They were still in there, somewhere beyond those tinted windows, waiting for something. She knew they were in there, because sometimes the van would dip, as if the driver inside were rummaging around. It was easy to imagine the worst, especially with Filipa not far from the street herself, sitting against her favorite tree, reading from her favorite book, not a care in the world, because her stupid mom had told her she had nothing to worry about.
“Filipa,” Stephen called from the garden, his hands green and neck red. “Filipa, darling.”
Linnéa watched the scene from behind the grill she was stationed at. The heat coming off the sun and the coals had reduced her to ratty jean shorts and a bathing suit top. She gave the burgers a flip. Filipa was doing her best to pretend she hadn’t heard her dad. It wasn’t going to work, though. Stephen was legendarily persistent. He made car salesman cry and telemarketers consider suicide. He was the gnat all other gnats would look at and say, “Chill, bro.”
“Filipa,” Stephen said, not looking up from his lilies. “Fili—”
Filipa dropped her book in her lap and shouted across the yard, “Oh my god, Dad. What?”
“Get your daddy a beer.” Stephen turned around to Linnéa and held up two fingers.
Linnéa nodded and said to Filipa, “Two beers.”
“I can’t.” She opened the book and drove the pages to her nose. “My legs aren’t working.”
Stephen fell back on his haunches. “Well, isn’t that something?”
Burger grease leapt up and splattered across Linnéa’s hands. She didn’t notice. There was movement coming from the van again.
“Guess we’ll have to cancel your birthday party next month.”
Filipa lowered the book ever-so-slightly. “Guess so.”
Stephen went back into the garden, this time with a spade. “Guess you won’t be able to see that movie this weekend with your girly girls.”
Filipa shot a look at Linnéa.
Linnéa said, “What? We can’t afford to get you a wheelchair.”
“The cost,” Stephen said.
“It’s ridiculous.” Linnéa tried not to smile as she threw a few buns on the grill to toast. “We’re going to have to sell you.”
“To get enough money for the wheelchair,” Stephen added.
“And then I don’t even know how we’ll afford to get you back.”
“She’ll be deeply discounted, I’m sure.”
Linnéa nodded. “Even so. I don’t know how much a girl who can’t fetch her two poor, loving parents some beers go for these days.”
“Not much,” Stephen said. “I mean, that’s like half the reason to have a kid.”
Sighing dramatically, Linnéa launched the buns onto a plate. “Well, shoot. I guess it’s good it’s summer time. You’re going to be under that tree a long while. Least the nights aren’t so bad.”
Filipa, with her annoyed smirk, not wanting to give in, said, “You could get me a blanket.”
“Could,” Stephen said, tearing out some strangely colored, almost vein-like roots. “But suddenly, my legs feel a little hinky.”
Linnéa made her knees wobble. “I’m going down.”
Filipa snapped her head back and hopped to her feet.
“Praise Jesus!” Stephen said, making the sign of the cross. “Our little girl is healed.”
Filipa stuck out her tongue as she marched towards the back door.
“Truly, a miracle,” Linnéa said, deadpan.
“You guys are alcoholics,” Filipa said, pointing at the two of them.
“Hey now,” Linnéa fired back.
Stephen murmured, “Don’t talk about your mother that way.”
Linnéa cried, “Stephen!” and hurled an oven mitt at him. It didn’t go but a few inches from the grill.
“I’m getting a beer for myself,” Filipa said, as she slipped into the house through the back door. “Going to get lit.” And then, with that, their little goblin was gone.
Linnéa didn’t bother arguing with the girl. She knew she wasn’t serious. Filipa was smart, which meant she was also a smart ass. The two didn’t always go hand-in-hand, but in Filipa’s case, Linnéa was glad they did. It was that little edge her daughter needed to round her out from being a total square.
The erratic movement in the van stopped. Lunch made and plated, Linnéa stepped away from the grill and drew closer to the white trope that never lost its touch.
“Hey Steve?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m going to go say something.”
“Huh?” Stephen pulled his head out of the weeds and stared into the street. “There still people in there?”
“Think so.”
He came to his feet, brushed off his knees, and wandered over to the grill and grabbed his veggie burger, which had been marooned to its own maroon-colored plate. “Surprised Joyce hasn’t said anything.” He chomped down into the burger and moaned. “S’good. S’real good. If only I had a beer!”—he hollered at the house, “—to wash it down.”
Linnéa checked her phone. “True. Joyce has the fastest fingers in these parts when it comes to texting out suspicions.”
“A life of penny counting will do that to a person.” Stephen took another bite. “Got stuck behind her at the store once. Swear to god, that woman only shops with coins. Had to get out of line and buy spider repellent by the time she’d finished, had so many webs all over me.”
Linnéa pretended to laugh. “I don’t know. It’s been out there all day. Jesus, this is stupid.” She went back to the grill and grabbed the still-hot spatula. “God forbid we hurt someone’s feelings by being rude. I’m going to go talk to them.”
Stephen stepped out of her way. “Just don’t hurt them, alright?”
She took the spatula in two hands, like a sword. “My mother would be proud.”
Stephen shrugged and shuffled back to his spot in the garden.
More movement in the white van. Linnéa picked up the pace, wanting to catch them in the middle of whatever it was that they were doing. Reaching the sidewalk, she became aware of herself and cased her surroundings.
It was Sunday, and church was over, and though their subdivision wasn’t large enough to be its own little country like, say, Maidens’ Grove, which straddled the tri-county lines, the neighborhood, Six Pillars, it still had some size to it. Sizable enough, that, on a Sunday, after mass, in summer, there should’ve been more folks out, farting around and making good use of their porches and stoops. But there was no one. No teenagers tearing down the street in their souped-up hand-me-downs, the bass of their music pre-and-proceeding them, like the modern-day drums of war. No old timers sitting catatonically by their windows, behind their windows, befriending the local wildlife, or looking for ways to go messy-up their family’s day. No thirty-somethings, like herself and her husband, cranking out chores or taking a crack at long-standing and ultimately forgettable projects.
But most importantly, there were no kids. None of their yelling, nor that distinct smell of their sweat, which read to the nose like spit and nickels. Linnéa searched the front yards and backyards for little bodies bashing into one another. She searched the tallest trees for skinny stowaways. The sounds of gunfire and creative cussing were a good way to track couch-dwellers, but even that was missing.
Granted, this wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Linnéa loved her child, but she wasn’t a fan of children in general, especially the kind her generation was responsible for squeezing out. It wasn’t their fault—the kids; it was their parents. The men and women who let the Internet teach their boys and girls everything, and wanted nothing more than to be their either their bosses, or their best buddies. Children raising children. Narcissistic dollmakers. That was how you ended up with that blowhard, Lux, over in Bitter Springs. And they had the nerve to give her, Linnéa, crap about the way she—
The van. Apparently, she was the only who cared, because she was the only one paying it any mind. And no, that didn’t mean she was being overly paranoid. Spatula at the ready, she crossed the street and got right up on it.
Stephen was tonguing his gums, getting the last of his burger from out between his teeth, when Linnéa returned from her reconnaissance.
“Two teens fucking,” she said, shaking her head.
“What?”
“Yep.”
“This whole time?”
“Guess so.”
Stephen scratched his cheek. “Think we should offer them some water? It’s awfully hot out, and they’ve been going at it for hours now.”
“Why here?” Linnéa snorted. “The hell?”
“I mean, got to give them credit. Minus the van, it’s pretty incognito. They at least got a window rolled down?”
Linnéa shook her head.
Stephen cringed. “Resale value’s shot to shit now.”
“It’s weird.”
Stephen’s eye widened. “Hey, want to actually see something weird?”
Linnéa wandered over to the grill and dropped off the spatula. Pointing to the van, she said, “That’s not weird to you?”
“It’d be weird if they weren’t fucking around in there. Look.” After rooting around in a pile of weeds, he took out a handful of the strangely-colored roots Linnéa had seen him yank up earlier. “Now, that’s weird.”
She reached out to touch them. “What are those?”
But he pulled them away before she could. “I have… no idea. It’s really pissing me off because they weren’t here the other day.”
Linnéa twisted her mouth, raised an eyebrow. “Steve, don’t get all obsessive about this.”
“Little vermillion fuckers. Look at this.” He tore one in half, and a creamy, red fluid sputtered out. “Look at that!”
“You’re loving this,” Linnéa said.
Stephen had slipped into botanist mode. Mumbling, rumbling, he rambled and ambled back to the garden and started looking for the growth’s culprits. He’d be unreachable for the rest of the day, lost in a blur of message boards and poorly-designed web pages. And once he figured it all out, he’d act as if it hadn’t been a big deal, and that he’d known, basically, what he was dealing with all along. Linnéa looked forward to teasing him about it later.
And looking forward, Linnéa noticed Filipa hadn’t taken her lunch off the grill.
“Hey, Filipa come back out yet?”
Stephen smacked his lips, like a parched traveler deep in a desert.
“I’ll take that as a no?”
“Yes. I mean, no. I mean.” Stephen smiled. “You know what I mean.”
That girl. Linnéa marched across the yard and went to open the backdoor, but Filipa had left it open. The central air was slipping through the cracks. They were literally throwing their money away. Groaning—how many times did she have to tell her?—Linnéa pushed into the house, into the kitchen, and shut the door hard behind her.
“Filipa?”
Linnéa wandered around the kitchen, touching up this, straightening out that, as she waited for her daughter to respond.
“Filipa?”
She opened the fridge and found the five beers in there where they’d left them. She shut the door, strained her ears. The central air clicked off. Pipes hissed. Water was running somewhere.
She sidestepped her way out of the kitchen and into the hall. The bathroom door was shut, but the light was on.
“Filipa?”
No answer. Linnéa knocked on the door. She wedged her fingers between the door and the molding and slowly, creepily, started to open it.
“Answer, or I’m coming in.”
No answer. Linnéa gave her five seconds and then barged in. The toilet had urine in it, and the sink was still on. A few squares of toilet paper were spread across the ground. One had a dirty shoe print on it.
“Ungrateful.” She shut off the sink and flushed the bowel. “Filipa, I swear, if you don’t answer me, you’re grounded until your next reincarnation!”
Filipa was learning about world religions in school. She was, as she put it, “all about that reincarnation game.”
Getting angry, getting anxious, Linnéa stomped her way down the hall, around the corner, and mountain-climbered up the staircase, calling her daughter’s name with every forceful step.
Maybe good cop would work, so: “Hey, Dad found something funky in the garden. Come check it out.”
Not a peep from Filipa’s room.
So, she switched to bad cop: “I saw a switch outside with your name written all over it. What the heck are you doing?”
Linnéa skipped the last few steps, vaulting onto the second floor. She was winded, and her heart was beating something fierce, but that had nothing to do with the stairs or that little bit of weight she couldn’t shake. It was the silence of the house, and the silence of her daughter, and all the voices inside Linnéa at this moment, all sounding off, all at once.
Panic quickening her pace, Linnéa made it to Filipa’s room in no time flat and elbowed the door in.
Filipa’s room was Filipa’s kingdom. An aquamarine court of velvet and frills. Aside from the band posters and corkboard of print-off cut-outs of inspirations, aspirations, hotties, and hotties that inspired aspirations, the room could’ve easily passed for one of those roped-off, price-tagged ‘slices of life’ you might find in some antique shop, in some antique town. A four-poster bed with a canopy made of stars; a chest of drawers covered in trinkets and odd, little boxes; several trunks stuffed with all sorts of pre-teen treasures. There was a typewriter in one corner, and a vanity in the other. And on one wall, all by its lonesome, a bookcase stood stuffed and buckled with novels whose spines were so worn you had to write their titles in with the dust that’d gathered there. It was all junk from Linnéa’s mother, stuff she’d left behind when she’d left them all behind. She’d been gone awhile now.
But she’d just seen Filipa. Where the hell was she?
Pits turning into sweaty swamps, Linnéa went red in the face, and then went down on her hands and knees and looked under Filipa’s bed. Not there. Linnéa hurried to her feet and opened the closet. Not there.
Shouting Filipa’s name, Linnéa ran into her own room and searched every corner and crevice, but she wasn’t there.
Crying Filipa’s name, Linnéa checked the second-floor bathroom and spare closet, but she wasn’t in either of them.
Jesus Christ, where the hell was she? Linnéa doubled back to Filipa’s room, gave it a once-over, and then bolted down the stairs.
“Stephen!” she cried, going into the living room, going into the family room.
“Stephen!” she screamed, going into the kitchen, going into the basement; hating, for the first time since they’d moved in, how small it was, how there were so few places someone could hide in it.
“Steph—”
Stephen met her at the top of the basement steps, taking on her terror almost instantaneously.
“I can’t find her.”
“What? Did you check her room?” Stephen moved aside as Linnéa bashed past him, back into the living room. “Filipa!”
“I checked everywhere, Stephen!” Linnéa shot him a damning look. “Go check that fucking van!”
Stephen nodded and hurried out the back door.
Linnéa told herself that Filipa was fine. That she was either hiding, or that she had gone back outside. The girl was quiet. If being a Brainiac didn’t work out for her, then a life of thievery surely would. But as much of a pain in the ass as she was, Filipa would’ve responded by now. She wasn’t mean like that, wasn’t cruel. She wouldn’t—
Linnéa stopped in the living room. Her nose twitched. She smelled something. She couldn’t place it, but it had no place here. She sniffed the air. Something earthy, almost creek-like. That faint sewer pipe water smell. And then… oil. And rubber. Dirty smells. Manual labor smells. It was the kind of smell she associated with a certain kind of man. The kind that spent their Sundays at the bar, and their Mondays on the floor.
Linnéa crept towards the front door, but for all her efforts, she never seemed to close the gap between it and her. It was like the house was recoiling, or she was from it. Something was wrong about it, like there was something wrong about the air inside it. Someone’d been here.
She looked back up the stairs, and every hair on her body stood, as if just around the corner, someone was waiting. She glanced towards the first-floor bathroom, and couldn’t remember if that light was supposed to be on or off. Through the hardwood floor, she felt subtle vibrations, from her soles to her soul. She leaned farther, caught half the kitchen in her gaze—half the table with it—and her stomach flopped as she imagined someone sitting at it, just out of sight.
“Filipa!” Stephen’s faint shouts carried in from the backyard. Each one was a cold confirmation of Linnéa’s fears.
“Filipa!” His voice was getting quieter and quieter, as he undoubtedly drew nearer to the street, to the van.
Linnéa started towards the kitchen again, but stopped. She’d heard something else. Shouting, but not Stephen’s shouting. It was a woman’s voice. Or maybe a girl’s. Yes, maybe a girl’s.
Linnéa ripped open the front door and ran out onto the porch. “Filipa?” she wailed, looking left, looking right. “Filipa?”
But it hadn’t been Filipa screaming.
Down the street, Ellen Cross was standing on her porch, shouting “Darlene,” which was her daughter’s name.
On the opposite side, farther down, Bethany Simmons was doing a tour of her house’s perimeter, calling out for Jimmy, her son.
And then, as each teary-eyed woman acknowledged the other in communal horror, two houses over from Linnéa’s, Trent Resin hurried down his driveway and shouted to her, “Hey, Lin, have you seen Charles? I can’t find him anywhere.”
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She had not seen Charles, nor she had seen Darlene Cross or Jimmy Simmons; nor had any of their parents seen Filipa. It was Sunday when the four children had gone missing. And now it was Sunday again, one month later, and none of them had seen their children since.
Dario Onai, the social worker who Ellen Cross had sought out for today’s and the previous weeks’ group therapy sessions, slipped into the room and gave each of the parents gathered here a neutral smile. He was on their side, it seemed to say, but he wasn’t their friend.
Linnéa rubbed the crust out of her eyes and polished off the coffee in her thermos. Before she could ask, Stephen, sitting next to her at the conference table, took the thermos, got up, and went to refill it. He was always doing things like that these days—anticipating her wants, fulfilling her needs.
Ever since Filipa had gone missing, an eternal winter had fallen over their lives, and it was in trivial movements they kept the fire burning in their bones. There were things that needed to be done that had nothing to do with finding their daughter, like paying bills or taking baths, or remembering to laugh at the television. But to do anything that didn’t involve bringing their baby girl home didn’t sit right with them. How could they go to work when, instead, they could take another tour of the neighborhood, or the outlet mall the unmarked van had been spotted at hours after the children had vanished? How could they kiss one another, hold one another, when it was Filipa who needed all the kisses and all the hugs? So everything they did, even something so simple as a husband getting his wife some coffee, was, in essence, tiny tributes to the altar of Filipa. Small promises that they’d go on living, doing as the living ought to do, but only because that was the only way in which this could all come to an end. If they breathed just to breathe, then it was settled; might as well be over. They’d freeze before this summer’s winter’s end.
Mr. bigshot social worker, Dario Onai, would applaud Linnéa and Stephen for their “self-determination” and “healthy, coping skills.” The other parents, though, didn’t seem to be faring as well.
Trent Resin, single parent and proud taxpayer, wasn’t big on talking these days. He’d never been much of a chatterbox, but by the time the town threw together a second search party to scout out Maidenwood, there was nothing a scowl couldn’t get across that some fancy word could do better. Those woods were dense and dominated the north, northeastern, and northwestern stretches of Bitter Springs, Brooksville, and Bedlam combined. Even with the tracking dogs having a nose full of Charles, Darlene, Jimmy, and Filipa no one expected to find much out there. But they did. They found Charles Resin’s pool pass impaled upon a deadfall. Inside the pile of rotting tree limbs, they discovered a pile of clothes—T-shirt, jeans, socks, boots, and underwear—similarly speared. After Trent had stopped screaming, he finally managed to mutter to the party and the sheriff that those’d been the clothes Charles had been wearing before he disappeared.
Now, for group therapy, Trent Resin was generally posted up by the coffeemaker, getting fat on caffeine, sugar, and stale snacks. Sometimes, he’d talk to Stephen about football or gardening, but the conversations never lasted more than a minute or two. Neither man cared enough about what the other had to say to carry on longer than what was needed.
“Good morning, everyone,” Dario said, settling in at the head of the conference table. He glanced at Linnéa and Stephen, Ellen and Richard Cross, and Trent. “Anyone spoke with Bethany today?”
On cue, the hot mess that was Bethany Simmons spilled into the room. She looked like a coat rack, and everything fit on her like it would on a coat rack. A rabid subscriber to all catalogues “Mom,” she was as basic as milk, and yet her enthusiasm couldn’t have been any more acidic. It ate through situations, etched out outliers, until only her and her opinion remained.
“I am… so sorry!” Bethany smiled at everyone and waved vigorously. “God, so sorry.”
Dario waved off her apology.
But that didn’t stop Bethany from stealing the spotlight and giving the group a full update on how she was doing, what she was doing, and what she was going to be doing once this session of therapy was over.
Linnéa tuned her out. She’d heard it all before, and she’d just as soon not hear it all again. Bethany Simmons wasn’t a bad person, but she was like one of those old TV shows doomed to an eternity of mid-afternoon reruns—enjoyable in small doses, until you can tell the time by it. The script might change, but the story was always the same. Two days after Jimmy’s disappearance, she’d aligned herself with Geneva, a self-proclaimed social activist. Using the girl’s online influence and her husband Todd’s checkbook, she launched a campaign to “Bring the Children Home.” Flyers. TV spots. Ads and blog posts. A hotline for people to call into with tips or sightings. T-shirts, pins, patches, and even raincoats, with countrified blue jeans in the pipeline. Bethany tended to be the one the local and national reporters spoke to. Sometimes Stephen would joke that people knew her face better than the faces of the children. Sometimes, Linnéa would laugh; other times, she’d just be glad it was Bethany brute-forcing their cause into the social psyche, and not her.
“Todd couldn’t make it.” Bethany rolled her eyes in that kind of men-will-be-men sort of way.
Todd couldn’t make it, Linnéa knew, because Todd was busy putting together the projects Bethany would eventually take credit for. During the first search of their neighborhood, and also their town of Bedlam, Todd had broken down into tears and started punching his fists into windows, until he fainted. His act of self-mutilation had been the catalyst for this group therapy business, but like most men who needed help, he wasn’t here to get it. Just the woman who loved him. Vicarious healing.
Powering down, Bethany gave the floor over to Dario.
“How is everyone?” he asked out of formality.
Trent detached himself from the coffee maker and sat a few seats down from Stephen.
Bethany started, “Well, I’m—”
Linnéa cut her off. “Just taking it day by day.”
“Day by day,” Dario reflected back at her. “How about you Stephen?”
“Been writing in my journal,” Stephen said.
“Has that been helpful?”
Stephen’s mouth twitched. His personality would have him pried open, to prattle on, in detail, about the details of his journal. But his journal wasn’t his journal, but also Linnéa’s. And the journal wasn’t a journal, but one wall of their house completely covered in notes, pictures, print-outs, and a map of Bedlam. For a few days, they’d gone the second-rate, movie detective route and thrown-up string all over the place, too, to show connections. But it was more of a mess than it was worth. And it cheapened the whole thing.
“I hate how quiet it is at home,” Linnéa said, bailing her husband out.
“Have you tried playing music like we discussed?”
A single tear slid down Linnéa’s cheek. She quickly caught it.
“Does it remind you too much of Filipa?”
Linnéa nodded, said, “Yeah,” and then: “I don’t know.” She pretended to play the guitar with her hands. “That’s okay, I guess. Just… can’t listen. She used to play her music 24/7.”
“Keep playing, then,” Dario said. “It’s a good coping skill. Do you ever play for Stephen?”
“Can’t afford her concerts,” Stephen said. “Have to listen from the nosebleeds.”
The other parents laughed, probably because it seemed like the right thing to do.
“I used to play a mean recorder back in the day,” Bethany said. “Lin plays guitar? Didn’t you used to do the drums back in high school, Rich?”
Richard Cross looked at his wife, Ellen, before saying, “Uh, yeah.”
Beaming, Bethany belted, “We ought to put a band together!”
Linnéa squeezed her hand, until the tear she’d caught in it evaporated.
Dario nodded at Bethany, but to Ellen, said, “The last time we spoke, you shared with us that you hadn’t been sleeping. You look tired.”
Ellen rubbed the rosary around her neck. “We didn’t stay in a motel like I said we might.”
“That’s good,” Dario said. “I know that must have taken a lot strength and courage for you to do that.”
Richard shifted beside her. Either he disagreed, or he had something to add to the conversation.
“You could stay with Todd and I if you wanted,” Bethany offered. “We have a lot more room now.”
Stephen stared at Linnéa.
Trent shook his head.
Bethany cringed, and for a moment, she lowered her guard. With it, went the color from her face, and she bit her lips until her teeth had red #5 all over them.
Dario wasn’t an idiot, though. Linnéa could give him that much. As a social worker, he was a human filter that caught the bullshit that often made it through for daily consumption. So, he rewound time on the lot of them and let out: “Richard—”
Richard looked at his wife again, with daggers.
“—were you going to say something just now?”
Ellen and Richard Cross were their group’s resident holy rollers. Though they weren’t local missionaries like some of the zealots from their church, they were comfortable enough in their beliefs to interject them into every conversation; the same way someone might say “like,” “um,” or, “uh”—it was, for them, fulfilling filler that, to others, bordered on gibberish. While Bethany was busying herself with the material world, Ellen and Richard had turned to the spiritual for guidance and support. Linnéa couldn’t complain. Church-folk could get something done something fierce when they put their mind to it. She didn’t know what she was going to do with all their prayers, necessarily—as her father used to say, “If you can’t even wipe your ass with it, then what’s the point?”—but she appreciated the extra eyes and ears in the tri-county area. The donations were decent, too, but when she and Stephen started turning a profit off the food and cards they were getting, it felt awfully indecent.
“Well, go on and say it,” Richard said, folding his arms over his pregnant belly. “It’s what he’s here for.”
Ellen seemed like the kind of woman who’d seen her fair share of brimstone before turning to the other side. Maybe it was the darkness under her eyes, or the way her freckles came together in blotches, like Rorschach blots. Or maybe it was because she was as severe as stone, and her skin was lightly fuzzed, as if molded. Her hair was always blown back, and her tongue was always white from dehydration. Crazed would’ve been the best way describe to her, but she was kinder than most anyone else. Sure, she looked as if she’d crawled out of hell through a twenty-year-old vent of bad stints, but that was alright in Linnéa’s book. At least she wasn’t the holier-than-thou type like her husband was.
Problem with Ellen was you couldn’t tell how she was taking all of this. When you’re already eroded to the core, not much else damage is going to show.
And then she said this: “I’m starting to hear voices.”
Trent Resin straightened up. It was the first thing to have gotten his attention in the last two weeks.
“Voices?” Dario asked.
Ellen said, “Yes. I hear Darlene. She talks to me. It’s not my thoughts. It’s really her. I thought it was god at first, but it’s her. I know that sounds crazy—”
Dario shook his head.
“—but I think she’s trying to reach me from… wherever she is.” Ellen started to cry. “She feels so close, it’s killing me I can’t find her.”
“It’s nerves,” Richard said, like every shitty doctor in every old school, Hollywood thriller. “That’s all it is.”
Ellen, rubbing her rosary, shook her head, like a stubborn child.
“Whatever it is,” Dario said, “if Ellen is hearing it, then it’s real to her. Ellen, what does Darlene say to you?”
“I can’t make it out yet. I get bits and pieces—”
Richard huffed and fingered his bellybutton.
“—but it’s like… another language.”
Linnéa raised an eyebrow and glanced at Stephen.
Bethany was biting down on her lips, either enthralled, or about to laugh.
“Where?” Trent asked, his voice walloping the group with its baritone blast. “Where at do you hear her?”
“Everywhere. Home, mostly. I think it’s too quiet for me, too, like Lin said.”
Dario hummed and asked, “Darlene was just in the other room before she went missing, wasn’t she?”
Richard stared at his wife. His face had turned to putty, like most bullies’ faces when faced with the harsh truth of things.
“Yeah,” she mumbled.
“You feel guilty,” Dario said.
“Yeah.”
“She was so close. You feel like you should’ve heard something.”
“God was trying to tell me,” Ellen blurted out, “but I wasn’t listening. He sent his servants. Angels on the walls.” She closed her eyes, seemed to take herself back to that moment. “I can hear her now, what she was saying, then; when she was trying to get my attention.” She wiped her eyes hard enough to knock them from her sockets. “She wasn’t talking right. Like… she had something in her mouth. That’s what I keep hearing these days.”
Richard threw his hands into the air, started to get up, and then, checking for and not getting permission from his wife, he kept his pumpkin ass planted.
“I don’t think it was a… gag.” Just saying the word ‘gag’ made Ellen gag. “It was like she was drunk.”
“Drugged,” Stephen said.
Linnéa stared at her husband. He’d been here a moment ago, but not anymore. She could smell the heat coming off his synapses. He was working things out, running yarn from one theory to another, seeing what connected, finding what was a stretch.
“Tell them why you didn’t go into the other room,” Richard said, spit webbing his mouth like a kamado’s maw. “Even the blind can see god’s light,” he quoted. And then: “Tell them.”
“I was drunk,” Ellen said.
Bethany clicked her tongue against her teeth.
“The second I gave in…” She wailed. “I lost her! Maybe for good this time!”
“For good?” Stephen asked.
But before Ellen could explain what she meant, Dario took the conversation down another avenue. While he went on about grief, loss, and trauma, Linnéa, Stephen, and Trent formed an unspoken agreement between the three of them that something wasn’t adding up. By the end of the session, Bethany had successfully stolen the spotlight from the rest of them to apologize, at great length, for the absence of her husband.
Linnéa and Stephen had taken separate cars to therapy. These days, they did most things alone. For them, it was a way to cover more ground, to see more of what needed to be seen. They had convinced themselves they were just as strong together as they were apart. But as Linnéa crossed the parking lot of Brooksville Community Health Center, going her way as Stephen went his, her stomach took a turn for the worse, and it felt like the hot, trampled pavement she traipsed upon. She wanted to go to him, and she wanted him to go to her. She didn’t want to debrief over the phone, or wait until dinner, when these thoughts and feelings were so covered in dirt they might’ve well been part of the scenery.
She started to call out, but before she could, Trent Resin drove up to him, window down, and started speaking to him. Too far away to hear to him, Linnéa drew closer, keys rattling in her hand, when—
“Hey, Lin,” Bethany said, rolling up in her SUV, blocking her path to Stephen.
Bethany’s SUV smelled of hairspray and winter fresh chewing gum. Each cupholder was filled with plastic diet soda bottles, the dregs of which still sat at the bottoms. The passenger’s seat had a black blanket draped across it. Sloppily sewn into the blanket were stars and planets, and a single spaceship in that lonely, linty dark. “Jimmy” was embroidered in a corner, though most of the name was unraveled. Bethany had one hand on the steering wheel, but the other was over her armrest, holding onto the blanket. She looked pacified.
“That was a good session today,” she said.
Linnéa nodded. Hearing a door shut, she looked past Bethany to see Trent was gone, and Stephen had gotten into his car and was about to take off.
“Can I tell you something?”
“Yeah,” Linnéa said, following her husband’s car until the horizon swallowed it whole.
“I’ve been seeing things, too.”
Now, Bethany had her full attention.
“At night. Once or twice.” Bethany turned on the radio to some steel guitar, country croon fest. She fiddled with the knob, and then switched the radio back off. “When the police were still outside the houses, doing surveillance.” She turned the radio on again, kept the volume real low. “In the front yard. I thought it was Jimmy, or…”
“Did you tell the cops?”
“Yeah. They checked their cameras. They were pointed directly at the house and didn’t pick up anything. Just shadows. Guess that’s what I saw.”
“Yeah, but…” Linnéa cocked her head. “You saw something else, didn’t you?”
Bethany smiled. Her cheeks were bright red. “I think I’m going crazy. Aren’t you?”
Linnéa didn’t respond.
“Oh well.” Bethany grabbed Jimmy’s blanket again. “Do you ever wish this would just… be over?”
“How do you mean?”
“Closure, or something.”
“I want to find them,” Linnéa said.
Bethany’s body went stiff. “Well, yeah, so do I, Lin.” She shook her head, blinked hard. “I have to go.”
Linnéa didn’t go straight home after therapy. She and Stephen each had their own beat. They’d been patrolling it every day for the last few weeks. Initially, they recruited the other parents to help them cover Bedlam, but they hadn’t been consistent, and no one got anything done half as well as they could themselves. Because of the way Bedlam was divided by the river that ran through it, Stephen took the western half of the town, while Linnéa covered the east. To the west went the well-off, and to the east, everyone else. Heaven and Hell some people called it, except it was flipped. Hell was where the high-browed browsed; heaven was for the poor—middle-and-lower-class alike. Closest to the tri-county river, east was where the forgotten had washed up from the dockyards of Bitter Springs and the low-incoming housing of Brooksville. It was the working class and those who worked you over that lived there. East was where Linnéa and the other parents lived, and though it may have been dangerous, especially on the waterfront, it was home.
Stephen had insisted he work the eastern front, but he had supple lips—perfect for laying a wet one on all the pampered asses across the river—and no capacity for violence. Linnéa, however, had hands that still hurt from time to time; it was that old pain from when she’d been young; bones hadn’t grown up right, but then again, neither had she.
It was Sunday, but she gave Detective Mills a call, anyway. It went to voicemail. She didn’t bother leaving a message. He knew what she wanted. She considered calling Stephen, but aside from asking him what Trent had shared with him, what was there to talk about? What they wanted for lunch? Yesterday’s lunch was still sitting on the table. The flies liked it well enough, though. Waste not, want not.
Linnéa made her way through Brooksville and crossed the bridge that spanned the tri-county river. Going under the sign that read “Welcome to Bedlam” made her feel as if someone had just walked over her grave. No matter where she went, she was never far from her problems, but coming back to Bedlam was like trying to live a life in a burned-down building. Everything recognizable had been rendered in the hard bark of char and blanketed in the cruel snow of ash. And to sleep and eat and go on, you had to lie to yourself; say that things had always been this way.
She cruised the town for killers and kidnappers. She became a talk show host, a PTA mom; an augur searching for auspices in the clothes people wore, or the way they stared at her as she drove by. Like a doctor, Linnéa made her rounds. Her patients were the parks, the public and private schools; the corner stores and the hole-in-the-walls; the sprawling shopping centers and scattered Mom and Pop’s; the tucked away neighborhoods and the overflowing state-sponsored housings. By car or by foot, she carried a clipboard, flyers of the children pinned to it, and doled them out like diagnoses.
Now that you know their faces and their names, she tried to get across to those she came across, they are your responsibility. Treat them well, she wanted to say, and you can go on forgetting them again when this was all over. These four burdens were on Bedlam now, and why shouldn’t they be? Someone here or near had done this to their children. Someone who’d fallen through the cracks and bided their time there. Bedlam-begotten. Begotten of Bedlam. Some young man known for making inappropriate comments to female co-workers, maybe once caught hurting a stray. Some young woman with bright teeth and dead eyes, and dreams of motherhood from a nightmarish childhood. Some old couple with soft hands and pinching fingers, and a hunger they didn’t need dentures for. Some… someone… some… anyone. Opportunistic vultures on a heroin high. Fat necks in sweaters and sweatshirts—rosacea-wracked clowns who got their laughs from others’ miseries.
Or maybe, just maybe… Filipa, Jimmy, Charles, and Darlene were lost. Maybe they’d been unhappy. Maybe they’d formed a pact, and like a pack they roamed Maidenwood, to get away from the unhappiness their young, ten-year-old minds couldn’t yet express, or to chase dreams in the same way Linnéa used to chase dares.
Or maybe the Earth had seen four children unattended and it opened itself up and took them away. That’ll learn you parents, Linnéa imagined the cosmos saying, in her mother’s voice, with that shrill, lilting tone.
By the time Linnéa got to the waterfront, she had to pull over, because she couldn’t see past the tears in her eyes. Truth be told, that was why she and Stephen did these things on their own. She didn’t need him comforting her, spoon-feeding her lies, the same way hot soup was forced upon the sick. She didn’t want his “Everything is going to be okay,” or, “We’re going to find them,” or “We have to be strong for them.” She knew why he said it, because she’d said it to him more times than she had fingers and toes, but it wasn’t any help to either of them. It just gummed things up; fat wads of false hope that got in the way of a good cry.
Facts were her anesthetic, but the well had nearly run dry on those about a week and a half back, and she was jonesing. Before, as she was now, she replayed what she knew over and over in her head, until like tape, it warped and wobbled; became distorted by need and reaching theories.
And what did she know?
She knew that at 11:45 AM, Filipa had gone into the house to fetch her mother and father beers. At some point between 11:45 AM and 12:30 PM, she had gone missing. Forensics had found a muddy work boot print, size 9, in the bathroom, semi-imprinted upon the squares of toilet paper on the ground. They had also found dark hairs, not unlike an animal’s, in Filipa’s room, despite their family not owning any pets of any kind. There were no signs of break-in or forced entry, and nothing appeared to be missing from the house. The police did note the strange smell circulating the house, but were unable to pinpoint its origin. They had yet to receive a ransom note or any calls from the local crazies laying claim to the crime.
Trent Resin’s son, Charles, was estimated to have gone missing at 11:15 AM. Trent noticed his son’s disappearance from the backyard, but thinking he might’ve been in the shed playing, as he was known to do, Trent thought nothing of it. Coming off third-shift like a runaway train, he crashed on the couch until 12:20 PM, until awaking to a strange odor, which he described to the police as earth and rubber. There had been a loud thump, too—a car door shutting, he had thought—and scurrying in the basement. At 12:45 PM, he asked Linnéa if she’d seen Charles. At 1:00 PM, afraid and feral, he took out his pistol, loaded it, and in a sleep-deprived haze, searched the neighborhood up and down for his son. To this day, he’s still searching.
Bethany Simmons’ son, Jimmy, had been playing in his room all morning. He ate breakfast with her and her husband around 9:30 AM. Pancakes and toast. At 10:15 AM, she checked in on him, and seeing that he was absorbed in his video games, locked him in his room via the outside lock. From 10:15 AM until 10:25 AM, she admitted to having a quickie with her husband. Afterwards, she lost track of time in a social-media binge. Until 11:50 AM, she hadn’t heard from her son, which wasn’t all that surprising given that he played shooters for hours a time. She made him lunch around noon, and when she went to his room and unlocked it, he was gone. There was a single window in his second-floor room, and it was open, though it’d been open all day and the night before. The only trace of evidence the police were able to find was a crushed tablet next to the boy’s controller that was later identified as Rohypnol.
Ellen and Richard Cross’ reports to the police of their whereabouts between the times of 8:00 AM, when they claimed to have woken that Sunday, and 12:45 PM are inconsistent. Richard reported during those hours to have spent the majority of his time at home, or running errands. Ellen claimed to have gone to church, but had no witnesses to verify these claims. Their daughter, Darlene, was last seen by the two of them at 11:15 AM, when she came up from her room in the basement for donuts and a glass of orange juice. Ellen had told the police her daughter’s eyes were red. Richard had told the police that his daughter looked uneasy. Both of them reportedly thought to themselves it was merely a combination of allergies and anger—Darlene had been grounded that weekend for poor grades. At 12:40 PM, Ellen, after calling for Darlene and not hearing from her, went down to the basement to check on her daughter. She found plaster on her pillow.
As for the unmarked, white van, the two teenagers who’d been inside it were found at 3:30 PM. They were juniors, and were so high at the time of their interrogation, the police might as well tied string to their legs to stop them from floating away. Their story was the same as the one Stephen had suggested that morning: two horny hellions getting their rocks off in the most conspicuous, inconspicuous way. Their names were Brad and Chelsea; they were from the west side of the town, and their well-off parents were none too happy with them when they came to collect them later that day. Brad had seen nothing, but that wasn’t all that surprising for a boy his age, when girls were his world. Chelsea, however, had told the cops she did notice someone in Ellen Cross’ yard. They had been too dark to make out, though. The police quickly added the suspect might’ve been black.
As for the neighborhood itself, due to local construction and a few road closures, it had become a popular midway point for traffic to pass through. So when the police asked the parents if they had noticed any strange cars or out of place people that weekend, there was no one thing they could point to. Everyone who had anything to do in that part of Bedlam inevitably slithered through Six Pillars. A lot of it was the construction company responsible for tearing up the roads that led to the detour. But Linnéa did remember seeing a truck or two pass through on occasion that seemed out of their way. None of the other parents, Stephen included, knew what she was talking about. And maybe she didn’t, either. If they weren’t so damn negligent…
Linnéa snapped up in her seat and wiped her eyes. Negligent. The word burned like a brand in her hand. She held it with a fist. Negligent. What had Ellen Cross blathered in therapy today? Something about losing Darlene… losing her for good. Like Ellen she might’ve been in danger of losing her once before.
Linnéa drew her cell phone like a six-shooter and loaded Ellen’s name like bullets into the search engine. Nothing.
“Dario knew what you were talking about,” she mumbled to herself. “He didn’t want you bringing it up.”
Linnéa searched for Bedlam’s Clerk of Courts. There, she searched Ellen Cross. A list of Ellen Crosses came up, but she clicked the first on there. The birthday checked out, and so did the address. And at the bottom the count read: Child Neglect. Disposition: Charges Dismissed.
Before the information could settle, Linnéa was punching in another name. Bethany Simmons. And there she was. Her count? Child Endangerment. Disposition: Charges Dismissed.
Trent Resin. He was there, too. With a count of Child Abuse. And once again, the disposition read: Charges Dismissed.
Linnéa didn’t need to type her name into to know what was waiting for her there, and yet, as she started to…
Stephen sent her a text message.
And it said: Come home. Trent’s found something.
By the time Linnéa made it back home, she’d broken so many driving laws that a judge wouldn’t be able to help but give her an A for effort. She threw the car into park before coming to a stop in the driveway and vaulted out of it. Stephen was sitting on the porch stoop, turning his cell phone over and over in his hands. There was no sign of Trent, though; just the wake of his revelation, and what it’d done to her husband.
Stephen looked renewed. Compared to the drifting ghost he’d been lately, he was damn near radiant. Linnéa’s first thought was that they’d found Filipa, but she tempered her expectations. Stephen wasn’t moving from where he sat, and he hadn’t glanced up at her, either. Excitement was something they kept at a slow drip; only enough to keep them going. Too much of the stuff and they’d become the Bethany Simmonses of the world. High on lies and the ease of ritual.
Linnéa settled in beside Stephen and rubbed her shoulder into his. “What’s going on?”
Biting the inside of his lower lip, he said, “You know that root I found in the garden that morning?”
At first, she didn’t, but then the memory was there, bleeding through the bandages wrapped around her traumatized mind. “Yeah. The red, vein-looking thing.”
“Trent had one in his yard.”
She sighed and stopped herself from shaking her head. These weren’t the kind of facts that she’d been hoping for. These were dead-ends that never ended—busy work for the bored.
“Ellen and Richard did, too. Trent said he remembered seeing Darlene tearing them out of the backyard.”
Linnéa raised an eyebrow. “What about Bethany?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“Didn’t you post a picture of it to all your plant buddies?”
“Just did—” he tapped the phone on his knee, “—but nothing yet.” He turned on his phone, checked the post. “Nothing.”
Linnéa didn’t want to say it, but it needed to be said. “I’m not sure this is help—”
“There’s a few things out there on it. It’s…”
He paused, stared at her. Eyes wide, mouth mouthing phantom words; like Richard Cross, he seemed to be asking her permission to keep speaking.
She didn’t say anything. She didn’t want him to hear the reluctance in her tone. It would devastate him.
“It’s hard because I don’t know what to call it or how to describe it. There’s nothing special about it, but… it’s like I said, Lin. It’s weird. I found a few discussions on a few websites about it, but they get shut down real quick. No one’s interested, or allowed to be interested.”
“If it’s a weed, I suppose I can’t blame them.”
“I don’t think it is.” He stood up, extended his hand for her to take. “Come inside. I want you to try something.”
“Okay,” she said, noticing the red stains on his fingertips. It looked like he had blood on his hands. All parents did in a way, didn’t they? She had to tell him about the dirt on the others, but he had to get this out of his system first. Saving their daughter couldn’t be a competition.
Linnéa let Stephen lead her into the house. Walking through it without her usual blinders on made her realize what’d happened to the place. Old clothes like breadcrumbs were scattered throughout every room. On every surface, dust was gathering dust; framed pictures of the family were nothing more than television static—favorite channels that, for the sake of their sanity, had to be tuned out. The police had found evidence in the form of a muddy work boot print in the bathroom, and now there were footprints all over the place, most of which ran in circles. The house smelled like a hangover, too; armpit sweat, oily hair, and the fumes of partially digested food. The home wasn’t a home anymore, but a hideout.
And day by day, it was stripped of little things—picture frames, towels, or coffee mugs; neither of them could remember moving or disposing of the items, but they didn’t much miss them. Wherever they were going, they were better off.
Stephen took her to the kitchen, and on the kitchen table, two clumps of red roots lay segregated by an empty paper towel roll. Both of them had been cut into. Small drops of vibrant liquid dotted the tabletop. They were the same color as the faded wash on her husband’s fingertips, and the meaty chunks underneath his nails.
“One on the left is from our garden,” he said. “One on the right is from Trent’s backyard.”
“Is that all of it?”
“All that we could find, yeah. It wasn’t growing out of anything, though. It wasn’t attached to any system. Came right out of the ground. Trent said the same for his.”
Linnéa approached the table and sniffed the air. Her nostrils tingled. Her eyes lost focus temporarily.
“I think someone put them there,” Stephen said.
There was a sour pocket underneath Linnéa’s tongue, as if she’d bit into a mouth-puckering piece of candy. She drowned it in spit and backed away from the table.
“It’s more than red, isn’t it?” Stephen took her place at the table and prodded the root from their garden. “Been trying to break it down to search for it better on the Internet. Sent a picture to Mom.”
Linnéa steadied her breathing. Before she knew it, she was back at the table again beside Stephen. It wasn’t the sight of the roots that was setting her on edge, but the liquid puddled around them. It had a power over her.
“Vermillion, that was her read on the roots’ shade. Woman can’t paint for shit, but at least knows her colors.”
Needing to change the subject, to break the hold the strange growths had on her, Linnéa said, “Stephen, I found something, too.”
His eyes dulled. His face went hard. He seemed to want to tell her to go ahead, to share what she knew, but the consideration wasn’t there, not like it’d used to be. It wasn’t a matter of competition. It was just that he’d finally brought something new to the table, and she didn’t even bother taking the time to try it out.
Stephen pressed on. “They’re not roots, either.”
“What are they?”
“Veins.” He nodded at them. “There’re no hairs, and the epidermis is all wrong. The structure…” He drew a sharp breath. “They’re veins. It’s like they were ripped out of something.”
Linnéa’s jaw dropped. “Are they human? Are they…?”
“We found them before Filipa went missing.” Stephen smiled. “Yeah, my mind went there, too.”
There was something wrong with Stephen’s smile. Linnéa hadn’t noticed it at first, but just now… Yeah, there was something on his tooth. She leaned, caught a glimpse of a red-capped canine past his pursued lips.
“Did you… eat them?” she asked, incredulously.
“I took a bite,” he said, as if chowing on some creature’s veins was an everyday thing for him. “I don’t—”
“Stephen!”
“—know what they came from, but they’re a hallucinogenic.”
“What?”
Stephen ignored her and took out his phone.
“What the hell?” Her neck and her cheeks grew hot. She went to push him, but stopped herself at the last second. “Steve, what the hell?”
“Read this.” He pressed the phone into her hand. “It’s a lot of bullshit, but it’s the only concrete thing I’ve been able to find on these vermillion veins so far.”
Black Occult Macabre. That was the name of the website. It was so minimalistic in design, it barely registered as existing. The background was pure black, the font a dim white that straddled the line between readable and repulsive. Centered at the top of the page, below a row of non-descript buttons, was a picture of the very same vermillion veins that lay bleeding on Linnéa’s kitchen table, albeit coming out of the stonework of a ruined keep. Below the image, there were words; and they read:
The Agony of After: Crime Scenes in Vermillion
By Connor Prendergast
On the eve of the 19th century, in seldom visited English countryside known then as Blackwood Marsh, two events occurred that have since been almost completely scrubbed from the annals of history. At first, there was a viral outbreak in the town of Parish that either killed or drove away the entire population living there. And then, a month later, in the mining village of Cairn, the same virus passed through, but not before driving several individuals living there into a murderous rampage that claimed over thirty lives.
Connected by proximity and the presence of a pestilence, Parish and Cairn’s fates were not decided by the disease that infested both the people and the land they lived upon, but by the house of horrors that loomed over them physically and financially for centuries.
The outbreak that ravaged Blackwood Marsh was preceded by the literal collapse of the Ashcroft estate in the area. In the stygian bowels of the ancient mansion, a foul growth emerged. Sentient and seeking subservience, It consumed the Ashcroft line and bent them to Its will, causing them to spread Its pulpy, palpable influence throughout Europe.
The sordid details of the Ashcroft line and their lineage of insanity can be found elsewhere on this website. For now, the focus will remain on the vermillion veins that sprouted forth from the carcass of their fouled family tree.
Like most things supernatural and of the Membrane, little is known about the vermillion veins. Oral accounts speak of their presence prior to the collapse of the Ashcroft estate, but it wasn’t until the growths were unearthed in Blackwood Marsh that their nefarious purpose became clear.
At first glance, the vermillion veins appear to be roots. Despite their vibrant coloring, they are, for all intents and purposes, unremarkable, and can easily be mistaken for the garden variety invasive plant. It is a clever form of camouflage that, in combination with the veins’ rare appearances, conceals them from the public eye and inquiring scientific minds.
The vermillion veins are not roots, but self-aware structures that exist as part of some still unseen hive or mind. They are human-borne, propagating through the heinous deeds of a carefully selected few. Like parasites, the vermillion veins are indebted to their hosts, and their hosts are violence, and the violent individuals that sow it. They appear where traumatic events have taken place, as if to sop up the sorrow that stains the fabric of that point in reality.
However, recent evidence has suggested the vermillion veins are not being spread by their human conscripts as a means by which to see the writhing masses fed. Rather, it is that those who have sworn themselves to the vermillion veins are finding or creating traumatic tears in the human experience to coax forth the veins from the eldritch muscular that surrounds our world.
The vermillion veins are not thriving off our suffering, but using it as means by which to measure and mark various points on the Earth. The growths are crime scene chalk; and the empty space inside the outlines? Doorways, perhaps, for greater, more terrible things, waiting for the signal to come through. For ages, strange beasts have been crossing the threshold, carving their names and legacy into our folk tales and horror stories. It is not unreasonable to assume their journey and genesis was made all the easier by those fertile gateways.
If the vermillion veins are as dependent upon those who carry the seeds of their will as time would suggest, then who are these individuals who would see our lives unspooled? Amon Ashcroft, for one—the vein-riddled embodiment of the last head of the estate. His appearances are few and unconfirmable, and yet, if he still exists, like any sadistic master, it is likely he has slaves operating beneath him, carrying out his intent.
Random crimes and seemingly unconnected suspects have made it difficult to determine if there is an organized effort to spread the vermillion veins; however, several sources and documents have pointed to an unnamed cult. Whether they are the perpetrators of the crime, or simply scavengers, the scenes in which the vermillion veins are present have been known to take on an almost religious tone.
Eastern Europe, 1931: an abandoned convent was discovered to have been the killing grounds for a prolific serial killer who kidnapped tourists. No ties were made between the serial killer and the rumored cult, but vermillion veins were discovered at the crime scene several weeks after it had already been examined by the authorities, as if a group had arrived later and gave rise to them there. The veins, in combination with the candles, incense, carvings, and incomprehensible scrawling, was said to have mirrored mementos left upon headstones.
Central Africa, 1967: the Onai tribe’s village was consumed, in a similar manner, by the vermillion pestilence that afflicted Parish and Cairn; that is, people were overwhelmed with madness and a distinct dissociation of the self; and the very land became infected, rotting all that it touched. Catholic missionaries in the area were sent to the village with medicine and religion—the most potent of anesthetics—to assist. When they arrived, they found that the matriarchal society had been overtaken by a mysterious man dressed in black. Both the missionaries and the tribe were never heard from again, though they were occasionally seen by acquaintances in the neighboring cities, and that they were wearing robes bearing a strange symbol: an eye wreathed in tentacles.
United States, 1992:  A freshman at Springwood High opened fire on a psychology class, killing all twenty students, the teacher, and his aide. The shooter, having bought himself time with bomb threats, then preceded to arrange the slain into crude, geometric shapes. When police finally entered the building and discovered the classroom, ‘strange, bright red flowers’ were seen growing out of the victims’ chests. Taken before successfully committing suicide, the Springwood Shooter now serves out the rest of his days in a long-term psychiatric hospital, where he has convinced the staff there to allow him to maintain his own personal garden. Reports state that, in the right light, under the right circumstances, the shooter’s eyes are said to have flecks of red in them, and that occasionally, root-shaped things are said to move beneath his skin. He is currently engaged to a groupie who’s been writing him letters for the last twenty years. Five years ago, she created a social media group in his honor. Fifteen strong, they go by the name “The Disciples.”
The aforementioned three are but drops in the vermillion wave that threatens to wash away life on this planet. Like many movements, though, the narrative has changed in regards to the vermillion veins. As was discussed earlier, the growths may not be thriving off of torturous moments, but rooting themselves in them and unlocking their potentials—splitting, perhaps, their agonized atoms.
Lately, dead or disembodied vermillion veins have been found at crime scenes. Rather than being drawn forth, they are being harvested and left like offerings at our altars of death. There are several theories as to why this may be the case.
The vermillion veins have become commercialized in the realms of the cult-like behavior. Individuals unaware of their impact or power are digging them up and repurposing them for their own rituals.
The vermillion veins and the hive or mind to which they are connected are dying. The growths have lost their hold over this world and they are unable sustain themselves any longer. As it does with all things, entropy has found a way to combat that which we could not.
Or the vermillion veins are continuing to be used as markers, but rather than marking weak points between here and the Membrane, they are being used as indicators for very real, very natural, earthbound beings. Returning to the religious symbolism, it is not impossible to see the vermillion veins as the lambs’ blood the Israelites painted upon their doors to spare their firstborn. However, if this is the case, it begs the question: Is someone being spared, or sought out?
Linnéa looked up from the cell phone at Stephen and, laughing in disbelief, said, “This is… Steve. This is bullshit. Come on.”
“What did you find?” he asked, every cuss word and insult in the corners of his mouth.
“I…” She sighed, had a look at the site again. Really? No, she couldn’t entertain this, not even if it paid her to. “I looked up all the parents. They’ve all been taken to court for abusing their kids.”
“Well, there you go.” Stephen took the phone out of her hand. “Listen, Lin, I don’t buy the spooky monster crap, either. It’s B-movie bullshit. What did the others do?”
Linnéa strained her mind to recall the details. “Ellen for child neglect… Bethany had child endangerment. And Trent… his was for child abuse.”
“Then there’s us,” Stephen said.
“Yeah.”
“Four kids are missing from four families that’d had run-ins with the law back in the day.” He jammed his finger into the cell phone’s screen. “What if we’ve been marked?” He nodded at the vermillion veins. “Those things were fresh, but they hadn’t laid roots. They were placed at our houses. All of them, I bet. Not saying it’s monsters. I’m not. Just crazy sons of bitches.”
Linnéa’s stomach turned. “What about this guy? This Connor guy? You said this is all you can find on the veins.”
“He’s local,” Stephen said.
“Shut up.”
“He is. He’s from here.”
“How do you know?”
“I’ve heard the name once or twice. He did that story on the murder of the Zdanowicz family awhile back. Released it in his own rag. He’s from Bedlam.”
Biting the inside of her lip, Linnéa’s said, “He’s a suspect.”
“Got to be.”
She looked at the vermillion veins and the tantalizing blood they’d shed. “Did you really drink from one of them?”
Stephen hesitated, and then said, “Yeah.”
Linnéa asked, “Why?” but only out of formality—these kinds of freakish scenarios demanded Whys and What fors. She knew why, she knew what for. Even she wanted to take a chomp out of the things.
“Guess I thought it might help me figure out what it was.” He didn’t sound convinced with himself. “We should tell Detective Mills about this Connor Prendergast.”
Linnéa had a bad taste in her mouth. It was the death of the false hope she’d been harboring this last month like an immigrant; that ostracized emotion that had no goddamn right to be here, or so claimed hate and its equally ignorant brother, retribution. If their houses had been marked by some individual or cult, and if their children had been taken for the sins of their parents’ pasts, then that was it. Then it was decided. Filipa was in the hands of some cruel, violent, and depraved entity, and had been for thirty days. She wasn’t off experimenting with her peers in Maidenwood, testing the limits of their burgeoning pubescence. She wasn’t across state lines, empowered by how embittered she’d become by the parentarchy. She was just a ten-year-old prisoner in a cell just shy of hell.
She wrinkled her nose at the smell that seemed to linger about them.
“You okay?” Stephen took her hand in his.
“Let’s talk to Connor first.”
“You sure?”
“He sounds like a nut. I don’t want him to clam up, especially if he knows something. Can you email him?”
Stephen smiled, said, “Sure,” and went in for a kiss. Linnéa tried to meet him halfway, but both their arms were off. He got her nose, and she, some of his chin. Another day, they might’ve laughed about it, but not today. Couples who were together long enough followed a script, and their interactions were like well-rehearsed scenes from the longest running play.
Linnéa gave Stephen a quick kiss on the lips, but it was too late. There were curtains everywhere they looked.
Later that night, Linnéa, alone, read through Black Occult Macabre once more. From possessed jewelry, astral terrors, to a giant mosquito affectionately known as Mr. Haemo, the website should have been nothing more than clickbait trash, and yet all the information was compiled together as professionally as this low-rent shock blogger could probably muster. She was excited to meet Connor, in the same manner one gets that sadistic glee when they’re holding a shoe over a cornered centipede.
By the time she’d finished reading about the Black Hour, it was the Black Hour, and she was in her daughter’s room. Or was it Linnéa’s mother’s room? Ninety percent of the items inside it had belonged to Agnes. Did Filipa’s disappearance belong to her to?
Linnéa lay down on her daughter’s bed and pressed one of the pillows to her chest. She breathed in the smell of Filipa in the fabric. Whether it was there, or it was in her mind, it was hard to say. But like life support, it kept her alive.
Agnes—Linnéa’s mother—had kept a close eye on everyone but herself. Aside from those nine months when she’d been pregnant with Linnéa, Agnes had always been a heavy drinker. That, in combination with the medications she took to treat a chronic case of “mental unbalance,” had transformed her from the scrawny, scuffed-up, postcard-picture-perfect youth, to the transient waif that waited in all corners and on all thresholds, ears pressed to plaster, plastic, wood, and brick for thunderous words and stormy rumors. Her “mental unbalance,” as Linnéa would learn when such a thing was obviously not normal, was, in fact, self-diagnosed. And the doctors treating her? They were the rich from west Bedlam who she rubbed elbows with until they were hot and raw.
When Filipa was born, that made Agnes a grandmother, and like all grandmothers, the need to see her granddaughter, to squeeze her cheeks and hold her high and relive those fabled days long gone by, bordered on mania. Linnéa, not having seen her mother and wanting to believe she had changed, relented. A bad mother could still be a good grandmother.
And Agnes had been a good grandmother, for a while. But as Filipa got older and older, Agnes hid her habits less and less; again, as always, doing the opposite of what she should have. Until one day, Agnes picked Filipa up from pre-school. High on pills, sloppy-drunk on a forty-ounce, Agnes nearly ran down Filipa as she ran to her. Before the teachers could put two and two together, Agnes floored it off the school property and, ten minutes later, drove her car through the front of a restaurant.
Surprisingly, no one was injured or killed inside the restaurant, but Agnes was found with a concussion and Filipa with a mouthful of blood from a busted lip and a few sprung baby teeth. The restaurant ended up turning into a hoity toity spot where the well-off ordered pictures of food and imagined how good they tasted, while Agnes got a lengthy inpatient stay, followed by rehab, followed by promises and the shattered beer bottles that broke them. Filipa got a social worker, a caseworker, more ice cream and cards than she knew what to do with, and a lot of people who “cared” about her as they buttered her up to get her to break down about Linnéa and Stephen and all the terrible things they had to have done to her over the years.
Filipa had given them nothing, because there was nothing to give them, except a stuck-out tongue and snot rockets. The courts came after Linnéa hard. They slapped a child endangerment charge on her, on account of Agnes being a prolific piece of shit. Instead of doing time or losing Filipa, though, Linnéa and Stephen did parenting classes and supervised sessions with Filipa until everyone involved was sufficiently convinced they did love their daughter, and that what had happened with Agnes would never happen again.
It didn’t. Filipa never saw her grandmother again after that. Linnéa tried to get her mother to come around for a holiday get-together, but Agnes refused. The whole incident had led her into a deeper, darker, drug-fueled, alcohol-drenched hole from which she never did emerge. Her last words, which she gave to Linnéa over the phone the evening before she killed herself, were these: “Mirrors mean nothing when you won’t see yourself in them.”
Agnes hadn’t much, but what she had, she left behind for Filipa, and for Filipa alone. The sum total of Linnéa’s mother’s life was two thousand dollars, her house, and all the spotless antiques she kept inside it. The two thousand dollars was sitting in Filipa’s savings, the house now belonged to another family, and all those antiques? They were here in Filipa’s room, gathering dust but getting used. It had had been her grandmother’s penance for everything she’d done. Stephen sometimes joked that Agnes only gave Filipa all that furniture to spare her from all that “cheap, made in China crap,” she was always going on about.
Linnéa pressed Filipa’s pillow harder against her face. Readjusting herself, the mattress gave and, for a moment, she thought Filipa had climbed back into bed with her. She turned on her side. Her daughter wasn’t there, but a picture of her was on the nightstand. A picture of her, Steven, and Linnéa at Bleak’s Holdout—the so-called “haunted” forest of the much larger state park it joined up with.
“That was a good day,” Linnéa said, trying to mimic Filipa’s toothy, troll-like smile. “It was a good day.”
Linnéa passed out for a half an hour, and then woke back up recharged, as if a bolt of lightning had struck her in her sleep. Too anxious to go back to bed, she went downstairs, grabbed her electric guitar and amp. Before heading back to Filipa’s room, she took a detour into the kitchen, where the vermillion veins lay like dissected specimens on the table.
She flicked the low E string on her guitar. While its dooming note rang out in the moonlit dark, she grabbed the vein from their garden and took a hunk out of it with her teeth. The texture was tough, and there were tiny bumps all over it she hadn’t noticed before. The taste was sweet, almost like wine, but at the same time completely different; it was a complex combination of flavors and tones that constantly evolved, escaping any classification her country bumpkin brain could manage. What was most disturbing, however, was how dirty it made her mouth feel. It left her tongue chalky, and her teeth became heavy. The liquid inside the vein lingered on the edge of her throat, like a finger run around a glass rim. She choked, and because this was the music the fluid was apparently trying to conduct, it then slid satisfactorily down her esophagus.
Linnéa felt dirty, the same way she used to feel after coming home from a party and remembering the men who’d gazed and grazed her like wide-eyed cows with oblivious intent. And then, Linnéa felt unworthy, the same way she had when she went to church with Stephen’s family every Christmas and partook in every communion, not because she wanted to or needed to, but because she didn’t want to let the big guy on the little cross down; he looked sad enough as it was.
Linnéa lapped at the water sputtering from the kitchen sink until her mouth was as right as it was going to get, and then she got going. Hallucinogenic? She wasn’t so sure about that. But by the time she was back in Filipa’s room, her ax plugged in and the amp squealing out feedback, she was definitely Anges’ daughter—jitters and grinding teeth and all.
In high school, Linnéa and three other girls had a black metal band named The Sisters of Ungoliant. Since her and Stephen were about to kick-up a satanic panic in the next ten hours, it seemed fitting to her she should rock out a few riffs to the Prince of Lies. Dario Onai would understand. When it came to coping skills, how could this not take the cake?
She was two choruses into their most requested song, Vistas of Evil, when the vermillion veins kicked in and caused the room to start to spin. Tremolo picking slowing to a sluggish strum, she strained her ears to hear the movement in the hall. It was Stephen, hobbling like a hunchback down this house’s lonely corridors, searching for sanctuary in the fruits of persistence. She didn’t need to see him to know where he was going; he’d spent most of the night in their office, fiddling with his phone, wondering aloud if Bethany Simmons had vermillion veins in her yard, too.
The front door slammed shut downstairs. It seemed they’d know soon enough.
Linnéa thought about going to the window, but the glass looked as if it were melting, and she figured it would be best if she stayed put. Hallucinogenic? Yeah, alright, maybe so.
The high was short lived, though. As she chugged out the funeral waltz gallop to The Mares of Bedlam, she realized what she was doing and where she was doing it, and started tearing up. She dropped her head hard against the top of the guitar—a clang of discord burst off the amp—and shook. Her mother’s last words had warned her of not seeing herself when she looked in a mirror, but all she saw was herself, and how desperately she wanted to be anybody but Agnes. Who the fuck was this impromptu concert for? Not Stephen, and not Filipa, and maybe not even Linnéa. Was she coping, or just trying to be cool?
“What’s more metal than shredding in your missing daughter’s room in the middle of the night?” Linnéa snorted and let her pick fall to the floor. “Fuck, I hate this. I don’t—” She sucked up spit and clicked the amp over to ‘clean.’ “I don’t want to do this anymore.”
She plucked aimlessly on the A, D, and G strings. With each note came a memory of Filipa. She saw her on the floor, on all fours, plodding along with her baby food-encrusted baby blanket. She saw her at school, at recess, combing the recesses of the building with boys who looked up to her as if she were some punk queen. She saw her in her room, through the crack in the door, face in another book, mind in another world. She saw her and Stephen asleep in the living room, her smashed against her father’s arm, the fabric of his shirt wrapped around her clutching fingers. She saw her in Linnéa’s closet, blending in with the dresses and shirts hanging off the hangers, and holding them up like swatches to herself, to see what she may look like in five years’ time.
Linnéa continued to pluck on the A, D, and G strings until, unknowingly, she’d made something out of them. Voice hoarse and stinking of vermillion blood, she started to sing:
You were there,
And then you were not.
All that I am,
Is all that I’ve fought.
I see you sometimes,
Under that tree.
I wonder sometimes,
If it was me.
If they touched but a hair on your head,
I’ll kill them all.
I’ll kill them dead.
Whatever it takes to bring you back,
To under that tree;
Where you aren’t.
But where you should be.
Linnéa screwed up her face and dropped the guitar against the side of the bed. Needing Stephen in a way she hadn’t needed him before, she stood up and sprinted out of the room. She ran down the hall, stomped down the stairs. She could hear the crickets coming in loudly through the banisters, like they might’ve kept a window—
The front door stood open. The summer wind set it a-sway.
“Stephen?” she cried.
Her voice carried through the blackness that had filled her house; that eerie, almost solidified stillness; nocturnal amber.
“Steve!”
Heart beating fast enough to give a black metal drummer a run for their money, Linnéa took two large strides and grabbed the front door. But before she could shut it, a scene she’d seen before played before her with a distorted sense of déjà vu.
To her right, Ellen and Richard Cross stood, and as had happened before, Ellen’s figure was standing on the porch, waving her arms.
To her left, there was Trent Resin’s home, and hurrying down the driveway was the shape of Trent.
Except that wasn’t Ellen on Ellen’s porch.
And that wasn’t Trent in Trent’s driveway.
And, panicked, Linnéa looked farther down the street to Bethany Simmons’ house, where not one shape, but three were standing on her manicured lawn, staring up at Jimmy Simmons’ window.
“S-S-Steve!” Linnéa stammered, backpedaling.
The stair light flashed on behind her.
She spun around.
At the top of the stairs, a dark shape stood against the wall. It laughed like a little girl would laugh. And then slowly, it stepped around the corner, out of sight.
Paralyzed, Linnéa stood there, listening to the invader’s footsteps on the second floor. She tracked its movements to Filipa’s room, and then to hers and Stephen’s.
It shut the door. It was waiting for her to follow.
Linnéa started towards the stairs when—
“Lin?” Stephen whispered behind her.
She stopped, snaked her neck around like a feasting snake to face him.
He was holding a handful of vermillion veins. “The Simmons had some in their… What’s wrong?”
“There’s something in the house,” Linnéa whispered. “Didn’t you… Didn’t you see…” She pointed outside to the other parents’ houses. “There’s something upstairs.”
Stephen stared past her, into the house, at the staircase drenched in yellow light. His eyes wandered away, met hers. Hand slipping into his pocket, he nodded, pulled out his keys, and said, “Okay.”
Linnéa and Stephen went to the driveway, unlocked Stephen’s car, and jumped inside. He started it up, backed it down the driveway; meeting the street, he forced it into park, locked the doors, and together, they stared into their bedroom window.
“Call the police,” he said, handing her his cell phone.
She took it and started to dial 911.
“Who was it?”
“I don’t know,” Linnéa said. Before she sent the call: “I tried one of the veins.”
Stephen glanced at her. “Eh?”
“You said it’s a hallucinogenic. Fuck.” She dropped the phone in her lap. “If you didn’t see it… maybe it wasn’t…”
Stephen grabbed the phone and called 911. “We’re not taking that chance.”
The phone clicked over. On the other line, the emergency operator buzzed out a question.
Linnéa turned her attention back towards the bedroom window on the second floor. As the effects of the vermillion veins began to wane, her imagination took over, and she conjured creations behind the glass. Shadowy figures with elongated limbs and pointed teeth. Sinister silhouettes brandishing knives and fistfuls of candy. She didn’t tell Stephen what she saw, because there was no telling if it was real or not. Looking over her shoulder through the rear window, there were no signs of the other dark shapes she’d seen earlier; but there was the vermillion vein Stephen had brought home from the Simmonses’. Seeing it, she wanted to eat it whole.
The police arrived fifteen minutes later. They searched the house thoroughly and found no one inside. Linnéa left out the detail about the other shapes on the lawns, but in the end, it didn’t matter, because though the police hadn’t found anyone, they had found something.
A message written in ash on the ceiling over Linnéa and Stephen’s bed. It read: A Child in Every Home.
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Monday morning lurched drearily into Six Pillars. Fat, black clouds wandered across the sky—a funeral procession of elephantine shapes—and made miserable those below. A steady drizzle swept back and forth across the neighborhood, giving rise to just enough mist to make at home any wayward mariner. There was no sun in the sky, and with the moon still riding high, there was no guarantee it had bothered to rise. This world of heel-dragging corporate drones was one lit by porch lights and brake lights, and cell phone screens, like star maps, casting today’s course by social media’s inconsequential constellations.
Worse than clouds, than the rain, than the mist and the attention-starved machines, was the air. When the authorities had arrived in Six Pillars and discovered the warning writ in ash, the chief of police interpreted it as a threat to the other children in the neighborhood and dispatched most of the force there. Now, at 7:00 AM, as they had been at 2:00 AM, the cruisers were cruising the streets, polluting the air with their exhaust and the sleep-deprived babble that broke from the officers’ coffee-stained, gingivitis-drenched mouths. It wasn’t just that it was hard to breathe; it was that you couldn’t breathe. Sure, all that nitrogen and carbon dioxide from the exhaust would do that to a person, but it was the babble, too; the banter from the boys-in-blue—their professional indifference and sick speculation they basically belted for all to hear.
“Dumbass kids,” one cop crooned, playing a tune on his dash. “Better not let me be the one to find them.”
“You know, it’s the parents,” another cop said to his partner, rolling, with the windows down, past. “This is fucking ridiculous.”
“I’ll buy whoever finds a body a drink,” a cop cried into his radio. He floored it down the street, spinning out at the stop sign.
Other police officers on patrol were less vocal, but their non-verbals all said the same thing: Fuck this.
Linnéa pulled away from the living room window and closed it. She wiped the layer of rain off the sill, grabbed her phone out of her pajama pocket, called her boss, and left a message to let him know she wasn’t coming in the rest of the week.
A break in a quickly cooling case should’ve roused the community and the local enforcement, and yet aside from her and Stephen and the other parents, no one could’ve cared less. Fatigue was setting in, the same way summer was dying, and the rot of change was spreading through the season. Like all things, if she was going to get something done, she was going to have to do it herself.
When Stephen came down ten minutes later, he told her he had taken the week off, too.
“Did you sleep on the couch?” he mumbled, scratching himself through his boxers.
Linnéa looked at the couch and the mess of blankets left on it.
“I didn’t sleep,” he said. “Just stayed up all night on the computer.”
“I didn’t sleep, either.” Linnéa went back to the window and cracked it open. “Feels like there’s something still in the house.”
“Can’t let anything stop us,” Stephen said. He came up behind her and started rubbing her shoulders. “This is our house.”
Linnéa turned around. She pressed her body into his, and then threw her arms around him. She absorbed his heat into her chest, and he absorbed her tears into his shirt.
“We have to do everything together from now on,” she said, nudging him with her head. “This isn’t healthy. We’re not covering more ground, just putting more distance between us.”
Stephen pressed his nose to her hair, kissed her scalp. “Let’s go look at it, then.”
Forensics had flayed their bedroom. The bed had been stripped; the closet picked clean. The chest of drawers had undergone an autopsy: the drawers had been ripped open, and the clothes inside torn out. The curtains lay crumpled on the ground, while the picture frames sat askew upon the wall—dirt squares outlining where they’d once been. In the adjoining bathroom, faint remnants of fingerprinting powder dusted the sink and toilet; and with the right light, you could even see the luminol on the tile, along the baseboards.
But it was the ceiling above Linnéa and Stephen’s bed that’d seen the most attention. A Child in Every Home. The phrase had been written in ash with a finger, or as the officers so chillingly put it, “Someone’s finger.” It hadn’t been small, either. The phrase ran just as long as their queen size bed did, and the words had been written in a clichéd, childish scrawl—the same way a kid writes when they’re referencing their parents’ examples. The distance between the bed and the ceiling wasn’t small, either. The intruder would’ve had to have been at least eight feet tall and on the tips of their toes to begin to have a chance at touching the ceiling.
Now, the words were gone. All that remained of them were two black, half-dollar sized smudges a few inches apart from one another. The police had forgotten to scrub them away. Linnéa and Stephen hadn’t even really realized they were there until this moment, when they were staring up at them, almost into them.
“It stinks in here,” Linnéa said. She held her nose. “It doesn’t smell like our home anymore.”
Stephen nodded. He grabbed a pillow off the bed and hurled it at one of the black smudges. They didn’t budge.
Linnéa grabbed the pillow before he could lob it again. “It’s fine. Leave it. I want it to be the first thing I see in the morning, and the last thing I see at night. I’m not fucking around anymore.”
“Yeah,” Stephen said. Furrowing his brow, he seemed to search inside himself for something, and then: “Yeah. You’re right. We’ve done the ‘you’re doing everything you can’ approach. They were in our house.”
Still staring at the smudges, she asked, “They were in our house the night after we found all that out about the vermillion veins. Is that a coincidence?”
Stephen shrugged. “I… I don’t know.”
“Maybe I did hallucinate the others I saw outside, but someone was in here.”
“Right. Obviously.”
“Under our nose. Maybe the whole day. Whoever took our baby… they’re still in town. They’re getting around without drawing any suspicion.”
Stephen shuffled his feet. “Lin, they got four kids. Seems like they’re intending on nabbing a few more. One month and… if they are… that’s a long time to care for that many kids. With no ransom, either.”
“Filipa’s alive,” Linnéa belted at him. “She’s alive.”
“She is,” Stephen said, nodding.
Linnéa didn’t like her husband’s reluctance. It mirrored her own in ways she couldn’t yet articulate. She sat down on the bed, lay back until she was propped up against the headboard. She kept her eyes fixed on the two black smudges. In this moment, they were everything. They were a confirmation that they weren’t crazy, that their daughter was truly missing. They were a validation of all her fears and parental paranoias. They were her, and they were her mother: two misshapen omens, identical despite their differences. Someone could’ve told Linnéa the smudges had always been there, and she would’ve believed them. You didn’t see darkness when you spent your whole life staring into the light. Coolness has its costs.
“You found out all manner of things last night, didn’t you?” Linnéa said, finally focusing on Stephen.
“I did.”
“Why’re you holding back on me?”
“Because…” He sat down beside her, pressed his hand over her knee. “Because you’re going to agree with me. And I think I’ve got my mind made up. And I feel desperate. I feel like… hurting someone.”
Linnéa sat up. “You found Connor Prendergast.”
“I did.”
“We should track him. See where he goes.”
“I know.”
“None of the other parents even bothered showing up last night.”
“They’re keeping their distance.”
Linnéa’s cheek quivered. “We come together, they move away. Bet you they think we’re marked.”
Stephen shifted. “Are we?”
“It’s someone in the neighborhood,” Linnéa said, sure of herself. “Living here or staying here.”
“You think its Trent, or Ellen, or Bethany?”
“I think we’re two parents who’ve lost their little girl.” She covered her nose from the smell. “We’re marked already, you know? It’s all over us. People either get sympathetic, or sick of us—”
“But they get out of our way,” Stephen said.
“As long as we didn’t do anything wrong, for now, we can’t do nothing wrong.” She swung her feet over the side of the bed.
A piece of the ceiling chipped away and fell on Stephen’s hand. He wiped it off and said, “Okay. Get dressed, then. Connor will be waking up for coffee in the next hour.”
With Linnéa behind the wheel, she and Stephen navigated the clogged streets of Six Pillars. Police cruisers and news vans formed frustration barricades that only a good deal of honking and middle fingers could break. Towards the entrance to the neighborhood, where the detoured traffic rumbled bumper-to-bumper, Linnéa noticed not only several trucks from the construction company, Hannover, but also an ice cream truck, a school bus one month too early to be picking up kids, and a blue truck with the logo “Price Homes”—the company that was responsible for building and expanding Six Pillars.
She made a mental note of what she’d seen, and then, as they pulled out of the neighborhood, noticed a white van at a stop sign. The traffic was too congested to get at it, so instead she took a picture of the license plate, and they kept on going.
By 7:45 AM, Linnéa and Stephen rolled up to Connor Prendergast’s house and parallel parked themselves in between two beat-up junkers.
It wasn’t much, this stakeout, but it felt like a lot; at least, it did to Linnéa. For a month and some change, they’d done the missing child routine. They worked the community, hounded the police; they did their interviews, made their public pleas; they went on with their lives, even though their lives had long since left them behind; they played detective from the comforts of their home and cars; they bared themselves in therapy, brutalized themselves in private. And what did they have to show for it? Less weight, more weight; dark circles under their eyes, wrinkles where there hadn’t been wrinkles before; sleepless nights, aimless days; an empty bedroom at the end of the hall; photographs of a girl they’d once known—her name had been Filipa, and who knew when she was due back home.
Maybe nothing would come of this, but nothing was better than the empty something they kept sustaining themselves on. That Internet prescribed diet of happy thoughts and keeping busy and avoiding blame and letting yourself move on. It was the kind of diet made to make you look good to others; fancy robes to hide the skeleton inside.
A light came on in Connor’s house. She and Stephen shot up in their seats like two dogs hearing the garage door go up.
“Did you take a bite out of the vein this morning?” he asked her.
She didn’t say anything.
“Me, too.”
Linnéa glanced at him from the corner of her eye. Whatever the vermillion veins were, whether they were hallucinogenic or not, they made her feel renewed in ways most over-the-counters couldn’t. Besides, if they were truly left as markings or offerings, then eating them was, in a way, like glimpsing the culprit’s state of mind. She wanted to walk around in their shoes a bit, before she knocked them the fuck off their feet.
Connor came out 8:07 AM dressed like a hipster going as a hipster to a Halloween party. His legs were two twigs stuffed into even skinnier jeans; he wore a white collared shirt underneath a brown vest; and his hair was an oily rat’s nest stuffed into a red, knit beanie that hung off the back of his head like a nutsack. The only thing he was missing was a thick pair of glasses and… there they were; Connor produced them out of thin air like a magician might a handful of flowers and put them on.
The so-called supernatural investigator triple-locked his front door and did a double-take of the street. Securing the messenger bag slung over his shoulder, he hurried to his car, got in it. It took a few turns of the key before the engine came to.
Then he was off.
And they were off with him.
As Stephen had predicted, Connor drove downtown to a non-corporate coffee shop and retreated to the back, where he sat from 8:30 AM until 12:00 PM on his laptop, hitting the drink hard. Linnéa and Stephen watched him the entire time and kept track of who he was chummy with (the silver-haired waitress, the dark-haired waitress, and the redheaded patron—a Neapolitan ménage à trois, as Stephen called it).
At 11:59 AM, he got a call on his phone, and fifteen minutes later, Connor, with Linnéa and Stephen camped out behind some bushes, was out snooping around a low-income housing complex not but a stone’s throw away from Six Pillars. He was there until 1:19 PM, and when he came out, he came out covered in dirt, and sweating. He pockets looked stuffed, too, and soaked through. Trailing behind him was a rough looking, thirty-year-old-or-so woman in a kimono. She tried to hand him a wad of bills that must’ve been tips from the club she probably worked at, but, with a smile and a laugh, he refused and hurried back into his car.
“What’s that about?” Linnéa said to Stephen.
“Start looking closely into anyone’s life and shit’s bound to get weird.”
He took out his phone, called the police, and reported a ‘suspicious person’ at this address.
“Just in case,” he said, trailing off as a man in a business suit walked past their car, waving at them.
1:42 PM, and Connor was at one of Bedlam’s abandoned-for-summer grade schools, Magdalene Middle. On his way to graduating from possible kidnapper to full-on pedo, Connor crept up on a group of five boys monkeying around on the monkey bars. The boys, ages 12 to 14, pushed Connor around, pretended to throw punches at him, and then tossed him a bag of weed. Connor threw a fistful of ones to the wind, and the boys scattered after them, all awkward limbs and cracking voices.
Around 2:00 PM, Connor made a trip to the grocery store. This time, Linnéa and Stephen did get out, and they stalked him through the aisles. He didn’t buy anything of note; just a bunch of snacks for the night to come.
A uniformed police officer noticed them mid-stalking, and made the sign of the cross in their direction.
2:40 PM, he was back home, and Linnéa and Stephen were back between the two junkers, watching Connor through the windows. They waited there until 5:00 PM.
“I don’t know how much longer I can do this today,” Linnéa said, rubbing her ass. “I got to pee.”
Stephen said, “Yeah,” and then bit into his thumbnail. “You want to just go knock on his door?”
“Eh, let’s come back tomorrow night. One more go round.”
“I just don’t want to waste too much time on him if he’s not our guy. What he might have to say could be helpful.”
“Then go knock—”
Stephen waved his hands. “No, no. You’re right. You ready to go back?”
“Yeah.” She wasn’t going to say it, but before she could stop herself: “I kind of hope there’s another message in our bedroom.”
With a blank face, Stephen said, “Yeah, I do, too.”
“The more time they’re fucking with us, the less time they’re with Filipa.”
“She could get away,” Stephen said, voice trembling.
Linnéa smiled. Her thoughts drifted to that dark place in her mind, where her daughter was crucified to cruel statistics. “Alright. Let’s—”
Her phone buzzed. She took it out of her pocket.
“It’s a text from Ellen,” she said.
Stephen started up the car. “What’s she want?”
Linnéa laughed and stared at the screen, confused. “She, uh, wants me to come over tonight.”
“You?”
“Yeah.” She held the phone up to his face. “Girls only. That’s what she said.”
The Crosses had lived across from Linnéa and Stephen for the last eight years, and still Linnéa couldn’t help but feel like a stranger as she crept up their rickety porch. Bearing a cheap bottle of wine and a boring ass salad she’d thrown together as soon she got back, she twisted around before ringing the doorbell and had a measure of her surroundings.
The police presence had died down for the night, though there still appeared to be two or three cruisers on patrol in Six Pillars this evening.
No one else, however, was on the streets. Just as it had been the day the kids disappeared, there were no sounds or signs of children outdoors. They were sealed away in their homes, in their rooms, under the watchful eyes of their parents who now could reap the benefits of Linnéa’s and the others’ sufferings.
To her left was Trent Resin’s place—that small, economy sized home that looked as if it’d been cobbled together from the leftovers of the houses surrounding it. Though the lights were off inside it, and the sun was falling fast, Linnéa was certain he was at the window, watching her.
To her right was Bethany and Todd Simmons’ makeover—that mid-sized, middle-class two story that wanted desperately to be one of the mansions from west Bedlam. Painted yellow and green, it stuck out like a gangrenous limb covered in the trashy, overpriced, supermarket jewelry. Everything on, in, or around the house—the doors, the windows, and the American flag; the televisions, tablets, and smartphones; the yard, garden, and swimming pool, and the SUVs on lease—were new, except for the house itself. The house was a forty-year-old overdose, overlooked and looked over, and left to rot in a perpetual, high-school-was-the-best-years-of-my-life daze.
And Linnéa knew Bethany was watching her. She was in the backyard sucking down a twelve pack. She waved when the two of them made eye contact.
Linnéa hadn’t always paid attention to these people or the things they surrounded themselves with, but those days were over for her. Now, she had to watch everything all the time and strip it down with the sharpest of cynicisms. Agnes would be proud.
Going to ring the doorbell, Linnéa took a step back as Ellen flung the front door open and pushed the screen aside.
“Oh, Lin, thanks for coming.” Ellen did a hover hands-like hug and then waved her in. “Richard’s not home.”
The Crosses’ house wasn’t much to look at from the outside. It wasn’t a derelict like Resin’s, or dolled-up like the Simmonses’. But on the inside? On the inside, the Crosses had settled on a decade, the 1970s, and hadn’t budged since. It was all dark wood and brown carpet and leather furniture in odd places. The lightbulbs in the ceiling and lamps burned dully—dimmed by the motes that floated around them like tiny moths. It smelled, too, like rotting eggs and garlic, but who was to say that wasn’t coming off Linnéa? It was all she smelled these days, wherever she went.
“Richard’s not home?” Linnéa said as Ellen shut the front door behind them.
“He went out.” Ellen flashed a smile. “Yesterday. Kitchen’s this way.”
Linnéa followed Ellen through the house. A TV stand without a TV stood out to her; mostly because there were fresh TV dinners in front of it.
When they passed the door to the basement, Ellen stopped and lingered on it.
“Darlene’s room’s down there,” Linnéa said.
Ellen fumbled with the knob. “I wash our clothes by hand in the bathtub up here. Washer and dryer are down there.”
“When’s the last time you went into Darlene’s room?”
Ellen shrugged.
Linnéa handed Ellen the bottle of wine. “If we polish this off, we could go down together.”
She tapped her fingers against the glass, sloshed the red inside. “Got any more?”
Girls’ night at the Crosses’ wasn’t so much as a girls’ night as it was Linnéa and Ellen sitting at the kitchen table, tagging one another in on the wine, while the salad Linnéa’d brought and the pasta Ellen made gathered fruit flies on the counter. The bugs complimented the faded yellow, sticky trap-looking curtains well.
After bullshitting for a good twenty minutes, Linnéa leaned back in her chair, wiped the wine off her lips, and said, “No Beth?”
“To be honest, I didn’t ask her.”
“How come?”
Ellen’s eyes went dead. In that moment, she looked everything like the wasteland scarecrow she resembled.
“She’d make it all about her,” Linnéa said.
Ellen came to and laughed. “How do you do it, Lin?”
“What’s that?”
“Stay cool through all this.”
Linnéa twitched. Was it so obvious? Had it always been? What did she look like to the rest of them? She tongued her teeth and tasted the sticky remains of the vermillion veins from this morning. Doing that, she then wondered: Why am I the only parent here?
“I’m not cool,” she said. “I can barely stand it most days.”
Trying to sound innocent, Ellen said, “You and Stephen were gone all day.”
Linnéa cocked her head.
“Did you… find anything?”
“No, we should probably leave the police work for the police.”
Why did she feel as if she were on trial all of a sudden?
Ellen poured herself another glass of wine. She took a few deep, heavy, nervous breaths and then: “Was there really someone in your house?”
“Yes,” Linnéa said without hesitation.
“Did you see them?”
“In the house? No, not—”
“The angels,” Ellen said. “On the yards. Last night”
Linnéa put the glass to her mouth and said into it, “Did… did you?”
Ellen nodded. “What was Stephen doing in Bethany’s yard?”
Linnéa scooted her chair back. She glanced over her shoulder, half expecting to find Richard Cross in the corner, a hammer in his hand.
“I’m sorry,” Ellen said. “It’s… it’s been so long.” She wiped her eyes. “God’s not answering my prayers.”
“Stephen found something strange in our garden. A root. Trent had one, too, and so did Bethany.” Linnéa didn’t like where this was going, and her voice reflected that. “Heard you had one in your yard, too.”
Ellen’s guilt etched itself into her face. “Oh, those?” she said, nonchalantly. “Darlene used to rip them up. She said they made her feel funny.”
“Do you know what they are?”
Ellen glanced away, said, “No.”
Linnéa saw the basement door in her mind’s eye, and then she slid the wine bottle closer to Ellen.
Ellen took the bait and filled her glass to the rim. Some spilled over, and she quickly drank it up before it hit the checkered table cloth.
Linnéa knew a drunk when she saw one. Again, Agnes would be proud.
“Tell me about Filipa,” Ellen said, her words slurring.
Deflecting, Linnéa whispered, “Tell me about Darlene.”
Now, Ellen was leaning back in her chair, holding her wine to her chest. The rosary around her neck slipped into the cup; the crucifix turned blood red.
“My Darlene? Oh, my Darlene. My beautiful, wicked girl. She’s… she’s a quiet thing. Even when she was little, she always kept to herself. I think she’s going to be smarter than her old mom here—” Ellen cleared her throat, “—but I don’t know. You have to watch out for the quiet ones, you know? Your Filipa’s a sweet girl. She’s quiet, too, isn’t she? You ever wonder what she’s thinking? Girls like them don’t always say what’s on their minds like you and I. We found ourselves through others…”
She downed her glass and poured herself another. “You know what I mean, right? I remember your mom. She was a lot like my mom. The two would’ve made good drinking buddies at the nursing home if they would’ve made it that… Sorry. My mother never prepared me for the world. She just… called it shit and then called it a day.”
Ellen took another drink and held the wine in her mouth for a moment, savoring it. “I can’t remember if I ever prepared Darlene for something like this. I spent so long turning my life around, I think I might’ve forgotten about her sometimes. She knew not to talk to strangers, but did she know she could talk to me if she knew something was wrong? She was so quiet. Sometimes, I’d forget she was even here. We prayed more than we talked. I guess that was my doing.
“I’m sorry. What am I trying to say? I don’t know what I’m trying to say. Darlene is… Isn’t that sad? That we could live across from one another all these years and not know each other’s girls? Or Charles or Jimmy? Did you know them? I didn’t. But it’s like… whoever took… them all… knew us… knew them… better than anyone else. They came at the perfect time… right under our noses.”
She took another drink, made a fist with her free hand until her knuckles popped. “I want to say it was the angels. I want to say it was god who took them. Wouldn’t that be nice?” She settled into her seat, like she was going to fall asleep. “But it was a demon. Maybe a demon we made. Or I made. I’ll take the blame. Something from way back, a long time ago.”
Linnéa mumbled, “We all did something wrong, didn’t we?”
“Did we? Did you? Figured you would find out. You and Stephen are trying. I don’t know what I’m doing these days, except just doing what Bethany says. You know about the neglect? I was neglectful. I won’t hide it. I was a bad mom. Richard was a bad dad. It’s our shadow, following us everywhere we go. Just a shadow to you and everyone else, but we know.
“Darlene was four. I was relapsing. Richard was out of town with some… whore.” Ellen ground her teeth. “It was a Saturday. A young man came to the door. The door was open, and he saw Darlene on the floor, playing with a kitchen knife. And then he saw me, a hypodermic needle still in my arm. He reported me to children’s services.”
“I didn’t know that,” Linnéa said.
“Yeah. Yeah… yeah, I know.” She grabbed the wine bottle and emptied it into her cup. “We got a second chance. That young man? He was from my church. He saw me at my lowest, and then lifted me up. I got my shit together… again… and then I got right with the lord.”
Linnéa leaned forward. “Your church is non-denominational, right?”
Ellen hiccupped a ‘yes.’
“What’s it called again?”
“The Disciples…”
Linnéa squeezed her wine glass so hard it cracked.
“…of God.”
“Oh.” She thought back to Black Occult Macabre, its article on the vermillion veins, and their place in occult rites. “Oh, that’s right. Hey, you called Darlene wicked. I know you’re a spiritual woman.”
“Not when I drink,” Ellen said. “Isn’t that strange? When I’m sober, I recite verses non-stop. When I drink, I don’t feel the need.”
“Calms your nerves, I guess.”
“Takes me back.”
“I’m sorry,” Linnéa said. “I shouldn’t have brought the wine.”
Ellen held up her hand. “No, no. A little sin goes a long way. I’m okay. You were going to say something about Darlene?”
“Oh, yeah.” Linnéa pretended she had forgotten. “You called her wicked. You’re a spiritual woman. I take it that means a little more than she’s a brat.”
“Oh, my Darlene’s a brat.” Ellen laughed. She looked at the ex-wineguinated bottle, and then looked under the sink, as if more alcohol was hidden there. “Darlene never took to the church. She’s quiet, but she broods. She thinks I’m a hypocrite. She knows what I was like years ago. She won’t let god in. Sometimes, she would spend some time with the other kids from the church. There was a boy… I think she liked him. But he was one of those rich types from west Bedlam. He wouldn’t give her the time of day.”
Linnéa nodded, while she remembered the white van that had been outside her house the day the kids went missing, and how the teenagers inside had been discovered to have been from west Bedlam. Were they from the church, too?
“You said in therapy yesterday you heard Darlene speak to you sometimes.”
“I guess I do. From her room.”
“I thought you didn’t go in there.”
Ellen’s eyes were glazed over. For a moment, it looked as if she were going to pass out. She swayed where she sat, lost in either a drunken bliss, or a holy reverie. Linnéa watched her intently. As soon as she was gone, she planned on jumping out of her chair and booking it down to the basement, to see Darlene’s room for herself. Ellen was hiding something and—
Footsteps on floorboards; dry creaks echoing in the stuffy dark.
Ellen snapped out of it. Sobering up at the speed of light, she said, “I doze sometimes. It’s nothing.”
More footsteps, stickier than before, and a handrail rattling against a wall.
Linnéa cocked her head. “Ellen?”
“Hmm?”
“Who else…”
A metallic screech from a twisting doorknob.
“Who else is here?”
Ellen looked at Linnéa as if she were crazy.
A door slammed open inside the house, bashing against a wall.
Linnéa jumped out of her seat, just as she thought she would, and stammered, “E-Ellen?”
Richard Cross stepped into the kitchen, his button-down shirt draped loosely over his girth. He had a hammer in his hand.
Linnéa went around the table, peered down the hall he’d come from. The door to the basement was open. He’d been down there the whole time.
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Stephen woke Linnéa up in the middle of the night to show her an email. It was from Connor Prendergast and it read: If you really wanted to talk that badly, you could have just knocked.
It was three in the morning, Connor was apparently still awake, and Linnéa and Stephen were still dressed, shoes and all, in their clothes from the other day.
They were in the car and coasting out of Six Pillars before they even had a chance to second-guess themselves. At this time of night, the neighborhood was row after row of disembodied facades all set aglow by street lamp’s coppery light. Bodies were few and far between; and voices rode like banshees through the hollow dark. Sometimes, there were cars; they were all strange, out of place. Visitors from abroad, bearing gifts of second-hand smoke and rattling speakers.
On their way out, they noticed a police cruiser parked catty-cornered to the neighborhood pool. He flashed his warning lights and then, drowning their car with his floods, turned them off and waved them on. Linnéa and Stephen were distraught parents caught in a perpetual fog of loss. As long as they didn’t break anything along the way, who was anyone else to say they couldn’t wander? They got a free press. They were celebrities. Someone would want their autographs soon enough.
Orange detour signs and blinking construction lights grew out of the hill as they drove up to the entrance to Six Pillars. Near the large, graffitied sign that marked the neighborhood, the blue truck with Price Homes’ emblem sat on the shoulder. It was the same truck Linnéa had seen yesterday when they left to tail Connor. It was in a different place today, but it was still here.
She slowed to a stop and pointed to the truck. “Remember that?”
Stephen unstuck his sweating back from the seat and said, “Yeah. What do you think that’s all about?”
“I don’t know.” She took out her phone, took a picture of the truck and the license plate, like she had with the white van she’d seen earlier, too. “Don’t see why it would be here.”
“Me neither.” Stephen rubber-necked it as Linnéa started up the car again and turned out of Six Pillars. “Let’s look into it.” He took out his phone and phoned in another “suspicious person.”
The operator on the other line greeted them cheerily, like a close friend, and said they’d get right on it.
By 3:26 AM, they pulled into Connor’s driveway and walked up to the front door as if they owned the place. Stephen, making a fist, bashed the door three times, as if he were the police. Linnéa jumped, laughed—the late hours always did make her skittish.
Thump, thump, thump—heavy footsteps thundered behind the front door. As they drew closer, Linnéa and Stephen drew back.
The movement stopped. To their left, a window looked out into the yard. The curtains swayed behind the glass. There was a sigh, a muffled “You fucking kidding me?” Then, one after the other after the other, the three locks were undone and the front door pulled open.
Connor stood in the dark, in his ghoul-print pajamas, staring at Linnéa and Stephen as if they’d just run over his dog.
“Seriously?” he said, barely able to keep his eyes open. “I’m way too stoned for this.”
“We need to talk to you,” Stephen said, making his voice intentionally deeper.
“Oh, is that it? And here I thought you were going to ask me if I knew your buddy, J. Christ. Please, come on in!”
Connor groaned. He turned and walked away, letting the darkness inside the house swallow him whole.
Stephen started forward. Linnéa grabbed his shirt and shook her head. It was three-thirty in the morning, and they were standing outside the house of someone who could very well be responsible for their daughter’s kidnapping. She wasn’t about to step foot in there without enough light to blind a blind man. She wanted to see everything, and everything that might be coming. She wasn’t ready before. She was now.
“Oh,” Connor said, somewhere inside the house. “Sorry, I forgot. As you can imagine—” two clicking twists, and a lamp turned on in the living room, “—I am a little tired.”
“Well, Mr. Prendergast, we don’t mean to be such a burden to you.” Linnéa stepped inside. “But we got questions that need answering.”
“Yeah,” Connor said. “Well, you guys want some coffee?”
Annoyed, Stephen, coming in behind Linnéa, said, “It’s three in the morning.”
“I don’t think any of us are going back to bed after this.”
Connor slipped into the kitchen, which ran directly into the living room. Linnéa nodded at Stephen to keep an eye on him. As he hung out in the kitchen’s doorway, ready to put his supple, ass-kissing lips to work, Linnéa gave the strange, but admittedly predictable living room a once-over.
It was small, and packed from wall to wall with horror paraphernalia. Posters from horror movies were framed alongside posters from horror novels. Sagging shelf after sagging shelf were filled with the horror movies and novels themselves—thousands of them, undoubtedly—and they ran around the perimeter of the room in a multi-colored band of spines shouting “blood” and “kill” and “dark” and “terror” among other clichéd titles. There was a decent couch, two chairs, a coffee table, and a very nice television, but even they weren’t given enough room to breathe and be what they had to be; beside them, on top or in front of them, were horror figures and other collectibles that ranged from machete-wielding slashers, to grotesque, resin abominations that probably cost more than her and Stephen’s car payments.
Any other day, Linnéa would’ve loved the stuff, but today, it didn’t do much for her. When everyone is a suspect, shit like this was too easy to read into; rather, too easy to warp into something you could read into.
“Did you know we were following you?” Stephen asked.
Connor dug in his cabinets for his coffee cups.
Linnéa kept a close eye on the kitchen knives not far from where he stood.
“Yep,” Connor said, taking three cups and going back to the coffee maker. Doling out the steaming, human fuel, he said, “I take it you read the website and now think I have something to do with your daughter’s disappearance?”
Stephen rubbed his arms, shook his legs. It was far past his bedtime. Finally, he said, “Yeah.”
Connor came into the living room, handing a cup to Stephen and then a cup to Linnéa before finally dropping onto the couch. A bit of coffee splashed up and splattered the armrest, but judging by the other coffee stains there, it wasn’t an issue.
Linnéa sipped the coffee and sat in one of the chairs near couch, and Stephen, wearily, descended onto the chair on the opposite end of the couch. Between them was Connor, and his coffee table covered in sketches of material for Black Occult Macabre.
Stephen laid into him first, and that was how Linnéa wanted it to go. Her husband had been docile. He hadn’t gotten to bug the shit out of anyone in a long while. It was good for his health.
“So, why didn’t you say anything?” Stephen leaned forward, elbows on his knees, cup between his hands and covering his face like a settler round a campfire. “Why did you wait? Were you just leading us on? You got my email before then, didn’t you?”
Connor licked his lips. He had the look of someone who’d been grilled a fair share in his life, scorch marks and all. “I don’t. I don’t know. No. Yes.” He laughed and then: “Okay, guys. You know what I do. You know what I believe in. You obviously don’t buy it.”
“You think?” Linnéa snapped.
“Yeah, yeah, but we are here,” Stephen said, ever the mediator. “You know our case.”
“Yep.” Connor chugged his coffee. “Kind of hard not to. I know I’m being an ass, but I am very sorry.”
The apology washed over Linnéa and Stephen with about as much oomph as air.
“I did follow it for a while. It’s awful. And really fucking strange, right?”
They didn’t need to be told how strange four kids disappearing in broad daylight on a Sunday morning all at once, in their own homes, was.
“You found vermillion veins? Do you have them with you?” Connor cringed. “Did… did you bring them here?”
Linnéa shook her head, but Stephen nodded and reached into his pocket and pulled out a clump of veins. They were the ones from Bethany Simmons’ yard. Linnéa didn’t know how she knew that, but she knew it.
Connor twitched. “Yep, that’s them. That’s… not good.”
“Hey, Connor—” Linnéa leaned out of her seat, “—don’t give us the vague fortune teller routine.”
Stephen took over. “Why isn’t it good? What’s going on? You’re the only one who seems to be writing about these things. I consider myself a botanist and—”
“It means someone or something has been and is still watching you and the other families. I did read your email. If they weren’t growing there, then they were put there. You know, for the freaks that buy into them, that… shit—” he pointed his finger to the veins, “—is like gold. They’re not going to just dump and run. I’m not trying to be vague. I’m trying to put it in… Whoever did this… they’re either living in your neighborhood, or visiting it enough that they might as well be.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Stephen said. “They took Filipa. They got what they wanted.”
“Did they?” Connor glanced between the both of them. “Is it about the kids? Or the parents? Filipa could be a means to an end.”
Linnéa’s stomach turned. “Is there a cult?”
“In Bedlam? I’ve looked, but…”
“What about the Disciples of God?” she pressed.
“They’re just your standard, pay-to-win, non-denominational, please-donate-in-denominations-smaller-than-fifty, rich people religion. Bunch of shmucks with a headquarters in west Bedlam roping in a bunch of shmucks over here in east Bedlam.”
“Darlene and Richard Cross follow them,” Linnéa said.
“And you wrote that there is a cult out there called The Disciples that have something to do with the veins,” Stephen added.
“I think it’s just a really annoying coincidence,” Connor said. “I’ve never come up with any connections between the two. But… there is something.”
“What?” Linnéa and Stephen said together at once.
“You don’t notice it until someone else does, but there’s been new people in Bedlam. Not from Brooksville or Bitter Springs, either. People from afar. Different states. Different countries. Not a lot of them. But they’re all gathering here. I don’t know what that’s about.”
“Before or after the kids went missing?” Stephen said.
“After, I think. I’m not sure. I started seeing out-of-state license plates, hearing accents from across the Atlantic. A lot of unfamiliar faces hanging around the motels off the highway.
“Did some sneaking around. All the ones I’ve found so far have been here only for the last week or two. You can have the names. I figure you’re going to make me give them to you, anyway.”
“You think they’re part of the cult?” Stephen persisted.
“That’d be nice. Cults are great. Catch a bunch of wackos gathered together in some basement or warehouse. So much easier than tracking individuals down. But, man, I don’t know. I don’t think so. Something’s going on, but I’m not sure it has to do with the kids.”
Linnéa tightened her gaze on him.
“Alright.” Connor stood up, set his cup on the table. “This won’t make you trust me completely, but let me give you a tour of the house. I can tell you guys aren’t telling me everything, either, which is understandable. But I think you and I have the same problem. Maybe we can help each other.”
“Same problem?” Stephen stood up. “Same problem? What do you mean? Do you have a child?”
Linnéa came to her feet. There were no pictures of children in the house as far as she could tell, and Connor didn’t seem like the fatherly type.
“Black Occult Macabre was my own thing, at first. A magazine I put out digitally back in the day.”
Connor led them into the kitchen. It was a tight fit with the three of them in it, but was even worse when he started opening every cupboard and drawer to show that there were no children hidden inside. Linnéa wanted to tell him that wasn’t necessary, but in a way, it was. Not one stone left unturned, because the one they didn’t flip would be the one chained to their necks for eternity, giving poor Sisyphus some much needed company.
“It was mostly bullshit. Horror stories based around Bedlam. Then I started noticing weird stuff in our town.” He opened the refrigerator, the garbage can. “But it wasn’t until I met up with this old man for a story that I realized it wasn’t all bullshit. There were other things out there. He showed me. The Zdanowicz murders years back? Monster did that. Saw it with my own eyes.” Connor went into the hall, turned on the light, and waited until they joined him. “That old man’s name is Herbert North. He’s… he’s my boss. Don’t tell him I told you so.”
Connor continued down the hallway, stopped at the first door, which was a closet. He opened it up, stepped away.
Inside, there were toy boxes and Halloween decorations; old shoes, a vacuum cleaner; and a creased picture of an old Siberian husky on one of the shelves.
“Go ahead,” he said.
Linnéa and Stephen moved the boxes aside, checking for a trapdoor. They pressed against the inside of the closet for a false wall.
“Herbert is missing,” Connor said when they’d finished their search. “He’s been gone for a month. I can see what you’re thinking. He didn’t take the kids. But feel free to look into that, too, if you want.”
Going farther down the hall, Connor stopped at where it dead-ended. On one side of the room was one room, and on the other side, another. He chose the one on his left and went in, flipping the light switch on behind him.
“He didn’t live with me,” he said, as Linnéa and Stephen caught up with him. “So, his room isn’t much to look at it. Just… don’t mess up anything.”
Connor wasn’t lying. Herbert North’s room was an old person’s room if she’d ever seen one. Minimalistic as the website which they’d built, the room was one bed so tightly made it almost seemed a shame to sleep in. Other than that, there was a writing desk that had been kept in immaculate condition. The room had no closet, or access to the attic. It had no real hiding places, and yet, again, no stone left unturned.
Linnéa and Stephen swept across the room. They checked underneath the bed, searched every nook and cranny for any kind of trace evidence. The room wasn’t dirty, nor did it smell as if it’d been scrubbed clean recently, but in a way, a mother can sense the wake of their child, like aftershocks from an earthquake. Filipa hadn’t been here.
“He was investigating a lead. He got wind Ruth Ashcroft was somewhere in the state.”
“Amon Ashcroft,” Stephen mumbled.
“Yeah, his niece. He went and tried to find her and… he had a couple different places he was supposed to be looking and then… a month ago, he didn’t check in.” Connor stood in the doorway, fighting every impulse he had to cry. “I’ve been trying to… find him.”
Connor crossed the hall into the room opposite Herbert’s and turned on the light there.
Linnéa and Stephen followed.
“I have no idea where he is.”
Connor’s room was like Connor’s living room: a hoarder’s paradise; systematically arranged, and stuffily efficient. There wasn’t much floor space on account of the shelves and statues and glass cases filled with more action figures. Like Herbert’s room, there was a writing desk, but on this desk, there was actually something: a laptop, and beside it, stacks of papers and drawings being held down by external hard drives operating as weights. His room smelled like weed and other things she couldn’t quite place. Ancient things, earthy things. Packaged and powered things you might find in old timey stores; natural remedies to fight unnatural maladies.
“Your case is messed up. There’s something there. But I’ve been spending all this time trying to find Herbert that I haven’t been able to look into you and yours.”
Stephen scoured the interior of Connor’s bedroom, while Linnéa worked her away around the exterior, consulting every case and shelf—saving the desk, his writing, and laptop for last.
“But you found vermillion veins in your yard. That wasn’t in any police reports.”
“Didn’t seem like anything,” Stephen said.
“That’s the point, I think. But, I didn’t know about them. If they’re in all your guys’ yards, then either Ruth is here, or Amon, or one of their shithead followers. If you’re going to run with me on this, then some, one, or all of them took the children. But I don’t think it’s just about your daughter. Maybe it’s the house. Everyone inside it.”
“We had a break in,” Linnéa said. She went to the desk, started rifling through his papers.
Connor didn’t say a thing.
“Last night. Someone came into our bedroom and wrote in ash on our ceiling ‘A Child in Every Home.’”
Connor furrowed his brow. “Did you get a good look at them?”
Linnéa shook her head. The papers were nothing but cryptological crapshoots. “Just saw a dark shape. Saw a few of them outside.”
Stephen made a sound as if he thought Linnéa should stop speaking.
But she carried on. “Ellen Cross has seen them. Bethany Simmons, too, I reckon.”
“Shadows,” Connor whispered. Then, serious as a heart attack: “Have you been eating the veins?”
Linnéa and Stephen’s silence said it all.
“Uh, yeah, don’t do… that anymore. It wants you to. But then you see things. Like what you saw. The shadows. We’re not sure what they are, but eating the veins makes you more sensitive to seeing them. It’s like shining a light on yourself, or leaving your door open, inviting whatever happens by in. They can influence our world, but not much else. ‘A Child in Every Home’? That sounds like a warning. Herbert had this theory the shadows might not even be bad. They may be helpful. But… don’t eat the veins. That’s like eating raw meat. There’re things inside it… and it’s going to totally discredit you and what you have to say if people find out.”
Linnéa opened Connor’s laptop. Expecting him to tell her to stop, instead he sighed; she swore she could almost hear his eyes rolling in their sockets.
No lock screen. A black wallpaper with Black Occult Macabre Productions written across it. No icons on the desktop. She went into his web browser, checked his history. It consisted mostly of sites used for pirating music and movies, and other generic websites that were to be consumed in this day and age’s food pentagram. She gave his email a cursory glance, but only found a few back and forths between the women he’d been presumably talking to at the coffee shop. That, and ‘work emails’ from desperate souls requiring assistance in being liberated from their monster problems.
“That woman you helped out the other day?” Linnéa said. “What’d you do for her?”
“Heh.” Connor rubbed the back of his head. “She thinks her house is haunted. I think she’s just lonely. But we both get something out of it, regardless.”
“You’re scamming her?” Stephen said, red in the face from all the kneeling he was doing.
“Since when do the jobs that matter ever pay the bills? It’s the bullshit that keeps us afloat.”
“You like black metal?” Linnéa sidestepped away from the desk to a milk carton full of records. She flipped through them, one incomprehensible logo following after the other against a backdrop of nature’s cruel beauty. “Nice collection.”
“Thanks,” Connor said. “Uh, all that’s left is the bathroom and the basement. You guys good in here?”
They were, and so they kept at it, going deeper into Connor’s ticky-tacky home. The bathroom was clear, and clearly owned by a man; there were driblets of piss all over the toilet seat, and the towels were so used that, given another week or two, they could probably stand up on their own and escape from this place.
“Alright, coffee aside, I’m fading, homies.” Connor yawned and brought them around, through the living room, to the basement door. “I’ll help you in any way that I can. But tell me: Did you or the other parents do something that might make someone think… think being the operative word here… that you deserve this?”
Linnéa and Stephen exchanged glances. For a moment, the play was back on—the curtains were drawn, and the story they’d been performing in almost perfect synchronicity since the day they’d met so many years ago started up once more.
“Yeah,” Stephen said. “We’ve all been taken to court by Child Protective Services. We didn’t—”
Connor’s eyes lit up. “Every single family?”
They nodded.
“There’s your intent. Or, at least, the reason you were chosen. Let’s stick with the human angle for now, but let’s say someone knew this. Someone who either has it out for people like you—”
Stephen tried to butt in.
But Connor kept going. “Maybe they are repulsed, maybe they have a history themselves. Or maybe they think you’re not worthy of your children. You guys seem pretty keen on the cult thing. If there is a cult, then maybe they took these children because they saw them as damaged. Right?
“The idea with the vermillion veins is that they mark some sort of change. An emergence about to happen. Or a literal change to the person they’ve marked. Alright? So, if we run with that, who are they trying to change? Are you being tested? Or are the kids? They’re watching you. Whether you buy into the shadow thing or not, someone was in your home, right? You said Helen Cross—”
“Ellen,” Stephen said, close enough to Connor to kiss him.
“Ellen Cross, yeah. You said she was part of the Disciples of God. Could be a place to start, but that seems obvious. Who was the other one who ate the veins? Bethany? I think I remember her. She’s on the TV all the time. The trash bag with bleached teeth.”
Linnéa tried not to laugh.
“I’d look at her. Her husband has ties with west Bedlam. I know that for a fact. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s in some way connected to the Disciples.”
Connor went a little farther and opened the door to the basement. Lost in his thoughts, he went down first, tugging on each chain connected to the suspended light bulbs along the way.
“The detour for the construction runs through your neighborhood doesn’t it?” Connor asked, coming off the stairs and circling the basement, illuminating more bulbs. “That’s good cover. A lot of people that shouldn’t normally be there can go through without raising too much suspicion.”
In the basement, Linnéa and Stephen split up, even though there wasn’t much ground to cover. It was nothing but stone and cement marked by drainage grates and stress fractures. There was a washer and dryer, a fuse box, and a small storage space which they went over several times, finding nothing of importance.
“There was a white van with two kids from west Bedlam fucking in it,” Linnéa said, matter-of-factly. “Outside our house. Broad daylight.”
Connor belted out a laugh and said to Stephen, “I like your wife.”
Stephen made a fist. “So do I.”
“Alright.” Connor rubbed his hands together. “You got a bible-thumper following a rich people’s religion, and a person who wants to be rich possibly connected to that same religion. Isn’t there another parent?”
“Trent Resin,” Stephen said. “Don’t know much about him.”
“I’d find out more, then.” Connor shook his head, smiled. “Yeah. You got those two. Mystery man.”
“Ellen and Richard couldn’t get their stories straight the day Darlene disappeared,” Linnéa offered.
“Okay, yeah. There’s that… them… You’ve got a white van outside your house with two kids from the west. I wonder who their parents are, you know? You got them being… very good distractions. You got vermillion veins. And I’ve got people coming in from god knows where to stay in the town for god knows what.”
Linnéa drifted back towards Connor. “There’s a truck I keep seeing, too. A work truck for Price Homes. They built Six Pillars. I’ve seen it twice now parked in different places in the neighborhood. Never anyone inside.”
“Price Homes.” Connor scratched the side of his head. “They’re working on a new project over on Merrin. That’s like… fifteen minutes from here? Forty from you guys? Dude seems out of his way. That’s something, I’d say. Hey, were you, or all of the families, some of the first to move in?”
Stephen nodded. “We were. We live near the entrance. They built the rest over the years.”
“Taking four kids while the parents are home and all at once?” Connor clicked his tongue against his teeth. “Wouldn’t hurt to have some knowledge about the house. I imagine running around with a work truck like that, you could come and go as you pleased.”
Linnéa’s heart started to beat faster and faster. She looked at Stephen and took his hand. Squeezing it, she asked, “Connor, say we’re not just keen on the human element. If you were us, what would you be looking for?”
Connor’s mouth dropped open. The dark circles under his eyes appeared to grow larger. He started for the steps out of the basement and then stopped, resting his weight against the railing.
“Honestly, I don’t know. This would’ve been Herbert’s area of expertise. He’s the brain and I’m the… well, not the beauty or brawns. The snarky sidekick he gets to boss around, I guess? The son he never had, maybe? You’d have to ask the old son of a bitch yourself.”
Connor quickly wiped his eyes. “Shit. Guys, I don’t know.”
“Take a guess,” Stephen said.
Connor bit his lower lip. “I think something inhuman came into your house and is using your history as a means by which to transform either you, your daughter, or all of you into something else. Something horrible, or maybe just offerings for whatever the veins are connected to. But let’s say—”
Linnéa’s phone started to ring.
“—the people who are coming to Bedlam are somehow part of this.”
Ring, ring.
“Then maybe it is organized. Maybe there are a lot of players involved.”
Ring, ring.
“If… if that’s so, then they want to see what’s going to happen next.”
Ring, ring.
“Why?” Stephen whispered.
Ring.
Linnéa took the phone out of her pocket.
“So they can say they were there.”
Ring.
“So they can be the first to the front of the line.”
Linnéa looked at the screen. It was four forty-five, and Detective Mills was calling. She flashed the phone at Stephen. His face flashed dread.
“But, uh, that’s the problem with this small, Podunk town. You have to be sure. You start loading these cops—”
She answered the phone.
“—down with suspects and theories and everything slows to a crawl… Is everything okay?”
Linnéa held up her hand. “Detective Mills?”
“I’m sorry to call you at this hour,” he said, shouting over the voices in the background. “But we found something.”
“F-Found something?”
Stephen and Connor moved towards her.
“A book,” Mills said. “A book with your daughter’s name written in it. The one, I believe, you said she was reading that day.”
“Yes…” Linnéa said, not breathing, not thinking; barely being.
“We found it in the junkyard.” He paused. “It’s covered in… someone’s blood.”
Copper pool. Burnt rubber. Creased sky. Leaking light.
Linnéa pushes the gas pedal to the floor, and then pushes it farther, harder.
Swerving cars. Fuming high beams. Stale AC. Fogging windshield.
Stephen has been shouting at her to slow down, but now, he just wants her to go faster.
Green time ticking rapidly in the dashboard. Thoughts of books and that day, and lies to make it all go away.
Linnéa nearly spins out taking a turn, as the scene takes a turn for the worse. The junkyard sits on the horizon, a shattered skull of once-cherished memories. Its sockets shine blue, its teeth bright red. There are pigs in its mouth, rooting for tiny, child-shaped truffles.
Shadowy figures flagging her down. A news van circling for scraps. A muddy puddle lapping at her ankles.
Out of the car, forgetting she had been in the car, Linnéa runs. She and Stephen break through the police barricade like a battering ram. No one can stop them. No one could stop them.
Police tape. White coats. Black hats. Gibbering mouths. Plastic sounds.
Detective Mills spots her. He cuts through the officers crammed around the crime scene. Framed in that patriotic, emergency glow, he comes to them with condolences and weak assurances.
Connor’s words. Black metal howlers in her forgotten fjords. Price Homes. A price on her home.
Mills is carrying an evidence bag. Inside, there’s a blood-splattered book. The blood is fresh enough that it pools in the corners. The book’s cover is lost to the red wash, but Linnéa’s seen it enough to know what it’s about.
It’s a book about faeries, and in particular, changelings.
Stephen is crying. He reaches for Linnéa, and she holds him until it hurts. Detective Mills gloves his hands, opens the bag, and flips to the front to show the inscription and Filipa’s name.
Something breaks inside Linnéa’s head. One eye goes dark, the other isn’t far behind. Something breaks inside Linnéa’s chest. She stumbles into Stephen and gulps for breaths that never make a difference.
A whirlwind of questions. The smell of metal and earth. The promises of lab tests and hopeful possibilities.
Eighty-five at five in the morning, and Linnéa is shivering. She looks at the bag and book inside, and the blood—the first contact she’s made with her daughter in over thirty days—and shakes her head.
“That’s not my daughter’s book!” she belts.
She has everyone’s attention. But all she wants is Stephen’s. The play must go on; he has to play his part.
“It’s not,” she repeats herself. “I swear to god it’s not.”
She thinks of Connor. She thinks of the truck always abandoned on the outskirts of Six Pillars. She thinks of grilling out on a Sunday morning, not a care in the world, because her world was small and only ten years old.
“That’s not her book. It’s in her room. I saw it. I saw it.”
Fevered, Linnéa swipes at the bag, but Mills is quick to pull it away.
“That’s not her blood.” She digs her claws into Stephen, puts her teeth to his cheek. “That’s not her blood. I know my daughter’s blood. That’s not her blood!”
White towels. Dark coffee. Thoughts of death in this Black Hour.
They are ushered away. They are offered a stay. Somewhere, anywhere, but everywhere is not there, not home, where they ought to be.
Backseat fabric that still smells faintly new. The rising sun coming through. Jittery dreams. Pothole reveries.
Stephen is a blur as he helps her out of the car. The world is a dark smear like the two on their bedroom ceiling. Across the way, Ellen and Richard Cross are running down their driveway, screaming about Darlene and how her bra and underwear had been found under the bridge to west Bedlam.
“Her photo,” Linnéa hears Ellen cry. “Church photo. Her… clothes were around it. Like… like a wreath.”
Richard is hitting things. Linnéa thinks he might be hitting Ellen. She knows fist on flesh. Stephen doesn’t say anything. Stephen doesn’t do anything.
He takes her inside, into their bedroom, and lays her below the black smears. She thinks of Price Homes as she peers into those two distant nebulas, and when she sees her daughter among the plastered stars, she knows what she has to do.
Linnéa and Stephen fall asleep with their eyes open, and do not wake again until Bethany Simmons is screaming bloody murder at their front door.
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Linnéa shot up out of bed, a wad of phlegm in her throat. She glanced over at Stephen and shook him until she was certain he wasn’t dead.
“Is that Bethany?” she croaked.
Stephen jumped to his feet. His legs gave out and he crashed into the wall. Pushing off it, he ran out of the room, Linnéa in tow.
In yesterday’s clothes, which were the clothes from before that, they rumbled down the stairs like repugnant tumbleweeds.
Reaching the landing, Linnéa retched. Her mouth tasted like stale coffee, and her insides were hot, almost sizzling. She made her eyes go wide until they righted themselves. She felt, and felt like she smelled, like microwave-nuked shit.
And then she remembered the junkyard and the book, and the blood inside the bag.
Stephen ripped open the front door.
Bethany jumped backwards, surprised. She took a second, and launched forward, bracing herself against the molding.
“Trent!” She caught her breath. “He barged into my house. He won’t leave! He has his fucking goddamn gun with him!”
Bethany became a blur of workout shorts and a crop top as she sped across their front yard, back to her own.
“Stephen, I…” Linnéa started.
But Stephen was already out the door, chasing after Bethany.
For a moment, the smell of rot left Linnéa’s nose, and in its place, there was Filipa. She was rose vanilla lotion. She was fabric softener and sugar; warm grass, old ink. She was here, somewhere, or maybe nearby. Linnéa breathed her in, held her in; locked her in, deep within. Filipa was here, in what needed to be done, in what was bound to come. Her little devil in the details.
Linnéa caught up with Stephen and hurried to Bethany’s house. Bethany was waiting for them by the garage door, already shakily chain smoking her way through the pack crumpled in her fist.
“Did you call the cops?” Stephen asked.
A piece of furniture exploded in the house against a wall.
Bethany screamed. Stephen ducked. Linnéa kept at it into the garage itself, passing like a pirate between the beached SUVs inside. Some deliberately applied mud broke off from them and rubbed into her jeans.
“Lin, hold on!” Stephen whisper-shouted.
Bethany dropped her still smoking smokes and went after Linnéa, who was now camped out by the door into the house.
Stephen met up with them. “Did you call the cops?”
Bethany shook her head.
“Why the hell not?”
“He’s just a drudge,” Bethany spat.
Linnéa cocked her head. Drudge? There was a word she hadn’t heard for awhile, and not one she expected to come out Bethany’s menthol-flavored mouth.
“We have to stay focused on the children. If the media finds out, they’ll eat it up. They’ll forget about Jimmy.”
“And Filipa,” Linnéa said.
“Yeah, and Ellen and Charles.” Bethany’s mouth twisted like the cinnamon roll it resembled. “I know.”
Stephen stumbled forward. Awake only ten minutes, and he was already crashing. “What happened? What’s Trent want?” He smiled at Linnéa to show he was okay. “Do you know what started this with him?”
“He heard about what they found at the junkyard. And Darlene’s stuff under the bridge.”
Stephen stared at Linnéa, the same way the waking wake to realize the dream they’d had was the nightmare they lived. Had he forgotten the book and the blood, too?
He kept it together as his words fell apart: “His… boy’s… belongings… were in Maidenwood… a f-few weeks backs.”
“He’s blaming me!” Bethany cried. “He’s pissed because they haven’t found anything of Jimmy’s! He thinks they’re sparing me!”
Connor’s warning of strangers visiting Bedlam darkened Linnéa’s gray matter. “Who’s sparing you?”
Bethany cocked her head back, chin to throat, like an offended ostrich. “Excuse me?”
The play would go on, and so Stephen took the lead: “Are you part of the Disciples of God, too?”
Bethany’s tongue pressed against her teeth and forked around them. “I dabble.” Then, good and pissed: “Trent’s in my house with a gun!”
Linnéa opened the door and hollered into the house, “Trent! It’s Lin! Stephen, too! Can we talk to you?”
No response.
“Why didn’t you call the cops, Beth?” Stephen asked.
“Why didn’t Ellen invite me over the other night?” Bethany snapped back.
Linnéa’s disbelief drilled a hole through the bitch’s forehead. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
Stephen held up his hand. “Where’s Todd?”
Linnéa slapped it down.
“West side,” Bethany said. “You know what? Fuck you two. I’ll get—”
At the top of his lungs, from the second floor, Trent boomed, “Alright.”
Bethany, instantly triumphant, tried to get through the door first, but Stephen barred her with his arm.
“Don’t,” he told her.
She let out a death rattle rasp.
Linnéa and Stephen went inside the house, crouched and covered with sweat. Thumping noises like tumbling bodies thudded from the laundry room to their left. Unlike the Crosses’ place, they’d been to the Simmonses’ a few times in the past, for dinners and bake sale bullshit. The decorations were different, but the layout was the same. It was always the same for all the Price Homes. Carbon copied corpses that could be carbon dated back to one uninspired board meeting where a bunch of bald men and bitch-faced women wondered what it might be like to have another comma or two on their paycheck.
“What’re we doing?” Stephen asked.
They moved away from the door to the garage to the kitchen.
“Getting more answers,” Linnéa said. “He knows something is up.”
“He has a gun.”
“Get behind me, then.”
She and Stephen went around the kitchen island. On top of it, in a bowl, rotting fruit had caved in upon itself.
There was a note on the fridge. A to-do list that read “Missing” and below that, a list of small items, like pots and pans, and underwear, and inspirational picture frames.
“You do the talking,” Linnéa said. “He likes you.”
“She didn’t call the police.”
“Something’s up with her, too.”
They slipped into the hallway, headed towards the front where the staircase was.
Before reaching it, Stephen grabbed Linnéa’s arm. “Are they all in on it?”
Linnéa conjured the smell of their daughter and said, repeating Bethany, “She dabbles.”
From the top of the staircase, Trent said, “That you?”
“Lin and Steve,” Stephen said, taking the lead, inches away from where the wall let out to the banister. “It’s just us.”
There was another thump, then tapping. The sound traveled down the stairs, one stair at a time, until—
A pistol rolled past the banister and hit the floor.
“Wasn’t loaded, anyways,” Trent said, still out of sight. “Just wanted to get in Jimmy’s room. She wouldn’t let me.”
Stephen scurried past the stairs, grabbed the pistol, flipped it over, and found no clip inside. He checked the chamber. No bullet there, either.
“Look at you, Army Boy,” Linnéa said. “Dad would be proud.”
Stephen turned the gun over in his hand. “It wasn’t Filipa’s blood.”
Linnéa shook her head. “Sure wasn’t.”
With that finally decided and Trent seemingly disarmed, they, high on the thrill and numbingly ill, hurried up the staircase.
Trent was waiting for them in the hall, one hand in the pocket of his cheap, cowpoke knockoff jeans, the other clutching a balled-up T-shirt. Reading his expression was like reading a rock’s—it simply wasn’t there. And if it was, you couldn’t see it. A thick, crimson paste clung to his lips and cheeks, and it dripped off his chin, down his neck, to where it created with a banded stain an image of a priest’s collar.
He’d been in the veins.
He started to dip back into the room beside him—Jimmy’s room—when he stopped himself and, holding out the balled T-shirt, said, “The dumb bitch. She did it on purpose.”
Trent threw the shirt at Stephen.
He caught it as if it were bomb and straightened it out.
It was a white T-shirt with three semi-exaggerated faces—Filipa’s, Darlene’s, and Jimmy’s—centered inside an ejaculation of color. It looked like something you could get done by an acne-wracked, would-be artist working for minimum wage during their summer break at an amusement park. Beneath the children’s faces floating in the rainbow regurgitation were the words “A Child in Every Home.”
Linnéa couldn’t help but laugh. “Son. Of. A. Bitch.”
“Flip it around,” Trent said.
Stephen did just that. On the back, there was a butchered, strung together quote from the bible that read: “Whoever welcomes this little child in my name welcomes me… For the kingdom of God belongs to such as these…”; this was followed by Bethany’s own invention which read in bubble print: “Keep ‘em close, keep ‘em safe; keep the Faith.”
Rage and revulsion washed over Linnéa. She didn’t know if she should pitch a fit, or simply spit.
“She forgot Charles on purpose,” Trent said.
It was true: Resin’s boy had been spared the shirt, and that might’ve been for the best.
“Trent, you didn’t bust in here just because of this, did you?” Stephen asked.
Linnéa took the shirt out his hand and threw it over her shoulder down the stairs.
Trent wiped his mouth. “Found more in my yard, Steve.”
“Yeah, I see that.”
Trent shook his head. He started to speak, and then slipped into Jimmy’s room instead.
“What are you doing in there, man?” Stephen asked.
He and Linnéa crept towards the room together, bound at the hip by the worry they shared.
“I heard about what they found in the junkyard. I’m sorry,” Trent said to them.
“Appreciate that,” Linnéa said, “but it’s not what it seems.”
“All the same—”
She and Stephen filed into Jimmy Simmons’ room.
“—there’s you, and then Darlene, and… Charles’ things in the forest—”
Jimmy Simmons’ room had been ransacked. The bed had been flipped, and the closet turned inside out. A flat screen lay face-up on the floor, while the video game system against it hummed annoyingly as it tried to eject the disc tray. There were holes in the wall, too; bloody, crumbling craters that left the room looking like a decayed honeycomb. For all their random placement, the holes couldn’t have looked any more deliberate.
“—but where’s Jimmy in all of this?” Trent slouched, like a deflating balloon. “I thought he might be here. That fucking bitch never seemed all that broken up.”
He wiped his nose, cleared his throat. “I don’t get calls from the cops. I don’t get cards or well-wishes. I don’t get strangers in my home, leaving me clues. I wish they’d never found Charles’ things in Maidenwood. They might not have written him off if they hadn’t.
“You two have been coming and going at odd hours.” Trent’s tone changed. “There were the veins you came to me about—”
“Which you’ve been into,” Stephen said. “Did you find—”
“—and the break-in. And the coming and going. I saw you at Darlene’s, Linnéa.”
“We’re not hiding anything, Trent,” Stephen said. He shook the pistol in his hand. “What’s really going on here?”
“What do you think I’m trying to find out?”
Linnéa asked, “Did you ever do anything with the Disciples of God?”
“I heard her call me a drudge,” Trent said. “That’s what they call working class people like you and me. Drudges.”
“Why?” Stephen said.
“We’re a means to an end.” Trent went to hit a wall, but his fist fell short. “Got roped into going to one of their get-togethers a few years back. That’s the kind of shit they were spewing.” He grabbed his head. “Is that what this is about?”
“Where did you find the growths? Same place?” Stephen said.
Trent nodded.
“You see anything after eating them?”
“Yeah.”
“What… did you see?”
“Shapes. Ellen’s angels, I guess.”
“Shadows,” Linnéa clarified.
Trent nodded. “They were all crowded around your house.”
Outside, a car peeled down the street. Linnéa went behind Stephen to the window.
“But they were all coming out of here. This house.”
Linnéa breathed on the glass. She wiped away the smudges Bethany had undoubtedly placed there fidgeting with the thing, trying to recreate the kidnapper’s point of entry.
“I understand why you wanted to come here,” Stephen said, doing his best Dario Onai impression.
Linnéa gasped. She turned away from the window, grabbed Stephen’s hand, and hauled him out of the room. He dropped the pistol, winced when it hit the ground.
“What’s wrong?” both he and Trent asked.
“The truck,” she said. “The Price Homes truck. It just took off down the street.”
As Linnéa and Stephen came out of Bethany’s home, so, too, did Bethany come out of theirs. Too caught up in the moment to ask what the hell she was doing, Stephen asked her to grab his keys off the table by the stairs. She nodded, smiling, and when she came back out with them, Linnéa and Stephen were already at the car, itching to go.
“Your phone went off,” she said, chucking Linnéa the keys. “It was Detective Mills. He said the blood on Filipa’s book wasn’t human. Isn’t that great?”
Great? It was the best goddamn, mother fucking thing Linnéa had heard in a long time.
She said, “Yeah,” got in the car and started it up.
“Hey,” Bethany said, closing the gap between her and them. “What about Trent?”
“He’s harmless,” Stephen said, and then waved her goodbye.
The truck didn’t have but a two or three minute head start on them, but where the hell had it gone?
Linnéa peeled her eyes and pressed her face to the glass. Six Pillars wasn’t a sprawling neighborhood, but a dense mass, like a dying star. Its pull pulled people in and seldom let them go. Intersections were cross-sections that gave telling glimpses into the cramped and wanting lives of this intergenerational hoosegow. At every stop sign, she had to stop and stare, and process, as a computer would, the cluttered chaos of their decayed suburbia. The background and foreground flattened; prospects fattened in the skewed perspective. Every driveway taunted, every garage door threatened; any car on the roadway, truck or not, made her heart pump something fierce. In every road, distant or near, she saw shadows and shapes and, with her mind, wrought them into something more. But they were never what she wanted; only distractions.
The truck could be anywhere, but where it wasn’t was where it ought to be. So with that in mind, Linnéa left Six Pillars behind and made her way through Bedlam to Merrin Street.
By the time they made it to Price Homes’ newest construction site, Linnéa had chewed her lip to pieces. Getting out of the car, she spat out the dry skin like chew and flagged down the first worker she found.
“Sir? Excuse me, sir,” Stephen said, heading off the worker. “Just a moment of your time, my man.”
Something clicked into place inside Linnéa. A gear, maybe, that’d be unaligned. She was the muscle, he the mouth. Brute Force and Beauty. That was going to be their band name, they’d decided once in the late hours, when sleep was second to Filipa’s baby monitor.
The worker was a lean, freshly shaven—bloody nicks and all—man in clothes that didn’t fit and a hardhat with as many scuffs as he had second chances. The shell of the house he stood by was infested with others just like him, and when they asked him what was going on, he waved them off, rubbed his stubble, and said, “What can I do for you?
Linnéa put her hands on her hips, to give herself that demanding mother-like figure men always seemed so afraid of.
“We need to speak with the foreman,” Stephen said.
The worker stared in silence and said, “You… You two. Oh my god, I’m sorry about your little girl.”
“It’s about our little girl,” Stephen said. “Can you point us in the right direction?”
The worker pointed past a house further along, and the squat, mobile can of an office all bosses seemed to be stationed at these days.
The worker took off his hat and shielded his mouth with it as he said, “Is Mr. Reynolds involved?”
Linnéa nudged Stephen. Parked beside the office was a blue truck with the logo of Price Homes fixed to it.
Stephen swallowed hard and said, “Whose truck is that?”
“Mr. Reynolds’,” the worker said. “I’ll take you to him.”
“That’s good of you,” Linnéa finally said, a fire building in her belly. “Did he just get back?”
“Mr. Reynolds? No, ma’am. He’s been here all morning. We’d know.” He laughed. “That’s when we cut out, when he’s gone.”
The worker led them across the dug-out, mud covered, gravel-choked, corporate no man’s land and left them standing outside the office, their hate in their hands. Stephen asked if the worker would wait outside. He obliged.
They entered without knocking, and at first, the foreman, Mr. Reynolds, lost in an air conditioned, cell phone game coma, didn’t realize. Sideways and bent, a full moon at high noon at the back of his pants, he smashed his pudgy thumbs into the cell phone in his hand, racking up points with complete indifference.
Stephen cleared his throat.
Linnéa let the door close with a sharp smack behind them.
Mr. Reynolds jerked up in his swivel chair and spun around, losing the phone to his breast pocket and his breath to the movement in a few seconds flat.
It smelled rotten in the office, too. Even the foreman noticed, twitching his noise as he did so. Had he rushed back in here? Did he just beat them here? Was this their guy?
“Mr. Reynolds?” Stephen said.
“Mm.” He grumbled as he half stood and shook Stephen’s hand. “Sorry.” He sat back down. “I wasn’t expecting any visitors today.”
Stephen’s breathing settled. He approached the desk like a lawyer would a witness on the stand. “Is that your truck out there?”
Mr. Reynolds glanced at Linnéa.
She crossed her arms.
“Company truck. Why?”
Ignoring him, Stephen continued. “Mr. Reynolds, I know a decent man when I see one. I used to think of myself as one, too, but when I look in the mirror, I’m not so sure anymore. You might know my wife and me from the television…”
Linnéa found comfort in the tone of his voice, the cadence of his words; that downhome drawl that’d disappeared in their own Great Depression. It was funny how sadness could do that to a person; rob them of who they are, like plucking notes from a song, until they were nothing more than monotone drone. Sums of their symptoms.
“Our daughter, Filipa, is missing, along with three other children from our neighborhood. And of late? Of late, we’ve seen a truck just like that one outside in our neighborhood, day in and day out, at all hours. I don’t know what that means, but we need to speak to whoever’s been driving it. Please. We’re at the end of our—”
Mr. Reynolds held out his hands. “Okay, okay. I got you. But that’s the only truck—” He punched the table, shook his head, and pointed at the door. “Someone standing out there? Would you mind?”
Linnéa opened the door and gave the worker waiting outside a nod to come in.
The worker came in with his cap in his hands, like an animal with its tail between its legs. He smiled at Mr. Reynolds in the same way something small smiles before a shark. The foreman wasn’t their guy, but someday, he’d be someone’s.
“Hollis. Is he back yet?”
Hollis didn’t need reminding. He knew who exactly what Mr. Reynolds was getting at. He shook his head.
“Son of a bitch. He’s done. You see him pull up two hours from now and send him straight to me. He’s done. Go on, then.”
Hollis nodded, tapped out a tune on the top of his helmet, and backed out of the office.
“Someone else drive a blue truck like that one out there?” Stephen asked.
Linnéa took out her phone. With three percent of its battery left, she carried it like a guttering torch to the desk and shoved it into the foreman’s face. Flipping to the picture she’d taken earlier of the blue truck, she said, “Those his plates?”
A handsy person, like strangers who have to touch everything in a new room, the foreman pawed for the phone as she took it away. “That’s his, but that logo shouldn’t be there. I told him not to…” He got out of his seat. “Listen, I can’t just share employee information with you. I understand where you’re coming from. I’ll deal with this, but… I can’t.”
Linnéa backed up as Stephen stepped into the ring. He said, “You fired him,” and then: “He’s not an employee anymore.”
“I—”
“Sir, I don’t know if you’re a father or not.”
“I’m not and—”
“Filipa’s been missing over a month now. When it comes to statistics, she’s in the negative. The chances of her…” Stephen stepped away, wiped his eyes. “This right here? This is all we’ve got. The cops don’t have anything. Whoever did this is leading them in circles. We could send them here and maybe they could talk you into giving them a name and an address, but that would take time. Minutes. Hours. Days, even. Those kids? They’ve been gone hundreds of hours already. You know what a person can do with just a few minutes. A person can destroy a life in a few minutes. We can’t wait any longer. Filipa can’t wait any longer, and neither can Darlene, Charles, or Jimmy. Those’re the other kids who were taken. That’s their names, Mr. Reynolds.
“We’re not going to tell anyone what you did for us. But if we find those kids because of you… you’ll have saved their l-lives.” Stephen was crying again, but this time, he didn’t bother with the tears. “And… if we find them… and you could’ve helped, but it was too late. I… I won’t hold it against you—”
“I will,” Linnéa said, darkly.
“—because you were just doing your job. I get that. But no one job is worth the lives of four children, is it?”
Mr. Reynolds shifted uncomfortably, as he sweated through his shirt. “You’re sure it’s him?”
Stephen shook his head. “No, not at all. But if we’re wrong, we’re wrong, and that’s all right. So, what do you say?”
The owner of the blue truck’s name was Ved Matcira, and he lived at 707 Meridian Avenue—a short, crooked road that began at and dead-ended into the same, crescent-shaped cemetery. It was a place where all the houses were built on the same side; four one-story monuments to expired aspirations; broken gutters, missing siding, and for-sale signs from centuries past; and no sounds or sights of life, save for the headstones across the way, where lives were written, not splattered, across stone.
707 Meridian Avenue was hidden in the way that all obvious things were hidden. They’d passed it or the cemetery more times than they could count, on almost a daily basis, going to work or going for groceries. They might’ve noticed once, when they’d first moved in, or when Filipa was old enough to point it out, but beyond that, it was no more than a blur—blended brushstrokes of disposable memories. Things like that were bound to happen, especially when you lived as close as they did to 707 Meridian Avenue; that is, ten minutes away.
Linnéa and Stephen parked the car in the cemetery and hurried to its edge, where it met Meridian Avenue, and hid themselves amongst the frail trees there.
Ved wasn’t home yet. The blue truck was nowhere to be seen. Linnéa lay in wait, waiting for the sounds of a struggling engine, or the sticky sound of tires on cement, but even after several minutes, there was nothing. Despite being so close to the construction and the detoured traffic, there was no noise here at all. The street was like a scene underwater—muffled, unreal.
Seeing the home of the only true lead they’d had in weeks, Linnéa’s vision went blurry and her face burned. Dizzy, nauseous, she pressed her forehead into the nearest tree. When had she truly slept? When had she last showered? When she pissed, it stank, and what little she’d eaten of late was wedged inside her bowels, pressing against her side. Smelling herself, she could smell a part of all the places she’d been: the old carpet from Dario Onai’s office; the rotting food of the Crosses’ home; the hairspray and tar of the Simmonses’; and Connor’s place, which smelled of hot coffee and that late-night outside odor not unlike a dog’s coat. And then there was her own house, deeper in the fabric of her shirt, in the pores of her flesh. Unwashed sheets, oily pillows; overflowing garbage, clogged sink; the build-up beneath the toilet seat, the cold, dull chunks of hardened mud on the floor; plaster, and trapped musk; ash.
She pulled away from the tree. The world pulled away from her. She righted herself and fought back the encephalitic swell of exhaustion building in her skull. She and Stephen had sworn to one another they wouldn’t fall apart, for their daughter’s sake, and yet the closer they came to her, the more they unraveled.
Even though she looked like something that might’ve crawled out of the cemetery behind them, truth be told, she hadn’t felt more alive. Where her body bucked and begged for a bed, it simultaneously stung and sparked. Her hands shook. Her calves tightened. Her mind wavered and wandered, and yet its focus was a drill boring through the center of her forehead. Fight-or-flight gave way to fight-or-fight, and soon she was imagining the floorplans of Ved’s house and the things she might do to him out of need or want.
She thought of everything, but she did not think of Filipa.
“Phone have any battery left in it?” Stephen asked.
“No,” she said, without checking.
“We’re on our own.”
“Haven’t we always been?”
Linnéa licked her lips and took the lead. She hurried across the road and ran up Ved’s yard. The soil squelched; tufts of recently cut grass climbed into the air and scattered with the wind. She looked to her left and right for nosy neighbors, but there was no one. There might not have been for years now.
Slowing down, Linnéa and Stephen crouch-stepped up the porch. She went to the front door and pressed her ear against it. Nothing.
“Is it locked?” Stephen asked.
She hadn’t tried, but when she did, it was.
Hearing that, they broke apart, going their separate ways across the porch, overturning every rock and empty flower pot for the possibility of a spare key.
Getting discouraged, Stephen said, “Lin, Six Pillars is right around the corner. We should get one of the cops to come and…”
Linnéa toed a loose board. “Why? They can’t do nothing without a warrant or probable cause.” She pressed into it harder. The board turned upwards. Taped to the underside of it was a grimy key.
“He might not be our guy.”
She grabbed the key and hurried back to the door.
“He’s got to know something. Seen something.”
She held her breath and pushed the key into the lock.
“Could be a decent man for all we know.”
She turned it. The bolt gave itself to her.
“We have to do this.”
Stephen closed his eyes, nodded, and pushed the front door open, and together, they stepped inside, closing the door behind them.
Whatever gore-stained, semen-slickened slaughter they might’ve imagined Ved’s house to be, it was not. It was, if nothing else, quaint. It was warm and smelled like apple cinnamon. The hardwood floors, though old, were spotless. The walls were a calming blue and covered in cheap, offensively normal canvases with inspirational quotes written in cursive on them, such “Live Life to the Fullest” and “A Happy Wife is a Happy Life.” Something Bethany might hang up.
Pressing farther into the house, they found the living room with white carpet and a single couch draped in knitted blankets of kittens and puppies. There was an old tube TV with a wood paneled encasing, like something the Crosses’ might own, and bent bunny ears covered in foil atop it.
Heading into the kitchen from the living room, Linnéa stopped Stephen with her hand and sniffed the air. There was another scent here. It was faint, lingering like smoke does above a candle. She breathed it in. Rose vanilla. Rose vanilla lotion. The same kind Filipa would wear.
A surge of adrenaline shot through Linnéa with such strength she almost fainted. She sniffed the air and hunted for its source. It grew stronger and stronger as she went back across the living room, muddying the carpet with her shoes.
Then she found it, the source. On a coffee table tucked against couch, in the corner. It was a picture in a bronze picture frame. The picture was black and white, and of a woman she never really knew, but still had come to know all the same.
It was a picture of her mother, Agnes.
Linnéa reached for it, and then turned away. She tore through the house. In the kitchen, she found a nice table with a red and white-checkered cloth draped over it. A plate with a spoon and fork were set there, with a mug, too, that read across it, Bethany Simmons’ Consulting.
She started ripping out the drawers in the kitchen, unsure of what she was looking for, but finding things all the same. Mismatched cutlery—three forks, three spoons, four butter knives, and four ceramic knives—and mail. Junk mail, mostly, but mail; not addressed to 707 Meridian Avenue or even Ved Matcira, but to Six Pillars—to Linnéa and Stephen, Ellen and Richard, Bethany and Todd, and Trent.
Stephen, taken aback, whispered, “Is this all from our…?”
Linnéa grabbed one of the ceramic knives and, seething, cut down the hallway.
She kicked opened the bathroom. There were four half empty bottles of shampoo in the shower, and four crumpled tubes of toothpaste on the sink.
She shouldered into a bedroom. Ved’s bedroom. Inside was a child’s bed that looked as if it had spent some time on the street, waiting to be collected by the garbage collectors. A pink pillow crowned it, a child’s blanket depicting camouflaged soldiers covered it. In the middle of the bed was a book. Filipa’s favorite. The one about changelings.
“Oh my god,” Stephen choked out.
Linnéa turned out of the room, nearly stabbing him, and made for the last door at the end of the hall.
She gripped the knife until it hurt and opened the door.
Three descending stairs.
And darkness.
She flipped the switch with her knife-hand. She braced herself for the cries of children, but they never came. She told herself they were here, and then she went looking for them.
Linnéa went slowly at first, but the harder her heart beat, the faster she went, until she was nearly tripping over her feet to get to the bottom of the stairs.
“Lin, wait,” Stephen cautioned her.
But she threw caution to the wind, banished it for good and all time, and plunged down the last of the steps. The cold basement floor met her feet and she caught herself.
The basement could’ve been a dead ringer to Connor’s, but whereas his had been basically a cave, Ved’s was a workshop. A long, wooden bench stretched most of the length of the basement under a series of still-burning and loosely suspended lights.
Beyond the table were a small chair and a small TV. It was still on, and it was playing recorded footage of someone driving through a neighborhood. Their neighborhood.
Stephen grabbed Linnéa’s free hand, but she wouldn’t let him have it for long. There were things on the table that needed her attention. He would have to wait. For just a little bit longer, he would have to wait.
First, she went to the pictures. The pictures of Filipa. The pictures of Darlene, Charles, and Jimmy. Pictures of them outside, or inside, having been taken through a window. There were pictures of them going to school and going to bed; of them in towels, their tiny bodies still wet from their showers.
Linnéa punched the table. Stephen took the side of it in both hands and gripped it hard enough to crack it.
Then she went to the pictures of the houses. Of all the entrances and exits. And the blueprints. There were windows and rooms circled and arrows pointing to walls.
Trembling, barely able to contain herself, her hands dragged more things across the table towards her. Pamphlets from the Disciples of God. A napkin with the name Chelsea—the teen in the white van?—and her number on it. Another decal with the Price Homes logo on it for the truck. A few empty, unmarked prescription bottles atop it. A bible with the Disciples of God’s branding on the front of it. A drawing of Brooksville Manor with illegible notes scrawled in the margins. More pill bottles. Files. Files on the children. One for each of them. But they began with images and descriptions of their parents.
Filipa. There was Filipa’s. And there was Linnéa and Stephen. And under their names… one word: Unworthy.
“Lin,” Stephen whispered.
With such tunnel vision, she hadn’t noticed what he was holding.
In his hands, he had a thick bundle of vermillion veins. They writhed in his hands, and reached up to drink the tears from his cheeks.
But then she realized that wasn’t what he was talking about.
There was something else.
Someone else.
Someone standing behind her.
She spun around, knife out, slinging the evidence out in front of her.
Ved Matcira stood on the basement steps, both hands in his corduroy’s pockets, neither impressed nor surprised. A strand of blond hair swept across his face, catching on his thin, crooked glasses. There was a scar on his lips, and scars on his wrists where the skin was exposed. He stood to one side, not intentionally, but because one leg was shorter than the other.
When he opened his mouth, a few of his teeth were missing, and those that weren’t were stained red.
But before he could say anything, Linnéa and Stephen screamed, “Where are they? Where the fuck are they?”
“Where we left them,” he said, laughing.
Linnéa ran up to him, grabbed him by the shirt, and shoved the knife into his stomach, into his bellybutton, barely breaking the skin.
Ved winced.
“Where?” Stephen cried.
“At home,” he said. “There’s a child in every home now.”
Holding his arms behind his back, Linnéa shoved Ved out of the house, while Stephen led the way. He didn’t drag his heels or try to fight back; he went calmly, willingly—his pursed lips passing no protest. To Linnéa, his silence was maddening, and she made him suffer for it, by twisting his arms and applying a crushing pressure to his wrist. She drove the ceramic knife into his spine and made superficial carvings there. He bled, but he was not bothered.
“Are they okay?” Linnéa screamed into his ear. She noticed his truck wasn’t here. Had he parked it elsewhere? Did he have an accomplice?
Crossing the street, reaching the cemetery, Stephen wheeled around them like a caged animal. “Answer her!” he shouted, stabbing his finger into Ved’s boney side. “Answer her, goddamn it!”
“Yes,” Ved said.
Linnéa and Stephen looked at one another, their faces going red from holding their breath.
“They’re taken care of.”
Stephen wrenched Ved by the collar of his shirt.
Linnéa drove the knife deeper into his back, steering him across the grass and graves.
Stephen hurried to the car, opened the doors. “They’re still alive? They’re at home?”
Ved nodded.
Linnéa slammed him into the car. “Use your fucking words,” she said, pushing him into the backseat, going in after him. She pinned him, her knee in his stomach, the knife to his neck. “Talk!”
Stephen dropped into the driver’s seat and started up the car. The smell of burnt rubber poured through the vents as he peeled out of the parking lot.
Ved swallowed hard; the knife threatened to impale his Adam’s apple. “What do—” he coughed, “—want to know?”
“Did you touch them? Did you hurt them?” She drove her knee into his stomach, until he looked as if he might vomit. “I swear to god…”
Ved’s eyes shone vermillion. “You will, soon enough. And no, we did not lay a hand on them, except to take them.”
“We?” Stephen stared into the rear-view mirror. “We? How many?”
“Hundreds,” Ved said, laughing.
Linnéa spit in his face. “Don’t you dare.”
“Every one of you had it coming.”
Stephen jerked the wheel to the left, slinging Linnéa and Ved across the backseat.
Before he could think of going out the door, Linnéa was back on top of him again; this time with the knife’s blade bearing down on his cock.
“What do you mean?” she said, giving everything she had to stop herself from castrating him right then and there.
Like most men, the threat of losing his balls got Ved talking. “You weren’t good parents. You don’t deserve your children. You’ll turn them into you.”
The accusations hit Linnéa harder than she expected.
Honking horns blasted the car as Stephen sped through a stop sign.
“God will take care of them.”
Stephen cried, “Are you with the Disciples?”
“Absolutely.”
“Did they make you do this?”
Ved tongued the scar on his lip. “No one makes me do anything anymore. Not anymore. Not anymore. But they did ask. They asked a lot of us. Us like me.”
Linnéa pressed her weight into him. “Who? Who did? The people from your church?” She paused, overworked her brain. “The kids in the van? The police? The people coming in from out of town?”
“All of the above,” Ved said.
Stephen whipped around a corner. The entrance to Six Pillars was no more than twenty seconds away.
“The… other parents?” Linnéa whispered.
“In their own way,” he said.
She slapped him, stabbed the knife into his scrotum.
He whimpered and tried to shake her off, but there was a new fear that had a hold on him. A dormant fear. An unresolved fear. Not weakness, but instinct. His body went hard all over, and she imagined it a shield behind which his mind could hide. He’d been here before. She wasn’t the first mother to do this to him.
Stephen turned into Six Pillars and hauled it towards their home.
“I don’t think you’ll have anything to worry about,” Ved said, admiring the houses on the street as they ran past the glass in a muddled blur. “Filipa was the favorite.”
Stephen rolled down his window, shouted to neighbors on the street, “Get help! Call the police!”
Whatever hope Linnéa had felt before was gone. “What are you talking about?”
“They tried to tell you.”
The shadows, she realized.
“A month is a long time,” Ved said. “I would know. God, I would know. But I wouldn’t worry.”
The car bounced up. Stephen hopped the sidewalk and drove through half their neighbor’s yard before screeching to a stop in their own driveway.
“Wouldn’t worry?” Linnéa’s throat constricted. Her mouth filled with spit. “Wouldn’t worry?”
Stephen got out of the car, opened the rear door.
“Your house does smell, though,” Ved said. He started to laugh. “Do you think something might’ve died in the walls?”
A child in every home.
Linnéa grabbed him by his throat and backed out of the car, dragging him with her. When he hit the ground, she kicked him in the face. His lip popped open; a bright geyser of blood shot across the driveway.
Leaving him there, she grabbed the keys from Stephen, unlocked the trunk.
Seeing what she was doing, Stephen grabbed Ved underneath his arms, barely lifted him to his feet.
Together, they pushed Ved into the trunk, slammed it shut, and locked it.
From across the street: “What’s going on?”
Linnéa turned around. Bethany Simmons was standing at her front door. Ellen and Richard Cross were next to their car, about to leave. And Trent Resin was checking his mailbox.
“Did you hear about Brooksville Manor? It just collapsed out of nowhere!”
She tried to tell them what was going on, but the words were lodged in her throat, held back by their impossibility.
“The kids,” Stephen cried. “The kids are in the houses!”
While the other parents stood there dumbfounded, Linnéa and Stephen rushed into the house. Hand shaking, it took Stephen a good ten seconds to unlock the door. When he did, they spilled across the threshold—an avalanche of scrabbling desperation—and bounded up the staircase.
They ran down the hall, into their room. Linnéa jumped onto the bed, outstretched her hands to the two black smudges on the ceiling.
“Filipa? Filipa? Baby?”
She stood on the tips of her toes. She focused as hard as she could on the smudges.
A gust of wind. That foul smell of rot. And a fleck of plaster.
The smudges weren’t smudges, but tiny holes.
Peepholes… for the person on the other side.
“No, no, no!” Stephen ran out of the room, came back a minute later with a mildewed 2x4 he’d used to line his garden. “Watch out!”
He stumbled onto the bed.
“Filipa, we’re coming!” Linnéa said.
And then he drove the 2x4 into the ceiling, bashing through the eggshell-like plaster. It slipped into the darkness inside the walls, came back out covered in a black, viscous material.
“Honey!” Linnéa dropped off the bed, ran into Filipa’s room, grabbed the stool from in front of her vanity, and came back in and dropped it on the bed, so she could get closer to the ceiling. “You have to move. Daddy’s going to get you…”
Stephen, grunting, crying, rammed the board into the ceiling again, faster and faster, harder and harder, carving it away with a frenzied intensity.
First came the cloying smell of decay.
Then pieces of ceiling covered in piss and shit.
“I see something,” Linnéa said, on top of the stool. She reached for the gap in the ceiling, sinking her hands into the fleshy mush that rimmed it. “I see…”
The ceiling buckled, and in a cradle of rot and ropes, Filipa fell through. In that morbid moment, time slowed to a stop, as if to taunt Linnéa and Stephen, to show them what couldn’t possibly be.
To show them their daughter’s raw, meat-red body, bloated and dried-out; to show them where the hair had fallen from her head, where the teeth had dropped from her gums; to show them the flesh and muscle ripping away from her bones as she plummeted to the floor; to show them her empty eye sockets, and all the times she must’ve watched them at night; to show them her twisted mouth, and all the times she must’ve wanted to call out, to tell them how close she was, how easy she would’ve been to save.
And then time was done with them.
Filipa’s body burst apart when it hit the ground. Putrefied organs leaked out of her orifices in a rancid stew. Her flesh pulled apart and her bones drifted. She split down the middle, like two continents separating, and between them, an ocean of gore in which only Linnéa’s and Stephen’s images were captured.
Shock sent Linnéa careening through the house. Off her rails, she was out of her mind, screaming and beating her chest as she ran, crawled, and ran down the hall, down the stairs.
She cried out with words that weren’t words, making silent sounds only the loneliness of stars might know. She threw herself through the front door, tripped, and fell onto the stone walkway. The rocks bit her knees, bled her hands. She vomited all over herself.
She rocked back and forth, back and forth, grinding herself harder and harder into the stone, searching for some horrible sensation to steal away this inhuman feeling inside her.
Back and forth, back and forth, she heard Ved in the trunk, trying to kick and punch his way out.
Back and forth, back and forth, she heard Stephen coming down the stairs, wailing so hard he might never speak again.
Back and forth, back and forth, she began to lie to herself about the body in the bedroom, about having had a daughter at all, about—
A gunshot exploded through Six Pillars.
Linnéa reared back and fell on her haunches.
Trent Resin lay dead on the front lawn of his house, a trail of smoke pouring out of the hole in his head. Before him, the body of Charles Resin lay, all bones, but for the face attached like a mask to his skull.
Then she looked to the Simmonses’ house and she saw Ellen sitting on the porch, a cigarette in one hand, the blue baby blanket of her son, Jimmy, in the other. Everything she held was covered in blood, and she was smiling.
And then she looked to the Crosses’ house, where at first there was nothing, and then, there were three men coming up to it from the down the road. In their hands they held multi-colored stones and necklaces. When they reached the house, the front door opened and Ellen and Richard Cross emerged, their hands folded in prayer, their eyes cast to the ground. They were shouting about something, but Linnéa couldn’t make sense of the English language anymore.
At least, not after what she saw; after what came behind Ellen and Richard. A frail shape. Bound in rope. Covered in blood. A little girl of eleven or twelve. She wore a cloak of vermillion veins and walked upon a carpet of them, too. They moved when she moved. They were her, and she was them.
Before Linnéa and Stephen hanged themselves in their living room, they watched the news report on the whole thing. Darlene Lillian Cross claimed to have survived only by listening to God’s will. She told the reporters she would only answer to the name Lillian, and that she would only listen to the word of the true God.
For she was the only one on this world who could hear Its message, and for this world, It had a message.
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Judas remembers more than he should, and no one else can know that.
He remembers Lillian from the television; all the fire and brimstone she spewed; all the fire and brimstone she’d brought.
He remembers when the ground opened up and out of Hell, Heaven came—a winding maelstrom of veins and blasphemous germinations.
He remembers the well-dressed corpses in their gleaming coffers; the lies they told, the lies they sold; the parishioners they purchased by the millions, while they salivated over the property and prospects in the loaming Deep.
He remembers when the bombs fell and the bullets flew—a unified wave of killing hate stirred and sown and grown to drown the discord and discontent that surrounded Lux, Earth’s self-proclaimed last hope and savior.
He remembers, as he looks to the horizon, that once there’d been a God, and now It is no more.
Abandoned by his Creator, he remembers no greater pain.
That is, until that dreaded day, when everything was taken away.
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Judas has been following this river beside him for as long as it’s been here. He knows its every bend. Though the water changes, the river remains the same. Its history is in the soil, and in the shape it has taken, despite the shapes it might take. Judas admires this about the river. He sees himself in its waters, hears himself in the strange syllables they speak. If others were to stand beside him and see him reflected as he does, they would understand. But along this river, he walks alone, for he is a needle passing through the fabric of time, undoing what others have done, sewing himself in where he does not belong.
Ahead, ruin. Against the smeared horizon, a piece of a town stands. Uprooted, overturned, and hurled into these wetland wilds, jagged shards of cement protrude from the ground. Beyond them, at their center, two homes have been fused together by Heaven’s heat. There is also half a bakery. Having been there before, Judas knows there is no food to be found—only the remnants of those who might’ve tried to steal it. The walls, floor, and ceiling of the bakery are caked in large, dried explosions of gore, as if the building, when it had been picked up, had been shaken violently, the same way a child would shake to snuff a box of bugs.
Judas is not here for the ruins. He is here to eat.
He takes the knife out of his belt and goes quietly towards the wreckage. The slippery mud of the riverbank gives way to gurgling grass. Skinny mosquitoes looking to get fat fly about his head, but he doesn’t dare swat them away. He knows better. Everyone in these parts does.
At this early morning hour, the clouds appear curdled, but for a moment, as Judas approaches the ruins, they loosen and part. Not much light comes through—the sun is slow to wake, and most days has its back to the world—but there is something. A glimpse of the sky, and the landmasses in it, weeping rubble. From the underside of raw earth, massive vermillion veins hang; some are even long enough to reach the ground. People are said to have had climbed them, and gone with the islands into the stars. Judas has had people try to tell him that the landmasses are from Europe, but he’s never left this country before. All he knows is that everything is coming apart; nothing wants to be here anymore.
The distraction disappears. Judas puts it out of his mind. He hurries to the cement shards and passes between them. The smell is strongest at the fused houses. Like most these days, he follows his nose as if it were the Word of God. At least when it came to the syllables of starvation, they didn’t need an interpreter like Lillian to tell them what it all meant.
Minding the rubble, Judas moves to the houses and presses himself against the charred seam that’d brought them together. God’s unification hadn’t been of people, but of the things they’d created. That which hadn’t been swallowed down Its throat had been smashed together. Even the continents were changed. This world hadn’t been good to God, so God had Its way with the world and molded it into something that it might be in the eons to come. But like the river behind Judas, this world was still the world he knew, unrecognizable as it might; somewhere beneath the scar tissue, the rotting flesh, the putrefying organs, there were bones.
The smell makes Judas’ stomach rumble. Battling with his hunger, he twists his body until he looks like a twisted tree. He squeezes the knife, catches his reflection in the rusted blade. He was a tree, wasn’t he? Skinny, bare. Pale, coarse; sad. He’d ignored his roots for so long, and kept them moving when they needed to take. But things were different now. He can settle, and settle in for the long nights to come. He doesn’t have to go at it alone.
Salivating, Judas climbs into the house through what might have been a window. He crosses what might have been a living room. If he has learned anything from all this, it was that everything you could ever need could be found in the dark. The shadows were small sanctuaries. If the Lillians had ever taught him anything, it was that Heaven was in the low places.
He goes as deep as he can into the house, letting his nose guide him, and then goes deeper still. Not touching the piles of wreckage in the house’s furthest corner, he searches for fissures and, finding them, slips through. That’s where most people were these days. In the cracks, waiting to die as they waited things out.
Coming out of the fissure, Judas finds no one in the dark pocket on the other side. His eyes don’t need much light to work with, so he leaves the wreckage where it is and picks over the blackness.
There are a lot of cans of food. All of them are empty. The labels have been torn off and probably eaten. There are plastic soda bottles; most of them are filled with piss. Animal feces cultivate a small kingdom of flies in a recess. Stained cardboard and soiled linens stand in place of a bed. A few magazines about women’s health, do-it-yourself home improvements, and musical instruments are splayed out along the ground; pleasure, purpose, and past-time.
Judas can’t find any weapons aside from the sharp edges of the aluminum cans. He takes a seat in the makeshift room of a makeshift life. It wouldn’t be long now. It couldn’t be long now.
He dozes off. He dreams of the families he’s known. They offer them his faces. It was nice to know they still fit.
Judas jerks awake. There had been a noise, either in this world or the one inside his head, but there had been a noise. He knows what he wants it to be; his mind goes elsewhere.
North of here, deep in the swamp, there is a village called Traesk. Hundreds of Night Terrors are said to live there. To Judas, there is nothing more frightening than them. Pretentious, entitled, and narcissistic, the semi-organized tribe of sociopaths have dedicated their entire existence into “balancing” the human race by engaging in the very same behaviors they supposedly condemn in the “Corrupted.” At night, they sneak into towns and villages and rape and murder humans by the handfuls. Those women that are raped but are not fortunate enough to die afterwards sometimes give birth to demonic offspring that have been known to eviscerate entire families before being put down.
People call them Night Terrors, but Judas prefers to remember what they were called in the Old World: flesh fiends. It is important to him not to forget these things. A terrorist is a terrorist until it is on your television, at your table; accepted, celebrated; normalized.
The movement softens. Judas draws to the fissure and listens. He hopes it is a Night Terror. Some have chosen to wear the skulls of Lord animals rather than the skulls and flesh of humans. Those animal skulls fetch a nice price. Even in a world as hopeless as this one, oversized beasts and beautiful mutations can open mouths and wallets.
The hunger finds him again. With the knife in his hand, he thinks of cutting out his stomach. He has to stop doing this to himself.
The sounds draw nearer to the house. Footsteps. Long nails clicking against cement. He hears panting—two kinds—and rustling. Someone speaks. A man like himself, or so they all say. A Night Terror, perhaps. It could be a Lillian, which is not an issue, except the Lillians tend to move in droves, like locusts, eating away their host’s good will until nothing is left but prejudice and discrimination. Judas has killed his fair share of Lillians, but anyone more than one body wouldn’t do him any good. He has others waiting on him. Their mouths are not meant for human meat. Not yet, in any case.
They are inside the house, outside the fissure. Judas hears mumbling. Something heavy and filled with metal is set down. More panting, and a high-pitched whine.
Guided by hunger, Judas forsakes patience and pushes into the fissure. The knife leads the way, as it always has. The smell is overwhelming. He weeps.
A gasp. Bare, dry feet sounding scratchy on stone. Snarling.
Judas stops at the fissure’s midpoint. He’s been spotted.
On the other side, an old man stands in sweat pants and a grey hoodie. There are holes in his clothes from where he’s been hurt; the bloodstains around them are proof of that. He had been obese once; curtains of loose skin sag from his frame. Judas can’t see this, but he has before.
At Judas’ feet lie what might be his most prized possessions.
To his right, a stuffed sack of canned goods topped off with a rod of skewered squirrels. Winter wouldn’t be long now, and this was meant to see him through hibernation.
To his left, a dog. A mangy thing with greasy, matted fur. A quivering thing with wet, lifeless eyes and a pink, snarling mouth. It snaps at its master, perhaps out of confusion, or simply out of disappointment. It knows what’s coming, and the old man, by fire and stars, had promised otherwise.
Judas keeps pushing through the fissure, his eyes locked on the old man’s.
The old man turns to run, but makes fists instead and stays where he stands. There is nowhere else to go. There is nowhere better for him and his but this.
The knife scrapes against the fissure, issuing knells. It catches on the edge and then, as Judas moves free from the wreckage, it stabs through the air. Like a magnet, the blade is drawn to where it belongs.
Through flesh, in bone.
One for him, one for them.
The journey home is long. Judas goes by sun, and when he gets there, will be greeted by moon. He steers clear of the northern swamps of Traesk and dares not go farther south than needed to avoid drawing the attention of the Lillian sentries outside Cathedra. His place is in the east, far from the black city of Vold, where once he lived and now lives again. In that day, they called it Bitter Springs. Nowadays, they call it nothing at all.
Judas carries the dead dog in his arms and the sack over his shoulder. It is slow going on a stomach so stuffed. Through the fields and forests, he is vulnerable, but he knows no other way. There are things he can do to protect himself if needed, but he’d rather not. Some masks worn too long tend to crumble when removed.
This wasteland is one unending rupture. Where once there had been roads and cities and countless neighborhoods, there are now only the gaping wounds from which God’s wanting veins came through. After all these years, Judas still finds these scenes too surreal. Some say God did not die, that It slumbers. And if that is true, then the Earth left behind is one of Its nightmares. Or, perhaps, Its most stirring fantasy.
Judas sees the forest and makes for the trees. Dark things dwell in the heart of the Heartland. Not just Night Terrors or Lillians, but inhuman things. Fanged beasts, winged terrors; skittering hordes. Ancient horrors from myth and Membrane, ready to find their place in a world once cut-off from them.
But hostilities remain. Judas reaches the trees and slips into their wooded embrace. There is a heat in the air, like a wick quickly burning down to the wax.  An inevitable clash is coming; something to swallow this rallying fire of freedom whole. He is not alone here.
Shouting. Gunshots.
Judas looks back and sees a lone truck struggling up and down the ruptures outside the forest. Gathered round it is a camouflaged gang of angry men and women. Those in the truck’s bed have the guns; those around the truck do not. They have torches and stakes and sharp pieces of silver fixed onto sticks, like spears.
Judas runs faster. The Corrupted don’t know they want him, but they will, and if they don’t, they’ll find a reason.
Their game isn’t far, and realizing that, Judas sees their victims in the northern part of the forest, not walking or running, but dashing between the boughs.
He sees the twenty or so vampyres in their conservative school uniforms. They are aged between five and twelve, and their hands are split from finger to wrist, as the mouths inside their palms plead with gnashes and hisses to suck dry the flesh bags that trail them. But the little girls and little boys show no sign of stopping. Combat is not their concern. They are desperate, and of late, endangered.
The lamias are slower. They slither from tree to tree on their serpentine bellies, while their feminine top-halves exert every muscle beneath their coppery skin to hurl them through the canopy. Unlike the vampyres, there is no question as to whether they are considering standing their ground. A lamia’s scales, colored in accordance to their temperament and toxicity, fetch a fetching price in the right markets. Judas expects that most of the fleeing lamias are responsible for the deaths of the mob’s many children. They will not be killed. They will be taken alive, first to be raped, then to be flayed, and then, when thoughts of revenge and acts of posturing have lost their taste, the lamias will be discarded, left to the cruelness of nature for their cruel nature.
Judas goes his own way. The Great Hunt will go on whether he does something or not. The Corrupted have decided that creatures such as the vampyres and lamias are the ones responsible for the Trauma. Even now it is easier to make fists than to point their fingers at themselves.
A lamia is sniped from the boughs. It cries out and hits the ground. The mob and pick-up truck close in. Its brethren do not stop, nor do the vampyres with which they’ve aligned themselves. Because the Nameless Forest is farther still, and for now, their only sanctuary.
Judas makes it home with a pack of strays trailing him. They smell the blood on his breath, and are desperate for the corpse of their own he’s been carrying. He sets down the old man’s dog like an offering. When the strays move, stiff and scared, Judas takes off his mask and does what needs to be done.
Mary’s heard the commotion. It would’ve been strange had she not. Their home is underground, beneath the shattered remains of Bitter Springs, but you don’t have to hear pain to know it’s near. You develop an organ for it. It makes you itch, like an allergy; on your neck, on the back of your hands. She’s scratching at herself when she flips the fallout shelter’s door back and comes halfway up the ladder.
Judas gets dressed and glances back. She is a pretty thing, framed by ruin or not. He would be lucky to have a wife like her, but for now, he’s just a guest in her home, with her two pretty daughters, Harper and Jane. They don’t know yet. His shape is the same, and they can’t yet see behind his eyes.
Surrounded by the broken bodies of “man’s best friend,” Judas laughs. He starts to drag the dogs in by their legs, and she comes out to help. He hands her the bag of canned goods with the skewered squirrels and she goes back with it under the ground, like a pilfering goblin.
They will eat well tonight. She, lonely and with needs of her own, will still be hungry when the fires have gone low and coals have begun to cool. He will have to think of something to keep her away. He is running out of excuses.
Judas drags the last of the dogs to the metal door and drops them down into the dark. He looks up to the sky and sees a green mist like a halo around the moon.
There is a sickness in the stars tonight. Or maybe there always had been. You see what you want to see.
God should’ve known better, he considers, closing the door over him as he descends down the ladder. It’s troubling that It didn’t.
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They had dog for dinner, and dog for breakfast. Seeing Harper and Jane tear into the animals with their grubby fingers didn’t surprise Judas as much as it used to with the others. Pets were things of the past. Companionship didn’t count for much where a life could be lived from sunrise to sunset. Mary’s daughters had never known anything different, and never would. They, their mother’s only dreams, had been born into this nightmare.
“It’s such a nice day out,” Mary says to them.
Judas laughs.
She does not.
Harper and Jane have not seen the sun in some time. Like flowers feeling the first drops of rain after a long drought, they straighten up, and take off around the fallout shelter. There is not much room down there to run, so it is only a few seconds before they are swarming Judas, tugging on his shirt, jumping on him.
They smell like wet fur and blood as they whine in unison, “Please, daddy! Please!”
Judas is not their father. And if he were, he would not allow either of them to set foot outside of here. But he has a part to play; not to hide, but to pay for this gift in which he hides.
Mary sends Judas up the ladder. He tells the girls to be quiet while they put on their coats. Unlocking the hatch and pushing it back, sunlight floods the shelter, sending Harper and Jane scurrying for the comforts of dark.
“Find some shade,” Mary calls after him.
They want to go outside, and the first thing they ask for is to be out of the light. Before stepping off the ladder, Judas glances back and sees Mary’s preparing for a picnic.
He lowers the shelter’s door slowly. It clicks rather than clanks into place. Sound carries in the wasteland, and when it echoes back, he doesn’t want anything coming with it.
Bitter Springs, or what remains of it, is hard to look at. Having been so close to God, the town could not hold in Its presence. There is little left, and even less to recognize. Most buildings simply disappeared. They, along with almost every sewage pipe, power line, and other utilities, had been ripped off and out of the ground. What’s left is piles of rubble and hills of dirt, and the blighted and hewn forest they once called Maidenwood. It does not offer much in the way of cover, and yet because of where the town is, it is almost invisible.
Fifty miles from what used to be Bitter Springs’ outskirts, and across the soured, stagnated Tri-County river, is Bedlam, the birthplace of Lillian, God’s speaker and the leader of the Lillians. It is a holy site caught in a constant conflict between the religious order and those who have decided to live there. Some say they fight just to fight, while others say the aggression is being stoked by Vold to keep the Lillians scattered and stupid. Either way, with everyone there, or held up in the much closer ruins of Brooksville, it leaves Bitter Springs ignored.
Judas goes out a quarter mile from the fallout shelter and circles it. The wind howls in his ears with sharp warnings he has yet to heed. “Go back inside,” it seems to say some days. And on others, “You should not be here.”
Farther on, the morning fog clings like cotton. It is dark, though, and putrescent in color. The Putrid Prince had passed through these parts last night. Its taint lingers. Judas isn’t sure of the creature’s intent, but like the Night Terrors, the roaming cloud of disease appears to be targeting humans exclusively; more specifically, those Corrupted who do not bear the crimson defect. It used to kill them, but now it consumes them, repurposes them into contagious colonies. Mary, Harper, and Jane have Corruption, but Judas still insists on being precautious. It seems like something he would do, and therefore, something he should do.
Judas makes his way back to the fallout shelter. For a moment, he slips off the mask and trains his eyes and nose on his surroundings. He smells the pack of dogs he killed last night, and sees their blood blinking in the soil. He takes his senses farther out into the wilderness, probing every piece of debris and detritus that he can see for shapes and smells. Animals, rodents mostly, and stinking bones stand out to him in his stomach’s eye, but nothing of the human or humanoid variety. For now, they are alone here.
“Dad—”
Harper’s voice breaks likes a violin string.
On the ladder, holding the door over her head, she’s seen him without his mask.
Judas turns away from her and calls forth the flesh. Like clothes in a closet, they hang silently in the dark, waiting to be put on. His closet has gotten so full, he loses track of what he’s stolen over the years.
Harper persists. “Dad?”
She’s climbed out of the shelter. She’s coming towards him.
Judas walks away from her. The pressure slows his perusing. The flesh is here somewhere. He has to choose the right one. He can’t do this to them.
“Dad, what’s wrong with your—”
He’s found it, or thinks he has. She’s close enough to touch him, and she will, with those small, warm, dirty hands of hers, because she is a child, and eight, and like the blind, she has to feel something to truly understand it.
He needs to see his reflection, but everywhere he looks, there is only overgrown destruction. His mirror is behind him.
So, heart beating and nearly breaking, he turns to face her.
Harper stops. She grinds her heel. One eyebrow arches after the other. “Dad?” she whispers.
He doesn’t say anything.
“Never mind.” She smiles and grabs his hand. “Is it okay? Can we? Please?”
Judas would rather wait until the fog lifts to be sure, but by the confused happiness on Harper’s face, he’s not sure he can. She’s his confederate. She knows what she saw, but for their sake, she’s willing to forget it.
When God left, it was the children who learned the quickest about how to survive.
“Well, I don’t hear your father yelling up there,” Mary says from inside the shelter.
Jane, seven, comes from the ground with a basket in her mouth.
“So, it must be okay,” Mary finishes, emerging from behind her daughter. She has a tarp folded over her arm and a bottle of wine in her hand.
Judas wishes Mary hadn’t brought the bottle of wine. It was special to her and her husband, and he has no idea as to why.
Mary drops the fallout shelter’s door. It clanks loudly, breaking this sad serenity. She tightens her shoulders, cringes, and says, “Oops.”
Judas spins in place. He searches the fog, but in it, nothing stirs. Only the dead world he once knew. Day by day, it’s breaking down. Sometimes it’s so loud, you might even think it’s raining. Jane, sentimental as ever, told him once that the sound was the planet crying. He liked that, but he didn’t like knowing why it wept. Because it was falling apart? Or because others wouldn’t let it?
“Are we okay?” Mary asks.
Judas nods. “Good as it’s going to get.”
Harper and Jane turn to one another like two cowboys in a stand-off. Their excitement bubbles over into red blotches on their faces. But they are quiet. They know better.
Judas picks a place for their picnic. It’s farther away from the shelter than Mary might have anticipated, so when he points it out, she doesn’t say anything. And when he realizes he’s not acting himself, she can’t stop talking.
“I’m so sick of the shelter,” she says.
Mary holds one end of the tarp.
Harper and Jane share the opposite end.
“Same,” Harper says.
“Same,” Jane confirms.
Judas, left holding the basket of food and bottle of wine, watches as they lay out the tarp. Its crinkling sets his nerves on edge. He glances at the trees they’re under—three bulbous, conjoined trunks with clumps of hair for leaves—and then back at the shelter. There’s about thirty or forty feet between them.
“Hey, Jude,” Mary says.
Judas snaps out of it. He smiles at her as a tune plays in his head. She’ll never understand, so he doesn’t bother to tell her.
“Sit, sit. Come on.” Mary waves him over as she and the girls plop down on the tarp.
“Sit, Daddy,” Harper says.
Jane points at the ground and growls, “Sit.”
Judas does as he’s told. Harper plods towards him and sits in his lap, while Jane does the same but with Mary. He’s been with the family for a month. This is the way it’s always been. He also knows that Harper likes hugs, whereas Jane likes kisses on the cheek—and they both can eat and cuss like sailors when their stomachs are empty and their patience has run out.
But they are children. They are mercurial. A fraction of the person they will be in ten year’s time. He knows how to love them without having to know them, because he had girls of his own once. Harper and Jane are not substitutes. He would not do that to them.
It is the woman across from him he has to understand. Mary’s wedding ring is a faded tattoo of interlocking shapes. His wedding band was a piece of copper, the skin underneath very faded. They had made the effort to have the ceremony, however small it might have been. That says a lot, and for Judas, not enough.
Mary reaches for the basket and says, “We have… honey—”
Harper and Jane wiggle.
“—and stale crackers!”
Harper claps.
Jane is less than impressed. “I’m tired of stale crackers,” she pouts.
Mary bounces her up and down with her legs. “I’m tired of ungrateful girls. Maybe we should just eat you.”
Jane squeals in anticipation of the tickles to come.
Judas quickly changes the subject. “We have wine.”
Harper licks her lips like a regular lush.
“For Mommy and Daddy,” he adds.
Now, Harper is pouting; arms crossed across her chest so tightly it has to hurt.
“Maybe just a little for the girls,” Mary says, slyly.
Judas tries to read the situation, but he’s tired. He’s been reading situations for weeks. If he’s going to keep this flesh, he has to let himself be comfortable in it.
“A little,” he says, gesturing with his fingers. “Only a little.”
Mary doles out the honey and stale crackers in equal portions to the girls, and then to him; then to herself. While Harper and Jane are crunching away, Mary takes out four thimbles. Judas figured out Mary used to be a seamstress for a community she and her husband lived in years ago on the west coast. She can stitch with just about anything, and can make clothes out of nothing. In the past, she would’ve been a social media darling. Now, all she has is all she is.
“One for Jane,” Mary says, filling a thimble.
Harper huffs.
“So sorry.” She smirks. “One for Harper.”
Harper lifts her chin. “The oldest.”
“We know,” Judas says, rolling his eyes.
Mary hands Harper the wine-filled thimble.
She goes to down it.
“Wait. Wait until we all have one. Then we’ll toast.”
Jane grabs her mother by the shirt. “We have toast?”
“No, we’ll toast.” Mary fills a thimble for Jane and hands it to her. “Words can mean different things. You’ll see.”
“That’s dumb,” Jane says, taking it.
“Used to be a lot more words,” Judas says.
He doesn’t know Mary’s age. Things get older quicker in this world these days. Without her clothes, after a wash, she looks like she’s in her early forties, but Judas isn’t sure. He didn’t look for long. But if she is, then there’s a chance, as a child, she knew what it was like to lose God.
Harper tips her head back and says, “What happened to them?”
“The words?” Judas puts his arms around her. “Stopped needing them. If there’s no more trees left in the world, and everyone forgets about them, do you need the word ‘tree’?”
“Yes,” Jane says, resolutely. “What if someone finds a tree?”
“Guess we’d have to call it something else.”
“Then it’s not a tree,” Harper says.
Judas smiles. “Guess not.”
“That’s dumb,” Jane repeats.
Mary gives a thimble to Judas. She holds his hand as he takes it. There are designs in her eyes. This means a lot to her. He doesn’t yet know why. It feels like the end of something. It’s a good feeling. He feels it in her fingers, the way she caresses the bones in his wrist. It sparks. It’s sensual.
Judas is the first to break the bond and holds the thimble up. “Ready when you are.”
Mary pours herself a thimble. “Before we toast. Not eat toast…”
She rubs her face against the top of Jane’s head and growls like a monster.
“We should pray.”
Judas lowers the thimble and holds Harper tighter. Sometimes, he forgets that Mary is a Lillian, or some crack of that fractured church. She doesn’t pray nor bring up God often, but when she does, she glows. Her eyes go wide and her mouth shakes, and she speaks in quiet, caustic tongues. Her belief is bottled up. Either she’s too embarrassed to let it out, or she’s too afraid of indulging too much, as if by doing so, one day it’ll be gone for good.
Harper and Jane squirm out of their respective parent’s lap and find a place for themselves on the tarp.
Judas had another look around. The fog was clearing. He can see clear into the distances beyond. If anything had heard the shelter door closing, then they’d know where to find it.
“Bless us, from the Deep, our God and these gifts we are about to consume from Your offering,” Mary says, voice rising higher and higher.
Judas moves to interrupt her, but her eyes are closed and she is closed to him. Even without his senses, he is sure something is watching them. It isn’t far. Maybe where the clouds cling like mold to the sky; beneath them, in that bramble of rubble. Twenty feet away.
“We give thanks to Lillian, God’s Speaker, for she is Its voice and our guide. Though we have sinned, we will soon sup at Its table.” Mary had added that last sentence herself. “Bless us, forgive us. Amen.”
“Amen,” Judas says, glad to have the prayer finished.
“Amen,” Harper says, drawing the thimble to her lips.
Jane is staring into the trees, like she’s seen something.
Mary nudges an “Amen” out of her.
“To us,” Judas says. He extends his thimble. This picnic has run its course.
“Is that the toast?” Jane asks.
“Not a very good one,” Mary says.
Harper agrees.
Judas glances behind them to the fallout shelter’s door. Past it, he makes out the black slit of the Tri-County river. Just beyond it, in the vapors, a holy war rages. He can’t see it, but he knows it’s there, and then he wonders: Why did they really choose this place to settle?
Playfully, anxiously, Judas says, “Go on, then. Show me how it’s done.”
Mary licks her lips and lingers on the thimble in her hand, in all their hands. Is that the tremor of an old addiction that moves through her?
“Tell them how we met,” she says.
“Yeah!” Harper and Jane shout.
Judas glances around to see if anything has heard them. But there is nothing, still. Just the quiet crumbling of the bones of the earth around them.
“You want me to tell it?” she asks.
He looks at her and sees disappointment. This is a well-rehearsed story to which he knows none of the lines. They might have even talked about this day, before the girls came to be. He’s going to have to let her down.
“I’m sorry,” he says. “Get us started, and I’ll fill in where you get it wrong.”
Mary snorts. “I’m sure you will. Well, your father and I met when we were very young.”
“Most beautiful thing I ever did see,” Judas adds. You can’t go wrong with something like that.
Mary shakes her head, smiles. “He was and is a charmer. My mommy and daddy didn’t like him very much.”
“Why?” Jane asks.
“Because he was a charmer. They called him a snake charmer.”
“What’s that?” Harper leans in.
“A liar of sorts.”
“You were a liar?” Jane asks him.
He shrugs.
“We all lie to get by, sometimes,” Mary says. “But you two won’t.”
“Because it’s bad,” Harper says.
“Butt kisser,” Jane snaps.
Judas nudges Jane, nearly spilling his thimble.
Mary straightens up at this, then relaxes when not a drop falls.
“Your daddy and I used to live on the other side of this land. Really far away. I thought he was cute, but he was shy. He wouldn’t talk to me.”
Judas says, “You intimidated me,” and that seems to work.
“My family did a little better than his. That’s also why they didn’t like him. But I watched him a lot, and I knew he was sweet.”
“And I was sweet on you.”
Mary touches her neck, like she’s checking for a pulse. “Your daddy saved me from a bad man.”
She has Judas’ attention.
“The bad man… wanted to hurt me.” Mary pauses. “And your daddy saved me. He pushed him off the Tower.”
The Tower? Judas pretends to be strong.
“You killed a man, Daddy?” Harper asks.
“I suppose,” Judas says, eyes locked on Mary’s.
“That day, we promised never to let the other one get hurt.” Mary raises the thimble. “A toast to no more hurting. A toast to the happy days in Heaven.”
Judas raises his thimble.
Harper and Jane do the same.
“This is a good day,” Judas says.
Now, there is something shambling in felled Maidenwood. He doesn’t want to cause an alarm. He can’t have the girls panicking.
“Good as they can get.” Mary draws the thimble to her mouth.
Everyone follows her example.
“A promise is a promise, Jude.”
Judas nods, thought to what, he isn’t sure.
Mary downs the wine.
Harper and Jane down the wine.
Judas tips his head back, lets the wine run down the side of his face where they can’t see it. Human food and drink don’t sit well with him on a full stomach.
Harper and Jane act dramatically, coughing and grabbing at their throat. “Ew,” they say, and “Gross!”
Mary shushes them. “Thank you for this, Jude.”
“Yeah,” he says, and then: “I hate to do this, but we should get inside.”
“Right here’s fine,” she says.
“No, I think there’s something out there.” Judas stands. “We…”
Jane coughs, grabs at her throat.
Harper laughs at her, and seconds later, she’s doing the same.
“Hey, hey. Girls, quit it.” Judas goes to his knees.
They are rolling on their backs.
“S-stop it.”
Jane is spitting up blood.
Harper is clinging to her little sister while her eyes roll back in her skull.
“Oh, god.” Judas picks up Harper. She smashes into his body with violent tremors. “Mary. Get Jane. Get her inside!”
Mary doesn’t move.
Judas steps off the tarp, turns when he realizes Mary isn’t moving, and Jane has stopped altogether.
Harper goes limp in his arms.
Mary starts to tremble.
“Mary?” He’s breathing hard. His lungs hurt. His face stings from where the wine stained it.
Mary shuffles forward on her knees, pulls Jane’s dead body against her. “It’s okay, Jude. It’s okay. It’s done now.”
Judas’ mouth drops open. “What did you do?”
“Me?” Foam comes out of her mouth. “We promised each other. On a perfect day, after so much hurt, we wouldn’t hurt anymore. We wouldn’t let them hurt. It’s okay. God understands. We’ll see It soon and explain everything!”
Judas drops to his knees. Carefully, he lays Harper out. She’s cold and covered in blood and spit. Her eyes are lightless. She stares into the heavens for the God from below.
“The wine…” he whispers.
Mary coughs. She grabs her stomach and buckles over. One hand after the other plants onto the tarp. Sweaty palm prints are left behind.
“You didn’t forget, did you?” She leans over Jane’s body, coveting it. “We p-promised.” She falls. Her face hits the tarp. She groans. Blood oozes out of her mouth.
Judas rises. He backs away. He didn’t know. He didn’t know. He tried to understand each of them the best he could, but it had never been like this before.
“Where… are you… going?” Each word is a monumental struggle for her to speak. “Don’t… let me… go without… you.”
This was their moment. This was their moment, and he’s taken it from them. Judas keeps going backwards.
Mary looks up, her face covered in blood, one eye shut, the other bloodshot. She hates him, and she will hate him, until she makes it to Heaven and finds him there.
And then she slumps over, and she dies.
Judas gasps. He tears off the mask and takes on his own rigid flesh.
“I’m sorry,” he says to the girls. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have let her if I had known.” He grabs his stringy hair, picks at the scars on his scalp. “If I had…”
Buzzing breaks from the last of the fog.
And the figure he heard shambling comes shambling nearer.
Mosquitoes, nowhere and now everywhere, descend upon the dead like he might have and start drinking.
The shambling shape, closer now, is cloaked and hooded, and out of its cloak, wings explode. The shape lifts off the ground and flies towards him.
The ghoul closes his eyes and waits. All the blood he has he’s stolen. But it’s blood all the same.
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The six-foot, skin-cloaked mosquito buzzes past the ghoul and lands beside Mary, Harper, and Jane. Its gangly legs seem too skinny to hold its engorged frame, and yet the severe, black limbs do just that. A sloshing sound, like that of liquid in a barrel, emanates from the creature’s yellow-splotched belly. A prehensile proboscis uncurls from the dark shadows inside its flesh hood and extends until it’s two feet long. Then, laughing, and with clawed hands, the mosquito throws back its hood, revealing the massive, ruby-like eyes that encompass most of its head.
Mr. Haemo, rubbing his stomach, nods at the corpses and says to the ghoul, “You going to finish this?”
The ghoul makes fists.
Mr. Haemo throws a hand into the air with dramatic flair. “Waste not, want not!”
Mosquitoes form overhead like storm clouds. The ghoul wants to tell him to stop, but he has no claim to these corpses, and no right to try and leapfrog his way up the food chain. Ever since he clawed his way out of the ground, the ghoul has been trying to avoid encounters with inhuman things. They want allegiances he can’t give, and they remind him of what he can’t be.
The bloodsucking swarm forms a funnel not unlike their draining appendages and dives for the woman, for the girls.
The ghoul reaches outwards, as if to stop them, but he does not. He wonders if he could have, and then, as the insects stab thousands of weeping holes into each body, he wonders if he should have. Inside him, he keeps the skins of his sins. There are many, and despite how many lives he eats, he is never full. Just this once, it may be okay to let these three go for good.
He turns away. Mr. Haemo, in his silence, seems satisfied. Those in the area, especially those from the swamps around the Night Terror’s village of Traesk, are said to pay blood tributes to the giant mosquito. Let this be his tribute. He can’t die just yet. He hasn’t figured out what he’s living for.
“Where are you off to, sourpuss?” Mr. Haemo calls after him.
The ghoul doesn’t turn around. He hears the mosquito lift off the ground with its massive, ragged wings. He’s offended it.
“Moving on,” he says.
The mosquito draws nearer. Its shadow swallows his. No matter where he goes, which way he turns, he can’t be free of it.
“You’re going the wrong way,” Mr. Haemo says.
The ghoul stops inches from the fallout shelter. Mr. Haemo’s two-foot long proboscis sticks into the side of his throat. It doesn’t draw blood, and he doesn’t draw a breath.
“All the talent is back that-a-way.”
Mr. Haemo’s words rattle down the proboscis in terrifying vibrations.
The ghoul was a human once; he still has a heart, he still can feel. Aside from his appetite and appearance, and his cannibalism-induced chameleon abilities, he is much the same as he had been that day his killers put him in the ground. He knows Mr. Haemo only by name and reputation. Either one is enough to make him quake, and to make him pray to God to come back and do him this one last favor.
He turns.
Mr. Haemo drops to the ground, steps to the side. His wings ruffle as they slip back into the slits of the skin cloak.
The ghoul knows what the mosquito is getting at, but his eyes stop short of that sight and rest on Mary, Harper, and Jane, instead. On the tarp, pale and covered in red polka-dots, they are at peace. Their eyes are pearls; their lips a slight shade of vermillion. Wine and honey surround them. The ghoul hopes they got to where they were going.
He looks past what might have been his family, into the distance, where a field of tree trunks are host to pink parasitic growths, and farther still; to the Tri-County river and the dismal stretches beyond, where the land is a like watercolor palette: a hard crust of indescribable mixtures, old and new, painted overtop by the fresh red that runs in rivers and rivulets all around it. He can’t see it from here, but he knows it’s here.
Bedlam.
The ghoul says to Mr. Haemo, “Are you the devil?”
And Mr. Haemo says to him, “Don’t I wish.”
The blood-drunk swarm of Mr. Haemo’s children lift from Mary, Harper, and Jane. Lazily, intoxicatedly, they fly over to their master.
“You have something better to do, ghoul?” he asks.
Ghoul? He has been called many things, but seldom what he actually is. And what is he exactly? His needs and their machinations are primal, instinctual. He doesn’t have to know them to know them. Like breathing, eating human flesh is just something that he has to do. Putting on the appearances of those he’s consumed is no different than how he used to get dressed before going into the office every morning. It just makes sense.
“Didn’t think so,” Mr. Haemo says.
The mosquitoes land on Mr. Haemo by the thousands until his shape is lost and theirs becomes his.
Like the presence of Bedlam, the ghoul can’t see what the mosquitoes are doing, but by the way Mr. Haemo jerks and moans, he understands it well enough.
They’re feeding him. Pumping the blood into his body, one tiny proboscis at a time. Now, when the ghoul hears the sloshing inside the giant mosquito’s body, he realizes what’s making the sound.
Mr. Haemo’s children quickly make their deposit, and then they are gone, as if they were never there.
The giant mosquito puts his hands on his hips and says, “All this blood makes me bloaty. It’s going straight to my ass!”
Mr. Haemo laughs. It sounds like two trains colliding.
The ghoul searches his closet for any skin that might, at this moment, save his own.
“I’ve been in the need for company,” Mr. Haemo says, throwing his hood, which is stitched together from tens of human faces, over his head. “Come back to my haunt with me. It’s not far from here.”
The ghoul steadies his breathing. He glances at Mary, Harper, and Jane one last time and promises them he’ll do better next time, with the next family.
“Coming?” Mr. Haemo says, taking the lead.
The ghoul gathers his courage and asks, “Do I have a choice?”
“No,” Mr. Haemo chuckles. “Not at all.”
Mr. Haemo didn’t lie. His haunt wasn’t far from the fallout shelter. It was an old, hollowed-out tree that stood alone and apart from the parasite-infested trunks the ghoul had spied earlier. The tree isn’t like anything he’s seen before. It doesn’t belong. It sits against the misted space like a paper cutout pasted into this world from another. Yet when the ghoul moves closer, the innards of the tree recoil, springing deeper into the dark dimensions contained within.
It isn’t until the ghoul reaches the exposed roots that he sees light. Hundreds, no thousands, no millions of pinpricks of light that stab through the red, shadowy film inside the tree, at its end. They remind him of the stars, and staring at them, a suffocating weight forms upon his chest. Like the day God woke, and the night that God died.
A shadow passes over the ghoul. In the sky, a massive raven flies, beating its molting feathers in slow, hypnotic movements. The Lord animal’s head jerks back and forth with spastic paranoia. It is searching the lands for Night Terrors. They’d just as soon worship it as they would kill it. The raven knows better; the Night Terrors should, but will say they don’t. It makes the ghoul sick to his stomach.
Mr. Haemo stands beside the ghoul and says, “Every day there’s always something new in this world. If all it took was a good, old fashioned genocide to open the gates, it makes you wonder who was holding who back.”
In silence, they watch the raven turn southward, until it is no more than a black speck set against the volcanic mountain range that rises and falls on the rim of the horizon.
The ghoul stares at the mosquito. His heart slows. His pulse becomes a whisper rather than a pleading thud. He stares at the skin on his hands and arms. It is his skin, his true skin; no one else’s. He touches it; the texture of it, like burlap, is strangely satisfying. His fingers probe the hole in his stomach. The bullet casing is still in there, lodged between bones. He keeps it as a souvenir, and he keeps it as a reminder that once he’d been human; not always this way.
“Something on your mind?” Mr. Haemo asks.
The ghoul nods. “This is the first time I’ve been myself around someone and not killed them afterward.”
“Lucky me. Feels nice, doesn’t it?”
“It does.”
“It’s a new world we live in.” Mr. Haemo climbs into the tree and beckons the ghoul to follow. “The Old World’s gone. Go on, set that proverbial torch down. You let it guide you, you’re going to get lost.”
The ghoul grips the tree’s opening. It’s rough, scabby; healed once, maybe, but torn open again, like a surgical scar. It isn’t wood, either, this tree, and that isn’t bark that covers it. He can’t place the material, nor its scent, but the feel of it calls to mind the inside of passion fruit: hard seeds, like imprisoned insects, encased in viscous cells. The tree shouldn’t be able to stand on its own given what is made of, and yet something keeps it together. Science surmounted by sheer will.
When the ghoul steps inside the tree, he is in another place entirely. The red, shadowy, light-pricked film he’d seen at the back of the tree is now above. Where there should’ve been bark, there were vistas. Sprawling fields of golden grass splattered with crimson from the bleeding sky. Rolling hills checked by bottomless pits. When he looks closely, he can see that this place is like a honeycomb—its walkways narrow, its pitfalls numerous. And when he looks even closer, he realizes they are not alone here in this alien world. Across the fields, crowning the highest hill, sits the eerie image of a convent against a twelve-moon sky; each one in a different lunar phase.
He’s forgotten Mr. Haemo beside him, but the bug can’t stay silent for long.
“Have a seat,” he says.
The ghoul turns. Between him and the portal he came through is a small, crackling fire surrounded by large, smoothed boulders—primitive chairs.
Mr. Haemo takes a seat by the fire. He throws the skin cloak over his sick, insect body. The flesh it’s made of is much thicker than the ghoul realized. It runs four inches deep, and the stitching between the discolored patches varies from new to old. The mosquito has had this cloak for a very long time, and it hasn’t stopped adding to it ever since.
For two years, the ghoul has been so careful, so cautious. He wonders how he got here, if he would’ve got here, regardless. Staring through the portal that lets out into his world, a part of him sinks, like an eroded cliff finally falling into the sea. Ever since he woke, he’s been carrying on as if this New World were the Old, moving from family to family, from flesh to flesh in search of purpose and peace. He accepted and adapted but he never appreciated this cruel, phantasmagorical way of things. If he had, his own skin cloak wouldn’t be so thick, like Mr. Haemo’s. If he had, Mary, Jane, and Harper… Elizabeth and Mitchell… Cary… Sarah and Dillion… Jasmine… Erin… Bailey and Ayleanna… Setsuko… Luciana and Paulo… Katie… Christina… Mark; Ava, Zoey, and Faye—they might still be alive.
The ghoul sits opposite Mr. Haemo. The boulders are more comfortable than he would’ve thought, but sitting on them, this close to the fire, he is shivering. He crosses his arms, moves closer to the flames, but it does him no good. The fire is freezing. The only heat that comes from it is the itching heat he feels spreading across his body like lichen; that warm omen of frostbite to come.
But Mr. Haemo does not move.
And neither does the ghoul.
The engorged bloodsucker wiggles his feet like he couldn’t be more comfortable here. Smaller mosquitoes phase in and out around his head. Thousands of different lights play out across Mr. Haemo’s eyes, as if he’s looking at a thousand different scenes all at once.
The ghoul glances back at the portal and finally says, “Where are we?”
Mr. Haemo jerks awake, as if he’d dozed off. His proboscis grows like an erection. His gaze lingers on the ghoul, like he’s forgotten he was here and now only sees prey.
“Where is this?” The ghoul starts to stand. “Where—”
“Exuviae,” Mr. Haemo says. His eyes go black, and when they open, they shine with only the light of the blood-red sky above. “What do you think?”
The ghoul shakes his head. “What is that? French?”
“Latin, you mongo.”
“Is this where you’re from?”
Mr. Haemo nods.
The ghoul moves closer to the cold fire and says, “Why’d you bring me here?”
“Boredom,” Mr. Haemo says.
But the ghoul suspects it may be closer to loneliness.
“I’m a blood keeper. Every drop is a record. Lives aren’t long these days, but you’ve fared well enough, especially for a ghoul. Your kind is almost extinct.”
“You’ve been watching me?”
The mosquito’s compound eyes flash a multitude of lights and colors. “I watch a lot of things, guy.”
“I, uh, thought only female mosquitoes sucked blood,” the ghoul says.
“That’s right,” Mr. Haemo says. “But looking at me, is my gender really the worst of your concerns right now?”
“No.”
“Smart ass.” Mr. Haemo leans back and laughs. His laugh is like razor blades sawing teeth. “Why are you still alive? For me, there’s always blood to keep, but just what are you doing?”
“I’m sorry, Bug, but we just met. You really expect me to bare my soul to you?”
“I always get to first base on the first date.” Mr. Haemo makes a fist; blood leaks out of it. “That’s good you have a personality. Here I was, worried you were a drip. But answer my question.”
Black smudges, like eraser marks, begin to form around Mr. Haemo. They are not his children, but something else. Appendages, almost, reaching in from another plane.
Another piece of the ghoul sinks inside him. The black smudges boil on the air, like tar. He feels words being teased from his mind, dragged up his throat and across his tongue—hooked on a line that runs from his mouth to the reeling unreality bubbling around the bug.
“I d-don’t know,” he stammers. “Just g-getting by.”
Mr. Haemo shrugs. The black smudges vanish.
The ghoul gasps and falls back against the boulder. His brain itches from where the words were wrenched from it. Despite having eaten last night, he is ravenous. He sees the blood in the mosquito’s hand and wants to take it off at the wrist.
“As long as a ghoul hibernates, it can live almost forever,” Mr. Haemo says. “You planning on getting by forever?”
The ghoul stifles his hunger. “I thought it was eating people that did that.”
“Poor thing. You don’t even know what you are.”
“When I sleep, I forget things.”
“That’s the price of a long life. You keep the flesh of those you eat, but you forget why they’re there.” Mr. Haemo snorts. “Everything has a price.”
“What did you just do to me?”
“I demonstrated my power. You got uppity. I had to put you down.”
“You’re toying with me.”
“Duh,” Mr. Haemo says. He leans forward on his knees. “And I have a soft spot for rare things. They have the best blood. I’d like to see you succeed.”
“At what? Being a family man?” The ghoul shakes his head.
“Is that what you want to be?”
“It’s what I was.”
From the distant convent, a bell tolls. The sound pulsates across Exuviae. The golden grass parts, flattens; and parts of the honeycombed fields fall away into the red cavities below.
The ghoul sharpens his senses; he smells flesh from the convent, oiled and incensed. He asks, “What is this? Really?”
“A moment in time,” Mr. Haemo says, cryptically. “Pay the nuns no never mind. They’re going to be doing the same thing for eternity.”
“Is this where you’re really from?”
Mr. Haemo nods. Blood sloshes inside his belly. “Are you the first to come here, ghoul? No, I’ve had many.”
Survival instincts kick in. The ghoul slips into his skin closet and begins looking for a life to hide behind.
“Something is happening in Bedlam tomorrow. The fighting there is going to end.”
“A lot of talent,” the ghoul whispers, about ready to put on his Judas suit.
“Exactly. A lot of corpses. A lot of blood. A little for me, a little for you. That’s a lot of disguises. Hey, ghoul, does the blood speak to you when you drink it? Does the flesh make promises to you when you eat it?”
The ghoul shakes his head. “It tells me nothing.”
“Do you want it to? No more guessing. No more slipping into lives. You can possess them.”
Did he want it? The ghoul considers the mosquito’s offer. In truth, he wants nothing more than the life he had, before the bullet in his belly and the three corpses in the hall. He asks himself what he’s been searching for this entire time, but he can’t say. He had slept for so long that some memories were lost to him, and others refused to form. He searches inside himself all the lives on all their hangers and sees no patterns in their fabrics. He’s told himself time and time again he was a family man, but in the end, was he nothing more than a hungry man? The need to eat had always taken precedence over the need to live. He lived out of guilt.
“Alright,” the ghoul says. “Okay. I’ll go with you.”
Mr. Haemo says, “Good,” and throws the skin cloak’s hood over his head. His wings push out of his back with a pained struggle and flutter until he’s flying. “Get out.”
The ghoul doesn’t question him. He quickly stands and heads towards the portal. Reaching it, his world just out of reach, he stops and stares at the bug over his shoulder.
“What happens to you when there’s no more blood left?”
Annoyed, Mr. Haemo says, “The same thing that happens to you.”
“Are you too weak to feed on your own?”
Mr. Haemo strokes his proboscis in silence.
The ghoul nods, satisfied, and slips through the portal.
On the other side, back in the wasteland of Bitter Springs, he hurries to the corpses of Mary, Jane, and Harper and drags the tarp they’re laying on back to the fallout shelter.
He spends the rest of the night crying as he eats them.
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The ghoul wakes in the dead of night and decides to run. If he stays, he knows what he’ll become: a blood slave. The stories around the human settlements are too consistent to be anything but true. If Mr. Haemo doesn’t kill you, he’ll conscript you to do his bidding. Those he chooses are injected with infected blood and made puppets to carry out a series of ritual murders. When the task is completed, which can take from days to years, the slave is abandoned. Even so, they still continue to kill for their master, because the tainted transfusions leave them irreversibly insane.
The ghoul has done well enough so far on his own. If he’s going to kill, it’s going to be on his own terms.
There isn’t much left of Mary, and Harper and Jane are bones. He’d binged like a bear winding down for a long hibernation. As a result, he is sluggish, both in movement and in thought, and wired. He stumbles around the fallout shelter in the dark. He breaks things, steps on their shards. The pain will come later, when this sugar-high-like-shield comes down.
He takes nothing. He needs nothing. His memories are in his mind, and the girls in his heart with many others. He leaves no footprints so he can’t be followed. It keeps him safe, even if he keeps going in circles.
The ghoul climbs the ladder, gets to the top, and stops. His stomach sloshes like Mr. Haemo’s had. Stomach acid and clumps of partially digested human push up his throat. He stifles the urge to vomit and swallows the meat. He overdid it. He didn’t even have to.
Carefully, the ghoul unlocks the door at the top of the ladder and pushes it open. If there was one good thing to come out of God’s wrath, it was that it made the nights dark like they were supposed to be. There was no saw-toothed skyline to flood the night with its millions of beaming, blinking, begging lights. There were no clogged highways awash in pools of red and amber. Gone were the billboards. Gone were the televisions filling up living rooms and bedrooms with commercial-stuffed filler. Gone were the pale faces in the shadows, their eyes illuminated, their minds inundated by the phones in their hands—too focused on the distilled world to pay the one around them much mind.
The forty-year-old man the ghoul had once been would’ve appreciated the technological scourging. He climbs out of the shelter, shaking his head at himself. If only his wife could see him now, she’d say he’d gotten everything he ever—
The dark is dark, and then it’s not. Fire sweeps across the north, arcing over the crest of the ridges there. One swell after another, it grows, until the fires lift into the sky in spasming orbs.
There are vibrations, too, in the ground. He bends down and puts his hand to the cold soil to feel them. They thud in his fingertips, and chase one another around the bones in his feet. The vibrations are slow, the deep decibels of a funeral dirge. He knows them well.
The ghoul stands. Beneath the raging orbs, there are figures. It’s torches they are holding, but they stand so close to one another, the fires are feeding off one another, creating an unbroken stream of flames. They are marching eastward, following the rumbling, wheeled contraptions that the ghoul can only catch in shadowy glimpses.
He listens for prayers on the air, thinking they may be Lillians, but instead hears:
“Woke me up, too.”
The ghoul goes sideways.
Mr. Haemo is standing beside him, his skin cloak pulled tightly around his severe, and yet swollen frame.
“The early bug gets the blood, that’s what my mother used to say.”
The ghoul curses himself for not having left sooner.
“That’s a lie.” Mr. Haemo clicks his claws together. “I don’t have any parents. Crawled out of the same womb all of this did.”
“What’s…” The ghoul steadies his breathing. “What are they doing?”
Mr. Haemo points to the torchlight-drenched multitudes. “Those sorry bastards are Vold’s most and least wanted. The sons of Vold’s fat cats convinced their fathers to let them mine the Nameless Forest. The entitled shits haven’t worked a day in their lives, so naturally, they’re going to get the poor to do it for them.”
“There’re so many,” the ghoul whispers, the river of flame never drying up, as more and more cross the ridge.
“Thousands,” Mr. Haemo says. “A good chunk of Vold’s population. We’re not that far into the Trauma and the rich are already back to trying to kill the poor.”
“The Trauma…” The ghoul had forgotten the Corrupted… the humans… were calling this time period that.
Mr. Haemo shrugs. “Your kind kills me. You name your wake-up call the Trauma. Boo-fucking-hoo.”
“Some people still believe in God,” the ghoul says, childishly.
“Have you ever seen a longer lasting abusive relationship?”
The ghoul doesn’t say anything.
“Trauma, my ass.” Mr. Haemo’s wings lift him into the air. “They love it. What good is a God you can see, touch, hear, and smell? You can’t find salvation if it’s staring you down every day of your life. You’ll have to actually take responsibility for once.”
The ghoul, somewhat offended, asks, “Why do you care?”
“I’m tired of waiting.”
“For what?”
“Exuviae.”
“Isn’t that…” The ghoul wonders how far he can run before the mosquito catches up. “Isn’t that in your tree, though?”
“Everywhere can be Exuviae,” Mr. Haemo says, dreamily.
“It’s Latin? What does it mean?”
“Things stripped from a body.”
The ghoul doesn’t ask any more questions. It’s dangerous to ask questions about dangerous subjects. Mr. Haemo’s intentions are clear to him, however muddled by madness they might be. If the ghoul becomes too enlightened, he’ll become indentured.
The damned march on into the morning hours. When the last of them disappear into the ridges, the clouds begin to glow, like a piece of skin through which a strong light is shone. The ghoul doesn’t know why the mosquito made him watch the whole procession, but when Mr. Haemo tells him it’s time to go, he does as he’s told.
Bedlam is fifty miles away.
“I can get us there in five,” Mr. Haemo says.
The ghoul follows him back to his tree. The portal inside it is sealed, but amongst the roots is a boiling pool of smoking blood. The hot, sludge-like cruor creates crusts on the crimson surface in the shapes of fingers and hands and screaming faces. It is a surface in its purest, most elemental form.
“Hop on in,” Mr. Haemo says.
The ghoul stops at the edge of the pool. The blood reaches for him, but its forms cannot hold, and they stop short of touching him. This has gone on for far too long. Though he’s a ghoul, he’s still himself, whatever that might’ve been, whenever that might’ve been, a century or so ago. He has to be something. Like the blood begging before him, he cannot be hollowed. He must be hallowed, like the flesh he keeps. He is ugly and repulsive and a cannibal, but he is not a monster like the monster beside him.
Defiant, the ghoul steps back and shouts, “No!”
Mr. Haemo rolls his thousands of eyes. “Tough titties,” he says.
And then he shoves the ghoul into the blood well.
End over end, the ghoul plummets through the blood. When he thinks it can go no deeper, it goes deeper still. From a puddle to a lake to an ocean, the blood expands at an exponential rate. He squeezes his eyes shut, but the blood peels his lids back. It worms its way into his irises and pupils and stains his ocular nerves. The blood seeps into his veins and arteries, replacing his own, and invades his heart. It fills its chambers like a cuckoo bird would another’s nest and forces it to foster the filth in its throbbing chambers.
The ghoul cannot breathe. The ghoul cannot think. He cannot hear or move. He can only see. Surrounded by blood, his vision is blood, and by blood, he sees.
It comes to him in a blur, but it is there, at the bottom of this darkening Abyss: stars, and the massive moth drawn towards them, and farther still, beyond the grey place in the corner of his eye, Exuviae.
It’s there, and then it isn’t. A claw sinks into the ghoul’s shoulder and jerks him out of the blood. He flies out of the blood well and slams into a pile of concrete and bricks. His thick skin bears the bashing well enough, but from where the claw had punctured him, he bleeds.
Kneading his shoulder, the ghoul, with not a drop of blood on him, rises shakily to his feet. He blinks his eyes until they are able to adjust to light.
Mr. Haemo’s here, but that’s no surprise. What surprises is where he’s brought them.
Bedlam. The heart of Bedlam. He knows it’s Bedlam because they are standing in the remains of a gymnasium. The ceiling is gone, most of the walls have collapsed, and the bleachers have been scattered and smashed, but on the tiled, maple floor, surrounded by murals of blood and shit and blackened bones, is that telltale logo of the town’s local basketball team: a man in a straightjacket, his tongue out, his eyes bloodshot—the Bedlam Madmen.
Except madmen had been crossed out and replaced with “madpeople” with black paint.
And all around the logo, painted, drawn, carved, and sprayed, were the words “Don’t Assume My God.”
He remembers them well. Before he died, they were written everywhere, in every color and every font. At the time, Lillian had taken to the television and declared with utmost certainty and irrefutable proof the existence of the one true God.
At the same time, Lux had taken to the streets, a born-again liberal, and on the backs of her devoted followers, was thrust into the limelight, where with nothing but short-term sweet nothings, she gave the Internet a slow, repetitive, ultimately empty drip of dopamine in the form of balled fists, nasty letters, poorly edited videos, and the promises of a better god, a universal but personal god.
Don’t Assume My God. The ghoul stares at the slogan, which had been on so many bumper stickers, right next to the ones celebrating pastafarianism, and his heart starts to ache. Don’t Assume My God. His daughters had written the words on the front of their three-ring binders. They hadn’t even known what it meant, but goddamn if it hadn’t been ‘in.’
Mr. Haemo whispers, “You remember Lux?”
The ghoul looks up at the mosquito, then at the bubbling blood well behind him. It’s closing up with awkward, jerking movements, like a stop-motion video. There’s no getting away from the bug now. He’s going to have to see this through. He wonders: did a part of him want to, regardless? If the flesh he kept could keep its history and share it with him, would that be worth whatever atrocity Mr. Haemo is going to ask him to do? Would it stop the eating? Slow it down, if nothing else? Did he really eat out of hunger, or embarrassment?
Mr. Haemo tucks in his wings, closes his skin cloak tight like a shivering grandmother, and goes forth into Bedlam. The ghoul goes after him.
The gymnasium lets out to the pulverized suburbs of what once was Bedlam’s largest suburb, Six Pillars. It hadn’t always been that way, with Six Pillars barely registering on the county map; but after Lillian emerged from her home there, the suburb was expanded and consumed all neighboring ones.
The gymnasium was supposed to be connected to an expensive, privately funded Lillian school built shortly after God’s arrival, but all that was left of it was a crater and some piping.
Six Pillars wasn’t much better. There had been hundreds of identical houses here once; now, there was only dirt and debris and the dead vermillion veins wrapped around them. It looked like a garden you might find behind a dilapidated house: dry, rigid, and blackened; covered in weeds and fungus; abandoned by the thing that’d created it; cursed by the thing that’d demanded it.
It was a battlefield without bodies; a warzone without a war. The destruction stretched on for as far as the ghoul could see in the fog, but where were the Lillians? Where were the Bedlamites who were supposed to be fighting them for the right to live on this land?
The ghoul turns to ask Mr. Haemo what is going on, and then his answer comes to him, not from the mosquito, but from the west.
Prayers. Slow, melancholic prayers from phantoms in the fog. They come to him one utterance at a time, each speaker’s contribution weak and wanting, like a begging child. When the words wash over him, they reform behind him in a unified drone. It was as if the prayers and those praying them were, for a moment, speaking directly to him.
“Serial killers often return to the crime scene,” Mr. Haemo whispers. He nudges the ghoul. “Follow me.”
They cross Six Pillars without making an effort to hide. Mr. Haemo knows there’s nothing here, and if they do find something, who’s going to challenge him? The ghoul feels a kind of sickening safety as he trails the mosquito’s shadow. It’s exciting; he hates it.
Reaching the wall of fog out of which the prayers pour, Mr. Haemo puts a single finger to his proboscis, and then pushes forward.
The ghoul plants his feet. He watches the fog swallow the giant bug without spitting it back out. He could run. Now is the time to do it. They are out in the open, and clearly whatever Mr. Haemo has come to see, he has no intention of letting it see him. The distraction might be enough for the ghoul to get away.
He starts to turn, but stops himself. Where will he go? Who will he go to? Who will he go as? He can’t be himself, looking like the corpse he is, in a world where monsters are being hunted down and slaughtered to secure a place in line at the front of heaven’s barred gates. He is the river he’s walked so many times along. But is he worth the erosion he brings to those around him?
Mr. Haemo clicks for to him follow.
And, like a lapdog, he follows.
They wander through the fog for minutes, the ground becoming less uneven, the debris becoming more recognizable. Then there are patches of grass, and the foundations of houses. Every thirty seconds or so, Bedlam’s Six Pillars is put back together before him, until the fog finally parts and they find themselves standing at the end of a road, where ahead, four houses are completely intact in an otherwise obliterated field.
Between each of the houses runs a network of dead, dried out vermillion veins, but looking closely, the ghoul sees that all the veins seem to have the same origin—one of the four houses, and the same house the prayers are coming from.
Mr. Haemo shoulders the ghoul to the side of the road where one house stands alone from the three opposite it.
“Inside,” he whispers.
He and the ghoul go around the vein-choked driveway, up the porch, and through the front of the house, where the door has long since been torn from its hinges.
He tries to get a good sense of the inside of the house, but before he can, Mr. Haemo spins him around and pushes him towards the window in the living room.
“The house in the middle of the three,” Mr. Haemo says, nodding to it, his proboscis plinking against the busted glass.
The ghoul’s attention drifts to the mantle, where graffiti reads: “Never Forget Filipa.”
Near it, there are two holes in the ceiling. Nubs of rope dangle from them.
Mr. Haemo stabs his finger into the ghoul’s stomach, right through the bullet hole that killed him so long ago.
The ghoul gasps. The cold pain squeezes his gut, and he retches.
Mr. Haemo rips his finger out with a sucking sound. “Pay attention,” he says. “The house in the middle.”
The ghoul tells himself he should have run. He closes his eyes, puts on his Judas suit out of reflex, and wears it for a while. Coming to, he takes it off and says, “Yeah. What about it?”
“The ‘Holy War’ here has been over for weeks,” Mr. Haemo says. “The Lillians killed every Bedlamite here.”
“I thought…”
“News doesn’t travel as fast when you can’t put hashtags in front of it,” Mr. Haemo says, snidely.
The ghoul presses his forehead to the glass. “Aren’t we here for the bodies?”
“No, I’m here for the holy rollers in that house. You’re here for what comes afterward.” Mr. Haemo purrs; blood dribbles down his lips. “I’ve seen a lot of shit in my time, but this is exciting.”
“What’s about to—”
Mr. Haemo shushes him. “Don’t get fussy on me ghoul, or I’ll tuck you in for the long, dirt nap.”
Movement in the middle house. Men and women in hooded white robes with rope sashes emerge from it, one at a time, and file down the steps to the front yard. There, the six spread out, forming a circle. In each of their hands, they hold a silver goblet.
Several agonizing seconds of silence pass. The ghoul expects a surprise attack at any moment. He turns to Mr. Haemo, thinking he may strike, but the mosquito only palms the ghoul’s face and turns his head, like a parent would a child’s, back to face the scene.
Out of the middle house, a seventh person appears. She is swaddled not in white, but red. From her neck to her toes, she is covered in a writhing dress of tightly packed and fitted vermillion veins. The woman is ancient, an unearthed relic too dusted and worn for even the most skilled archaeologist’s brush. She has no hair, and no eyebrows, and her mouth sinks in because it has no teeth in it. Seeing this, and then seeing how she moves so effortlessly, so gracefully, down to the front yard, the ghoul realizes this: the vermillion veins aren’t a dress, but her actual body.
The seventh woman breaks the circle and places herself at the center. Her face and her eyes are vacant. She is lost in a twilight beyond Dementia, beyond Alzheimer’s, but her body, or rather, God’s body, is oriented and aware, and filled with dark intentions. She holds her arms out to the side. Vermillion veins snake down her fingertips and stab into the earth.
And then the earth begins to rumble.
“Girl’s got game,” Mr. Haemo whispers, snickering.
The ghoul presses his hand against the wall. The whole house is shaking. “Who is that?”
“Lillian.”
The ghoul swallows hard and chokes on the air. “L-Lillian? The Lillian?”
A body flings across the window with a vermillion vein, like a fishing line, attached to it. The vein slams the dead body into the ground outside the circle of seven. Nobody notices, or seems to care.
Lillian flexes her arms.
A second body, followed by a third, followed by a fourth, drops outside the circle from the vermillion veins lifting out of the ground.
“She’s out in the open,” the ghoul says. “Someone’s going to attack her.”
Mr. Haemo shakes head. “I think they already tried. Obviously.”
Lillian opens her toothless mouth and mumbles.
A great tremor rocks Six Pillars and then stops as soon as it started. Long shadows slither over the circle. Light gives way to darkness.
Hearing a loud crash on this house’s roof, the ghoul jumps. There is a tumbling, and the scratchy sound of shingles sliding over one another.
A body falls in front of the window. And then another. And then another.
The ghoul presses his face to the glass and looks to the sky.
Except there is no sky.
There are only veins. Vermillion veins knitted together for as far as he can see. And hanging from their weeping ends are bodies. Hundreds of bodies.
All at once, the bodies fall from their bloodied boughs and break around the circle. Never stacking, the corpses carpet the neighborhood with a grotesque geometry. The bodies do not explode when they hit the ground. They keep, as if petrified, as if preserved. As if something had been saving them for this moment.
Once the last body hits the ground, the vermillion shield retreats back into the earth, like a forest growing in reverse. The shadows disappear, and the light returns, and Lillian is smiling.
The ghoul says, “What is she—”
But doesn’t finish his sentence.
The circle closes around Lillian, their chalices outstretched. She raises her arms. Two of her followers take out daggers. She nods to them. They jam the daggers into her armpits and rip them out. Thick streams of blood pour down her body.
“The Blood of Before!” Lillian shouts at the top of her feeble lungs.
The followers crowd around Lillian, filling their goblets with her blood. She bleeds more blood than she could possibly have, for on her hands, she has the blood of billions.
Once the last cup glows crimson at its brim, the followers back away. They raise their chalices to Lillian.
Lillian reaches into her chest, pushing her arm through the vermillion veins of which it is comprised. She pulls out a piece of jewelry, a silver, white-gemmed necklace, and dangles it before her followers.
“The Agony of After has been too great,” she shouts. “May our prayers be enough. May our souls be the soil the Worm finds favorable.”
Lillian puts the necklace around her neck.
Her followers guzzle their chalices, spilling blood down the front of their white robes.
Lillian takes the necklace’s gem in her hand and kisses it. She screams, “I offer myself to thee!”
The followers go stiff. The chalices drop from their hands and bounce along the ground, drained.
Lillian releases the necklace as it begins to glow. She tips her head back, and the vermillion veins that are her body crawl up her neck and cover her skull.
A flash of white light bursts across Six Pillars. The ghoul covers his eyes, but Mr. Haemo’s thousands drink it in.
The ghoul stumbles to the window, rubbing vision back into his eyes.
The followers are shaking. Their mouths open wide and split at the corners, giving them a horrifying grin. Their heads tip back, their jaws unhinge. Jellyfish-like chandeliers of white light heave their way out of the followers’ mouths and stretch upwards to the sky, like seaweed.
From the hundreds of bodies scattered across the neighborhood, the same glowing growths sprout from the dead, until Six Pillars is covered in them.
Terrified, amazed, the ghoul stares in wonder at the malignant blades of light swaying before him. At this moment, he feels such a strong want for God’s love that he cannot help but weep.
Sensing this, Mr. Haemo puts his arm around the ghoul and, patting him, says, “There, there. There, there.”
“It’s beautiful,” the ghoul says, touching the glass; wanting nothing more than to be enveloped in the light.
“Beautiful only on the outside,” Mr. Haemo says.
Another tremor shakes Six Pillars. The chandeliers of light bend forwards, towards the center where Lillian still stands. The tips of the white stalks seem to be pointing towards the silver necklace, as if drawn to its pulsating light.
The jellyfish-like chandeliers rip free of the corpses and the followers. On an otherworldly current, they slash violently through the neighborhood towards Lillian. Once they reach her, they shrink and tighten. Each chandelier wraps around the other, forming an intricate weave over Lillian that almost looks like fabric.
When the final strand of light wraps itself around Lillian, she looks like nothing more than a mummy. But then the light from the necklace, which is underneath hundreds of layers of this ethereal, organic material, breaks across the fabric.
Where it goes, features follow. Arms and legs are given definition and flesh tones; feet and hands are next, and then fingers and toes, flexing. A torso is shaped, and breasts are chiseled into it. A long, slender neck is formed like a funnel.
But where there should be a head, there is nothing. The light cannot form it. Instead, the wraps of light tear from their places on Lillian’s body and rush to that stump. The worming appendages take on millions of shapes as they build a brain and bones, fat and flesh, until what remains is the head and face of a young, somewhat sad woman.
The remaining wraps, which the ghoul now identifies as white worms, pour off her neck and face like rain, and cover her naked body in white pants and a white tunic.
She stares at the dead around her, sighs, and sets off into the world.
The ghoul and Mr. Haemo watch the White Worm for as long as they can.
And when they no longer can, the ghoul says, “What the fuck just happened?”
“Something special,” Mr. Haemo says.
“Are you going to kill her?”
“No. She’s going to make this land so rich with blood, I’m going to need a dentist when she’s through.”
The ghoul hesitates: “She’s going to take over the Lillians.”
“Yep.”
“I could kill her and impersonate her.”
“I don’t think so. I don’t think your stomach would find her kind all that agreeable. Besides, I brought you here to kill something else.”
The ghoul furrows his brow. “Who?”
“Them.”
Mr. Haemo points out the window, to the five Night Terrors working their way through the neighborhood to the summoning spot.
“She killed her enemies.”
Mr. Haemo curls his proboscis inwards. “You think all those dead people are her enemies? Those are martyrs, baby.”
“Why didn’t they attack her?”
“They’re Night Terrors,” Mr. Haemo says. “When you’re the one running the scales, you get to say what’s balanced or not.”
“You want their blood.”
“Can’t get it myself,” Mr. Haemo says with anger. “Something wrong with it. I do want their blood, but I want something else’s blood even more. You’re going to help me get it.”
The ghoul’s stomach turned. “Who’s blood?”
“A homunculi’s.”
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The Night Terrors move like the beasts they embody. The Boar hurries along Lillian’s house in short bursts, constantly scanning his surroundings for prey and predators. The Monkey leaps over the porch’s railing, holding his spear limply, and slips inside the house. The Lion goes wide, forming a perimeter around the corpses before he settles in the grass, knives at the ready. The Vulture coasts the scene sluggishly, picking at the bodies with her sword, and then perches herself atop a severed telephone pole.
But it’s the last Night Terror to arrive that truly moves the ghoul from fearful fascination to abject horror. The Ram, with her bleached skull and massive, twisted horns, sprints towards the ghoul and Mr. Haemo’s hiding place with vacant determination. Her furs, bleached black with years of dried blood, cling to her body as if they’d grown into it. She wields a single halberd under whose blade four children’s skulls have been fixed. There are still bits of muscle and flesh on their bones.
The ghoul stumbles away from the window. Tripping over his legs, he slams into the ground, busting his knee.
Mr. Haemo mumbles, “Shit,” and backpedals. He steps over the ghoul, grabs his arm, and drags him out of the living room, down the hall, and into the kitchen.
The front door is kicked open. The Ram’s feet are like hooves against the hardwood floor. There is a musicality to their demonic claps.
The ghoul, bracing himself against Mr. Haemo, stands in the kitchen. His breaths are heavy, so he stops breathing altogether. His hands are shaking, so he makes them fists and presses them to his mouth. He raids the closet in his mind and puts on every suit he sees, rapidly changing between the men, women, and children he’s eaten over the years.
More sound from the front of the house. The Ram starts for the living room, stops. The ghoul hears her hit the halberd hard into the ground. The tiny skulls on it clatter like a baby’s rattle.
Mr. Haemo nudges the ghoul. He points to the door that lets out to the backyard. Ducking down, the seven foot mosquito makes for the exit when—
The Ram hoofs it through living room, down the hall, and comes to a dead stop in the kitchen, inches away from the ghoul.
He sinks his teeth into the tops of his fists. His eyes meet the Ram’s. Hers are massive inside the skull, and tattooed around her already dark irises are the halves of black rectangles.
Mr. Haemo straightens up like a thief caught in the act and steps behind the ghoul. “Well,” he says, “it’s now or never.”
Mr. Haemo shoves the ghoul at the Ram.
Shocked, the Ram slams the halberd, handle first, into the ghoul.
But the ghoul keeps going. It takes the blow, takes the handle in both hands, and kicks both legs forward, sinking his feet into the Ram’s stomach. She gasps, lets go of the halberd, and flies backwards.
The ghoul hits the ground, hip first. A sharp, solid pain, like a block of ice, runs through his body. He tips his head back, cries at Mr. Haemo, “Help, goddamn it!”
But Mr. Haemo only nods forward.
The Ram, wheezing, rises to her feet. She runs headfirst, horns out.
The ghoul gets to his knees. She barrels into him, driving the horns through both shoulders. They slide, her on top of him, back into the kitchen, bashing against the rusted oven.
“Fuck!” the ghoul screams.
Mr. Haemo, now sitting at the table, drooling blood into a dirty coffee mug, says, “Quiet, you’re going to wake the neighborhood.”
The Ram rears back, ripping the horns out of the ghoul’s shoulders. Chunks of his terse flesh fling through the air and smack against the walls. She punches him in the face, each hit sending his head into the oven.
The ghoul’s vision blurs. The kitchen fades. His face feels like clay in this unmaker’s hands. He grabs her wrists, but she swats him away, and keeps pummeling. He’ll be dead soon, he knows, and so he goes to his mind to find a suit befitting his funeral.
No pressure. No pain. A cool wind kisses his cheeks, dousing the bloody fires raging across them. He opens one eye; the other is swollen shut.
The Ram is staring at him. Her eyes, once so alien with their horizontal slits, are wet and worried. Blood and skin slip off her fingers as her fists unravel
The ghoul glances at his flesh. He’s become someone else. Mind like mush, he can’t remember who he has chosen. Is the Night Terror surprised by his ability? Or does she recognize him? A ghoul’s body is a graveyard. What spirit has he unearthed, and what does it say to her now?
The ghoul hears voices outside the house. Her companions have come to investigate.
The Ram’s eyes tighten. The spell is broken.
But before she can act, the ghoul lunges forward, knocking the skull from her head. A face underneath, just as human as any so-called Corrupted’s greets him. He pins her to the ground. He clamps his jaws around her throat and rips out a dripping strip of skin and muscle and quickly gulps it down. 
The Ram tries to apply pressure to the wound, but her hands can’t get around his face, which is now buried deep in her esophagus. He chews on her cartilage like jerky, and tongues her larynx. With his fingers, he widens the wound and then goes to work on the bones, prying them open like stubborn oysters.
The backdoor slams open. The ghoul, with a mouthful of Night Terror, whips around and finds the Monkey standing there, gasping.
The front door cracks back. The Boar and the Lion stumble into the hall outside the kitchen, while the Vulture drifts back towards the second hallway on the kitchen’s opposite end.
Mr. Haemo takes one last, loud, obnoxious sip from the coffee cup and shifts in his seat, seeing each Night Terror that surrounds them.
The ghoul slurps up the Ram’s blood. Hunger and hate subside to the gnawing reminder of his own mortality.
Seeing the panicked look on his face, Mr. Haemo waves his hand. “Finish eating, ghoul,” he says, coming to his feet. “There are starving kids in Africa who would love to have a meal like that.”
The Monkey jabs his spear forward.
Mr. Haemo flings the coffee cup at his mask. It shatters on the skull. The Monkey recoils, the shards protruding from his eyes.
The Lion and the Boar bear down on the ghoul. Reaching the end of the hallway, ready to impale him where he lies feasting upon their friend, Mr. Haemo conjures a cloud of mosquitoes and floods their masks with the winged demons.
They scream, go sideways. They paw at the wall, but their hands slip on the ghoul’s shoulder meat pasted there.
The Vulture hurries down the opposite hall, sword at her side, her forearms bulging. She runs into the kitchen, slashes diagonally. Mr. Haemo turns sideways, swings around, one wing out. The wing cuts through the skull as if it were paper, severing the beak… and the Night Terror’s jaw.
The Vulture drops her sword. Her tongue lolls over the gushing cavity. Screaming, she turns to run, but Mr. Haemo is faster. He grabs her by the tongue, rips it out of her mouth, and smashes what’s left of her head against the side of the table, killing her instantly.
The ghoul scoots away from the Lion and the Boar. Mr. Haemo shakes his head, tells him to stay, and steps over him. He grabs the two Night Terrors swarmed by his children and hurls them down the hall, one after the other.
The Boar bashes against the wall, while the Lion goes headfirst into a linen closet.
Mr. Haemo snaps his fingers and the mosquitoes disappear. He crouches down beside the disorientated Boar, dusts off his chest piece.
“Please,” the Boar says.
Mr. Haemo tips back his head and laughs. “A flesh fiend begging for mercy? If you ask me—” he lowers his head and faces the Boar, “—evolution did you no favors.” And stabs his proboscis through the Night Terror’s chest, straight into his heart.
Mr. Haemo takes a long sip of the Boar’s blood, and then retches. “Trash,” he says, vomiting. “Trash blood.”
Out of the linen closet, the Lion stumbles.
Mr. Haemo, still crouched, still vomiting, raises his claw at the Lion and makes a fist.
The Lion screams a scream unlike any the ghoul has ever heard before. A scream of such immense, unfathomable pain that it makes him cry and cover his ears.
The Lion flies forward, as if pulled by some invisible force. Halfway to Mr. Haemo, the Night Terror’s vein and arterial systems rip through his flesh, complete and still functioning. The Lion stops, collapses to the ground.
The veins and arteries fold into a ball and glide into Mr. Haemo’s hand. He crushes them and then comes to his feet. With the remnants in his palms, he tips his other fingers into the blood and begins to paint the walls.
“If you had any doubts that this was going to end well for you,” Mr. Haemo says, creating in blood the crude image of a mosquito, “well, sorry, I’m not sorry.”
He stops, smears what’s left of the Lion’s veins and arteries all over the Boar’s face.
“That doesn’t mean I’m going to kill you, though,” Mr. Haemo says, cheerfully.
The ghoul stares down at the Ram. There’s still so much to go. He sinks his fingers into the wet folds of her neck and starts to undress her, flesh first.
“Get the homunculus’ blood, and I’ll teach you to hear the blood, make pacts with the flesh.”
The ghoul stares at him. “If I possess a life, I’ll still be what I am.”
“Will you?” Mr. Haemo cleans off his proboscis. “Is that what you want?”
The ghoul thinks back to the suits in his mind and says, “Apparently not.”
“Didn’t think so.”
“What’s a homunculus?”
Mr. Haemo shakes his head, picks up the ram skull, and says, “Don’t talk with your mouth full. Make sure you clean your plate. We need to be in Brooksville by nightfall. I’ve got a date with a Maggot.”
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On a stomach filled with one drifter, one wife, two daughters, and a Night Terror, the ghoul is grateful for Mr. Haemo’s silence. In his gluttony, he’s become much like the mosquito. Covered in blood and swollen, his stomach sloshes when he walks. He moves like a drunkard, and drips with the sweat of his sins. Yet, he is confident in a way he hasn’t been since his awakening. In a comfort food coma, he drifts, untouchable. He has never killed a thing unless it was necessary, and now that he’s seen that he can, he feels like the father he was, and the father he should have been: The quiet protector his children could look up to, and whose wife couldn’t take her eyes off of. But no matter how much he does for them, no matter how much he changes for them, they’ll still be dead.
He forgets this, sometimes. He’s been through this before. When one of his best friends had died, he found himself picking up his phone to text them months, even years after the funeral, wanting to check-in. He knew his friend was dead, but in that brief moment of forgetfulness, his friend was not. That moment, it was neither good, nor bad. He’s imagined this must be the closest one can get to going back in time. If you lie yourself into a life that once was, forever can it be.
Six Pillars bleeds into Bitter Springs, but there isn’t much differentiation between the two. It is hard going across the raped earth. The bruised ground sinks beneath their feet, while the scabby stretches of parasite-infested stones stick in their toes. Stretched chasms gasp words of warning, and they heed and steer clear. Stinking puddles of stagnated water reek of rot, and they go the long way around them, careful to avoid the gelatinous bottom-feeders feeding within. Tumbledown buildings moan within their vermillion constrictions—towers of rubble, they threaten to topple; and distant tents, white and Lillian branded, show their emptiness to the wind, the bitterness of ritual all around them, like static before a storm.
They reach the debris-dammed riverbed of what once was the Tri-County River. Without water, it’s hardly recognizable. It betrays the ghoul’s memories in the way these ravaged vistas do not. He has no personal attachment to the river, but it was the binding between the cities; their lifeblood, their contaminant. That’s how he knew he was still human: he got stupid with sentiments, sometimes. But if water ran these banks again, would the river be the same? Like a word forgotten for an object later rediscovered, would there be a difference?
Wild dogs and stray cats roam the riverbank, but to the giant mosquito they are no equals. They scatter.
Overhead, a Lord beast clears the river in one leap. The ghoul can’t make sense of the creature or its kind. A moon cat, likely, given its dark fur and celestial markings. Five-to-six-hundred pounds of muscle and claws like knives. And it’s running. From Night Terrors most likely. The ghoul’s wife was the bleeding heart when came it to animals, but to him, this doesn’t seem fair. In this life, certain things, no matter what, can’t catch a break.
And hearing the soupy gore in his gut, the ghoul wants a break. He won’t get one the way he is. Today, he is a monster, and according to the Corrupted, responsible for the Trauma. Tomorrow, it will be no different. He’ll still be a monster, and a blight. He will bear humanity’s burdens like a pack mule, so that they won’t have to. And when he no longer can, they’ll butcher him and look for something else to blame. He could live among them, in disguise, but not truly. He would know the truth, and in turn, in time, they would, too.
He turns to Mr. Haemo. The bug pays him no mind. He still holds the ram skull closely. He already knows what’s going to be said. He’s known all along. The ghoul wants history. He wants to possess. He wants to forget, and he wants to remember. This chameleon gift of his is a weapon he’ll come to loathe. Surely, he thinks to himself, there is, was, or will be someone else out there in a similar situation as himself. A ruined man, maybe, wanting to get back to a family forlorn. He hopes never to meet them, though. They can never meet, men like that, like himself. They will see their paths diverged, and spend their lives reaching out to the other to justify the choices they’ve made.
Hours pass. The river narrows. Around the bend, two commercial airplanes are smashed into one another. Seats and buckles and oxygen masks spill out of the cabins like grubby guts. The bellies of the rusted fuselages have been split open. Fresh, frothing liquid rolls languidly over the tears. Inside, the ghoul hears pattering feet and the frantic search for weaponry. Shining eyes meet his from the ruin’s dark. It is difficult to tell whether they are human or not, but these days, it doesn’t matter. Trying to make the distinction is more dangerous than it’s worth.
For once, the sky is clear. Seasons are strange during the Trauma. Summer and winter are two hateful lovers wrestling over the specifics of an endless divorce. Mornings can be cold and distant, and afternoons, suffocating and hot. It isn’t until the evenings when all energies are spent and all battles lost that the temperature steadies out. But today is different. It has to be past noon, and the weather is decent. Only some parts of the land will catch fire.
Does the blood speak? Does the flesh make promises? Can it? Will it? The ghoul glances at Mr. Haemo. Even with his thousands of eyes, the bug won’t make eye contact. He feared him because you were supposed to fear him, and he still does, but not in the way the mosquito expects him to. He killed four Night Terrors without breaking sweat, and he can spellweave without any effort. But he had chosen the ghoul for a reason. He said it was to infiltrate the remains of Brooksville Manor, to find the Night Terror encampment and the homunculus stationed there, but the ghoul knows there is more to it than that. The ghoul is needed. He can harbor blood and flesh of the Night Terrors in a way the mosquito cannot. But if Mr. Haemo can turn him into a blood slave to control, why the cordiality?
So, after hours of silence, the ghoul breaks it: “How long have you been watching me?”
“A long time.”
“I didn’t know.”
“That’s the point.”
“Why?”
Mr. Haemo shrugs. He’s not going to give him straight answers from here on out.
“You could’ve shown yourself sooner.”
“It wasn’t time.”
“For what? What were you waiting for?”
“Things to be in their proper places.” Mr. Haemo cracks his knuckles. “I’m old. I was here before the Trauma, and I’ll be here buzzing along well after it. Waiting is nothing.”
The ghoul mumbles, “Can you see into the future?”
Mr. Haemo looks at him. “Only if it’s already happened.”
“The hell does that mean?”
“Bloodlines are timelines. They grease the Dread Clock’s dark hands. I know them well.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
Mr. Haemo pokes the ghoul’s nose with his sharp finger. “I’m the abortion that survived.”
The ghoul shakes his head, says, “Don’t cut yourself on all that edge.”
“I grew too slow,” Mr. Haemo says with a sigh. “I could have shown the Old World such a good time.” He spits out a wad of blood. It forms a name: Herbert North.
They begin to make their way up out of the river. The bank is dusty and crumbles beneath their weight. When the ghoul stumbles, Mr. Haemo takes his hand like a child in a crowded mall and helps him along.
The ghoul feels sick constantly equating the bug to a parent.
At the top, they stop. The sun sits low over what once was Brooksville. The ghoul hasn’t been here in untold years. It is unrecognizable to him. There are no buildings. Every building, of which there had to have been thousands, is gone. It is a field of craters and vermillion veins filled with ramshackle huts and the ramshackle shufflers who might call them home. The ghoul counts thirty people in total, but there may be more farther on. In the field is a field of their own; crops—corn, potatoes, and wheat—and plants—Null, Respite, Antagonist, Numb, and Warmth.
This is a community, and everywhere where he’s gone, he’s seen nothing but an intense need for community. Humanity has been traumatized. God left, and those that didn’t chase It, chased one another down, and chastened. Seeing the crops and the people here, the ghoul thinks there may be a chance at reconciliation. There may be a chance God will come back.
The ghoul snaps out of it and says, “What is it? A homunculus?”
“Manmade,” Mr. Haemo says. “They are the original flesh fiends. The original Night Terrors. Their progenitors. They were supposed to be a perfection of humanity, a mold to teach more conscious, free-thinking creatures—”
“Night Terrors.”
“Yeah. They were supposed to guide and educate the Night Terrors into working with humanity. But you’ve seen how that’s worked out for everyone.”
The ghoul nods.
Mr. Haemo stretches his wings. “The thing is the homunculi are completely capable of spellweaving.”
“That’s what you do.”
“That’s right. And something bio-organic such as themselves shouldn’t be able to do that.”
“Can Night Terrors spellweave?”
“Only a rare few.”
“Why do you care what homunculi can do? They don’t seem to be any threat to you.”
Mr. Haemo snorts. “They’re not. But I want what’s inside them. I want to know how they do it. I want to know what Ødegaard did. I want what’s in them. I want to hear its secrets and promises.”
Several Corrupted in the field turn and take notice of the ghoul and the mosquito. Quickly, they hurry away from the riverbank and settle in behind a few large trees that lead into the woods farther on. Maidenwood, that was what they used to call it. Now they don’t call it anything at all.
“I can track Corrupted. I can’t track Night Terrors. That doesn’t sit well with me. They’re up to some fucked up shit. I want to keep tabs. I want to be there when the blood spills.”
The ghoul doesn’t buy Mr. Haemo’s last line, but keeps that to himself.
Mr. Haemo presses his claw against one of the trees, says, “This’ll do,” and then, with both hands, grabs the bark and rips outwards. The tree opens to him like a womb, and inside, waiting all along, as if it’d been there all along, is the red, shadowy light of Exuviae.
“Have to wait until nightfall. Have to teach you a thing or two about a thing or two until then.”
Mr. Haemo steps into the tree.
The ghoul follows after, never even considering the fact he could run.
Unlike Earth, Exuviae is unchanged. The ghoul emerges from the red, shadowy light onto the hill where they’d sat around the cold campfire. The fire is still there, too, frosting the air with its flames. Across the golden way, the convent’s bells peal, and the ghoul has a suspicion they might even be for him and the bug.
Mr. Haemo takes a seat beside the fire.
The ghoul does the same.
“Put on the Night Terror.”
The ghoul’s attention drifts back to the convent. Small shapes in habits are climbing across the roof, leaving behind what appears to be patches of hair in their wake.
“Put it on,” Mr. Haemo demands.
The ghoul closes his eyes and opens his mind. He goes to his flesh closet and finds the Night Terror there. He slips into her skin. It’s no different than anyone else’s. Without the violent entitlement, the Night Terror is no different than any other Corrupted—Corruption withstanding. He will not be convincing as her. He doesn’t even know her name.
“Yep, that’s her,” Mr. Haemo says.
The ghoul opens his eyes and looks down. His figure is bulkier than his natural frame. He has breasts, but he’s long since gotten over that shock. What throws him off more than anything else when he’s a woman is the looks he gets, the way conversations change; how what’s between his legs is simultaneously celebrated and debased. Monsters had better manners than most Trauma-born men and women.
“Her party was sent out from Brooksville Manor to observe the transubstantiation of Lillian into Mother Abbess Priscilla or whatever those bible thumpers have decided to call her. She was a captain.”
He tosses the ghoul the ram skull. “Put it on.”
The ghoul catches it, does as he’s told. The skull is bulky and digs into his head. It’s not comfortable, but no one ever said the life of a flesh fiend was.
“You saw what happened with your own eyes, thanks to me, so you don’t have to BS that part of it. We’ll have to cover you in blood to explain why you’re the only survivor.” Mr. Haemo snaps his fingers. “I’ll cover you good.”
The ghoul shifts the mask. It smells of rot.
“But Night Terrors are freaky little fuckers. You’re going to have to play the part to a T, or you’re going to get pinched. I’d say put on your best Nazi impersonation, but knowing you, you’ll start speaking German and heiling away. So…” Mr. Haemo’s proboscis extends to its full length. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
Mr. Haemo stands. At seven feet tall, wings expanded and proboscis erect, the mosquito is gargantuan to the sitting ghoul. He steps around the fire, goes up to the ghoul, and says, “Open your mouth, baby.”
The ghoul doesn’t.
“I’m not jerking you around about what I can teach you. I’m going to show you right now. I’m going to give you a taste. You’re going to possess this Night Terror. It’ll be temporary, and you’ll still be you in there, but you’ll also be her. All the way.”
The ghoul opens his mouth enough to speak. He is muffled as he says, “What you’re going to teach me… can it be undone? The real thing?”
“If someone knows you well enough and gets inside your head enough, like moi, yeah. But other than that, you’ll be awash in ignorant bliss. Lucky you.”
“You’re not going to turn me into a blood slave, are you?”
Mr. Haemo laughs so hard he starts to cough. “You’re already doing everything I want. You’re the best blood slave I could ever hope for. Open your mouth. You’re going to like the way she tastes.”
The ghoul doesn’t budge.
Mr. Haemo reaches out, takes him by the throat, and digs all five claws into his neck, penetrating the skin and muscle.
“Open up,” the mosquito says. “You’ve come too far for a change of heart.”
The ghoul, gasping, opens his mouth.
Mr. Haemo rips his claws out of his throat, and the wounds heal instantly.
“Don’t forget to swallow,” Mr. Haemo says, touching the tip of his proboscis to the ghoul’s mouth. “Spitters are quitters.”
The ghoul closes his eyes. He sees his family in the dark there. Ava, Zoey, and Faye. He wants to tell them he’s doing this for them—a family man’s favorite phrase and justification. But the truth of the matter, he’s not doing it for anyone or anything, but to drown and die in the undertow of ignorant bliss.
He opens his eyes in time to see what appears to be a magnified germ drop from Mr. Haemo’s proboscis onto his tongue. The green, spiked orb, surrounded by tens of floating globs, stabs its way toward his mouth. Panicking, the ghoul clamps his teeth down on his tongue to stop it. But the germ scales his teeth like walls and melts into his gums.
Everything does not go black. Everything becomes everything. Innumerable images flood his mind at an incomprehensible rate. Memories he cannot possibly have coalesce and co-exist alongside his own. He feels his mind splitting apart. New cavities are created. His body shakes. Or rather, her body shakes. Their eyes roll back in their head. Auditory hallucinations, or maybe just remembrances, wrack his skull. He, she… they are foaming at the mouth. A seizure in the wake of this schism.
Mr. Haemo grabs the ghoul, or the Night Terror, and starts to chant frantically.
This was not how it was supposed to go.
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The ghoul’s brain itches. He imagines it splitting, like cells dividing. Trying to reconcile his thoughts with the Night Terror’s is getting him nowhere. His mind aches in the way puzzles make it ache during that one insurmountable step before being solved. He knows he can do it, but he doesn’t know how to do it, so he lets the process take him where it wills.
He returns to the moment of her death. She is staring him down, except in his eyes, she sees a moth staring back. It reaches out to her with bladed fingers.
Memories mount one another, each one trying to secure their place at the top of an infinitely growing pile of experiences.
He goes farther back. He’s smaller now—a child—because the world is larger than it should be. He’s in a swamp. White tupelos sit swollen on the shore, getting their fill of the placid waters beyond. Thick, brightly colored tussocks decorate the ground, like fallen pompoms from a clown’s suit. He turns, because the memory turns, and finds a village behind him—Traesk, likely. There are huts as far as he can see, which isn’t very far, given the Night Terror’s height and being nearsighted.
He hears something. She moves forward. Night Terrors cross paths with her, but pay her no mind. She rounds corners. Her fear becomes his fear. They are panting together. Someone screams out.
The screaming melds with moaning. Traesk gives way to the texture of blushing flesh. They rear back from a sweating neck to a sweating body. The naked woman beneath them is on her belly and bound, and Corrupted. They tug on the rope to tease her. The woman is begging for them to stop, but instead, they go all the way in every-which-way they can.
The woman cries out in pain. They laugh, and grind themselves against her backside, going purple with power. Someone whimpers. They look up. More Corrupted lay on their sides bound to one another in the corner. They are covered in blood. Their faces have been turned into a pink mash. They are upset that one of them is still alive. It is embarrassing.
The memories shift. They sit beside a fire, their hand in the hand of the female Night Terror beside them. They are teenagers, and they are in love; a deep, stupid kind of love; the kind that could rival electricity if such a force could be put to use for things other than fawning and fucking. The ghoul doesn’t think this. The Night Terror thinks this. She thinks this as she remembers this moment for him from another moment later in her life. She is dead, but inside him, she is alive.
The swamp puts on a show. Fireflies take to the black stage and fill it with bioluminescent bravado. They drift across the air, making shapes that only these two young lovers can find meaning in. They squeeze the girl’s hand. Her name is Callie. She is a vulture.
They lean into one another and, going in for a kiss, miss each other’s mouths. They close their eyes and try again. Callie’s lips are wet and slightly chapped; kissing her turns their insides in the best way possible.
When they pull away, they are back in Six Pillars, in the house of Filipa. They are on the ground in the kitchen, a ghoul on top of them, tearing at their throat. Callie is coming down the hall to save her.
They die. They live.
Traesk screams. It has been this way all day and all night. Fifty Corrupted lie in a chain, their heads hacked from their bodies. The public execution has every Night Terror in attendance. The elders insist for them to remain calm, but the hot blood has made them hot, and soon they are down on all fours, reveling.
They step up to the Corrupted on the chopping block. They grab him by the back of his hair and scream into his ear, “Where is it? What’s its name?”
The Corrupted tries to wriggle. Another Night Terror, the Dog, steps up to him. The Dog takes two fingers and plunges them into the blood collected around the block. Then, the Dog shoves them into the Corrupted’s mouth, enough to make him vomit. He does this, over and over, until the Corrupted is the color of a stillborn baby and there is nothing left in his stomach.
“Lacuna,” he says, bawling. “Off the c-coast from Nachtla.” He heaves. “God f-forgive m-me.”
They laugh and step on his neck.
“I love you.”
They are in the Night Terror’s room. They are tucked into bed. A candle burns on the windowsill, its flame moved by the heavy air coming off the swamp. Their mom and dad are in the room. She is sitting on the edge of the bed, holding their big toe from over the blanket. He is standing near the door, smiling in the shadows; his arms crossed, covered in a thick mat of hair they always like to pull on to make him mad.
“We love you, too, Emvola,” Mom says.
Brooksville of years after and hours before bursts through the floor. It is the morning of their death. They are underground. The Monkey (Caine), the Lion (Rusaf), the Boar (Domuz), and Callie, the Vulture, stand at their side.
In front of them there is a massive hole, like an abscessed wound. It is covered in a wreath of millions of feasting maggots. In front of that stands a strange creature. A sexless, genderless humanoid without any armor or weapons. Its eyes are like two cracked marbles still covered in the grit of the games they’d played. Its hands are clenched. Liquefied maggots drip from the creases. There is already a large puddle of the creatures around the humanoid’s feet.
It is a homunculus. They know this. Very few do.
“Do not intervene,” the homunculus says. “Without the Lillians, there is no telling what the next dominant religion will be. We need not taunt Exuviae.”
They nod.
“Kill no one. Rape no one.”
They and their companions grumble ridiculously, like sitcom actors.
“We must be better if we are going to make the world better. Go, now, and see history.”
“What about the Maggot?” they say.
“The Maggot knows me well, Emvola. If it is here, I will find it. Go, and be more than what you are. I trust you.”
I trust you. The statement makes them feel that deep, stupid kind of love again. I trust you. They can’t remember anyone ever saying that to them in their entire life. Most had never been given cause to. I trust you. They throw their arm around Callie’s shoulder and squeeze her into them.
They walk out of Brooksville in a series of choppy vignettes. When they reach Six Pillars, they are sixteen again. They are sitting on the chest of their first Corrupted kill. The heart has already been removed and placed in the proper bag. They will be a full member of the tribe soon. She picks at his skin and slips a piece into her mouth. The elders have recently forbidden cannibalism, stating that it could lead to genetic defects in future births. But the Corrupted and Night Terrors are not of the same species, and how does that saying go?
Oh, yeah. That’s right.
Old habits die hard.
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The ghoul goes it alone. He came out of the mental stitching by himself. He’ll carry this conjoined consciousness on his own. He’s had enough of his mosquito chaperone.
One hour; Mr. Haemo had warned he had one hour. As he follows the river to the final resting place of Brooksville Manor, he counts the seconds in his head, her head—their head. Emvola, the Night Terror whose life he now possesses, is quiet at the moment. Her last thought was that she was dying. Now, she cannot understand why she isn’t. He wonders what will become of this ghostly mind inside his own. Can it form new memories? And when this hour is up, what will stay behind, disguising itself as his own recollections?
“You have one hour to eat the homunculus,” Mr. Haemo had told him. “If you can’t eat it, then swallow as much blood as you can. One hour, and you’re back to being you. After that, it’ll be up to your charming personality and your… ghoulish… good looks.”
There had been people outside when they first arrived in Brooksville, but not anymore. Impersonating Emvola gave him the kind of wide berth from others you couldn’t get short of being a cruise liner or a comet. He knew why, too. Those memories were fresh. They still had a temperature and smell to them. They were hot, and they smelled of sweat and rust. Emvola and the others, while the homunculus had been asleep, had snuck out of Brooksville Manor to terrorize the Corrupted living here. Not to send a warning or “balance the scales,” but because traveling with the homunculus had forced them to be civil. Six women, eight men, and five children were slaughtered, raped, and impregnated by the time they were able to scratch that “itch.”
“If the Maggot is down there, don’t go near it,” Mr. Haemo had told him. “Don’t go into the hole you saw in her memories. You won’t come out. And I won’t come save you.”
The ghoul didn’t want this. He didn’t want Emvola’s memories, or the ones he’d fashioned when he took on the fashion of others from his flesh projects. And what about his own memories? What good were they to him anymore when the ones he kept them for were an afterlife away? His wife was Ava; his daughters were Zoey and Faye. And he was… He couldn’t remember his name, anymore. He remembered being a banker, or a manager of a bank. He remembered Zoey was a C-section, and Faye came out so tangled up in her umbilical cord she might as well have been playing cat’s cradle with it. He remembered meeting Ava. They met their freshman year of college in the library. She’d ended up getting pregnant six months later. She had cussed him and his “no good, deadeye dick” out for two hours before laughing herself to tears. They were married for ten years before a Lillian put a bullet in her head.
“But if you can do this,” Mr. Haemo had said, “then I’ll teach you the secret histories of the body. It’s the best fresh start you’re going to get in this rancid world.”
But if he found the perfect life and possessed it, would he forget everything else? Just having Emvola’s corpse of consciousness lying beside his was spiritually and mentally nauseating. It made him want to vomit out both and be done with the experience. Yet, if he allowed everything to be scratched and scoured from his synapses, would it be worth it? What had he been doing this whole time? A family man convinces himself everything he does or will do will be for the sake of his family. But he has no family; just people he’s orphaned and invaded.
“You’ll have to hibernate, eventually,” Mr. Haemo had said, waving him off. “But you might just get to live just shy of forever. A new life and young wife every hundred years or so? You scallywag.”
The ghoul doesn’t want to live forever, but he doesn’t want to die. He is a ghoul, not a human—not even a Corrupted—but he knows he’s foolish to think he’s all that different from them. He just wants meaning. God was his meaning once. And maybe God still can be. But until then, his curse can be a gift. He could carry on a life nearing its end; bring happiness to those who aren’t ready for their loved ones to go. No one has to see him die. He could be the stalwart protector standing on the precipice of time; rotted, ragged, ravaged; a skin cloak like Mr. Haemo’s fastened around his neck; waiting for that preternatural pat on the back. And then, yes, then, and only then, can he let go and see Ava, Zoey, and Faye again. Finally, he’ll be able to look them in their beautiful eyes and tell them why he had been spared when they had not been.
Brooksville Manor creeps on him in the way most repulsive things do. He doesn’t see it until he can’t help but see it everywhere he looks. That is the boon of repulsive things. They do not belong, but the world compensates around them, so that they do. It is the only way to explain why they should exist at all.
The three-story, low-income housing complex used to tower over the Tri-County river, but ten years before God awoke, it collapsed upon itself. Whether the collapse was the result of an accident or malicious intentions, it was never substantiated; but Brooksville Manor was never rebuilt, and its debris had never been fished out of the river. They were simply left to drift into the distant sea.
Brooksville Manor was nothing. The only reason the ghoul knew to call it that was because he remembered it had been here once. Brooksville Manor was a blown-out piece of hill, like a bombed bunker, that had been walled off by row after row of barbed wire, broken glass, metal shards, and stacks of cars that burned infinitely with the same cold, black flames from Exuviae. There were bodies, too; hundreds of them, strung up in the air by silken threads connected to nothing but the wrinkles in the sky. Each of them had their eyes gouged and their bodies split, from their asses to their mouths.
Fifty feet out, the ghoul stops. He straightens the ram mask and slips into Emvola’s thoughts. He doesn’t know how important this homunculus is, but clearly it didn’t need much of a guard while Emvola and the other Night Terrors had been away. Brooksville Manor looks how a cataclysm might when preparing for the apocalypse. But there had to be a way in. And if there was, he already knew it.
Emvola’s memories drift like motes of dust across his mind. He reaches out to them. Lenticular imagery flash before his eyes. He sees a stack of cars braced by a vertical white van. Black flames immolate the mechanical pyre. Everything burns. Nothing melts. Emvola steps through the cold fire unscathed, and goes through the van, out onto the cars, to the second layer of this transplanted hell.
The ghoul goes around the outskirts of the Manor. He spies the vertical white van. Squeezing the handle of the halberd, he adjusts the ram mask and gets as close as he dares to the black flames. Here, unlike elsewhere, they’re not cold. They’re not anything.
He takes a deep breath and reaches out. The black tongues caress his hand. Expecting pain, he feels pain; and then, realizing it’s nothing, he feels nothing. This part of the fire is an illusion.
Climbing into the van, the ghoul snatches another memory from Emvola’s molting life. After the cars come the metal shards and the broken glass. Protruding from the earth and tightly packed, it’s impossible to step off the cars without impaling your foot or scrambling them into boney confetti. Yet, Emvola does just that. She drops from the cars and into the second layer. She steps from shard to shard, and each time, they disappear beneath her feet, as if they weren’t there at all.
The ghoul replays the memory over and over. When he’s comfortable enough to do anything but call it quits, he lowers himself from the wall of burning cars and plants one foot in the exact location Emvola had yesterday. The shards give to his weight. He can’t even feel them beneath him.
Reaching the end of Emvola’s memory loop and the beginning of the barbed wired third layer, the ghoul stops. The barbed wire walls are just that—walls of barbed wire—and stand at least ten feet tall. They are memorials to massacre. Their brutal, sharp points are bloodied knots upon which flesh, feathers, scales, and tissues are fixed.
Sensing movement across the wall, the ghoul looks to his left. There, he spies a lamb caught between the dense, cutting layers. Its fur drips pink with pigheaded pride. It does not whine as it works itself to the bone to get to the center. It is indifferent.
More movement. Spastic vibrations. The ghoul glances to his right. Farther down, an elderly Corrupted couple are caught in the barbed wire. Their emaciated bodies, soaked with blood, glow radiantly against the cool, uncaring steel. At first, the ghoul thinks they are trying to escape the wall’s clutches, but then sees they are merely trying to get farther in. They sound like they are praying. Epiphanies in evisceration.
Emvola’s memory glides over his consciousness, teasing him to take it. He does, and recoils as what he finds there. She doesn’t pass through the barbed wire as if it were an illusion or secret passage like he thought she might. Instead, she holds out her hands; and from one of the suspended corpses above, a silk rope drops from between its mutilated pelvis. She grips the rope, and the corpse reels her up, over the wall, where she drops and descends into the hollow of Brooksville Manor.
The ghoul goes back to the lamb. One little leg, sheered to steel, sticks out of the wall, dripping blood from its toes like a paintbrush.
The ghoul wonders about the elderly. They didn’t get much farther from when he last saw them. They’re dead in each other’s arms, except one appears to be holding the other back, as if they meant to be the first one through.
Sighing, shaking, the ghoul glances over his shoulder. He’s come this far. He can’t even say how far he’s come. But he’d like to know where he was going for once. So, he holds out his hands.
He counts ten corpses closest to him. One turns slowly towards him, its silken noose glittering around its mushy, bruised neck. A faint, green mist oozes out of its empty sockets and slacked jaw. It considers him intensely in a way only the blind could. Then, from its dry, yawning perineum, a silk rope unravels.
The ghoul steps back. The rope hits the top of the barbed wire wall and slides down it. He fixes the halberd underneath his arm, presses it against his body.
The hanging corpse gives the rope a tug.
The ghoul grabs the rope, holds it above his head.
The corpse begins to reel him in slowly, effortlessly.
The ghoul tucks in his legs to avoid having them catch on the wall, but the corpse is pulling him at an impossible angle, adjusting his trajectory, despite not moving from where he hangs.
Ten feet up, the ghoul clears the wall. The corpse lowers the rope. When he’s close enough to drop from it, he does. The ghoul falls four feet and hits the ground. The halberd slips out from underneath his arm. He scrambles to his feet, but the weapon is out of reach. It bounces along before falling into the Manor’s hollow.
The rope rises past the ghoul’s face. He looks up to see the corpse stuffing it back into the hole between its legs. The green mist rolls in reverse back into his eye sockets and mouth, and for now, it is dead again.
The ghoul approaches the hollow. He doesn’t know what to expect, because Emvola’s reconstructed mind has gone dormant. The stitching between his and hers is fraying. He can only remember what she remembered for him—fragments of fossils from a shape he doesn’t have the imagination to imagine.
“I’m almost out of time,” he says to himself, going to the lip of the hollow.
The last of Brooksville Manor is subterranean. Inside the hollow of the blown-out hill is a partially destroyed cement staircase. It plunges narrowly into the glistening dark beyond.
The ghoul puts one foot on the top of the stairs and stops. His stomach turns. He turns. He wants to run away, but he can’t remember the way. Beyond the corpse’s rope, the rest is a blur of nervous hesitations and anxious second guesses.
No different than anywhere else, at any other time, he thinks to himself.
And thinking that, he descends.
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In the hazy depths of Brooksville Manor, the ghoul and the homunculus he’s come to consume are not alone.
As he moves down the crumbling stairs, he hears two voices below. One from the homunculus of Emvola’s memories. The other belongs to a woman with a strong speech impediment.
“Ou… y’ave et?” the woman struggles to say.
The ghoul leaps over four weak steps and catches himself against the wall. The cement and old pipe dig into his bones. He takes off the ram skull and holds it at his side, to see more clearly.
“Yes,” the homunculus says.
Their voices echo around the ghoul. It’s too dark to see where the homunculus and this woman are, but he’s certain they are near. He smells fire—real fire—and sees the glow of it just beyond where the stairs appear to stop.
“When will you use it?” the homunculus asks.
The ghoul creeps to the bottom of the stairs. He sees the halberd a few feet away, sidesteps towards it, and scoops it up. Donning the ram’s skull, he drifts in the dark towards the fiery glow—and the two figures huddled around it.
“N’yver. They w-will.”
“You have the Blood. What else do you need for your Communion?”
“The Body.”
The ghoul is dripping in sweat. The dark is sweltering. The shapes become more defined by the fire with every step he takes. He probes Emvola’s mind, but there is no reaction, no response.
“How will you find the child?”
“They w-will ‘ring him t’ me. They w-would give me all their c’ildren if they could. I will find him.”
He has seconds at best before this phantom mind becomes a phantom limb. What does he need to know? What will the homunculus ask him? Was there a passphrase? Was he, she, them even supposed to come back—
“Someone’s there,” the woman says. Her speech impediment is gone. “Someone’s in the dark.”
The homunculus clears his throat. The ball of fire he and the woman are beside lifts into the air, touches the earthen ceiling, and then explodes into hundreds of tinier, yet equally bright orbs. They rush across the ceiling in every direction, until the entire hollow is no longer completely dark, but instead, dimly lit with cloudy bulbs, like a Podunk bar on Christmas Eve.
The homunculus and the woman, once Lillian, now the White Worm, stand before him. Behind them, the massive, abscessed, maggot-wreathed hole from Emvola’s memory gapes. Between them, an old, dirty, metal hospital bed sits lopsided; butcher’s knives lay across it.
The White Worm looks no different than she did before. Her tunic and pants bear no stains or rips from the barrier above, as if she passed through it perfectly, or somehow avoided it entirely. The only thing different about her is the box in her hands. It’s constructed from a deep red wood; and the locks and hinges fixed to it are milky white. She holds this box so tightly that the flesh in her fingers and hands bunches up from the tension.
The homunculus cocks its head, concerned. Sexless, genderless, and without armor or weapons, the creature shouldn’t scare the ghoul as much as it does, but it does. It’s not the cracked marble eyes, or the bird-like features of its mouth. It’s not its slightly elongated arms, or its fingers that come to a point. It’s the complete and total control of itself and the environment around it. The surety in the way it carries itself. It is the way in which it resembles a flesh fiend in its purest, most undiluted form. It is the embodiment of violence and depravity, without any of the telltale signs. It is unpredictable.
“Emvola,” the homunculus says, sounding slightly relieved. “You’re alive.”
The White Worm disagrees. She unlocks the wooden box and opens it. Inside, sitting upon a cushion, is a silver, red-gemmed necklace covered in what appear to be worm-like adornments. She mumbles, “Guess you were good for something, Ruth,” and closes it.
The ghoul shuts his eyes. He invades Emvola’s mind with his own, but finds himself creating memories for her. Some slip through before he realizes, and now he can’t tell what’s real and what’s not.
“She’s not alive,” the White Worm says. “She and the others rushed off to Filipa’s house to kill some voyeurs. That’s not Emvola.”
The homunculus nods. It turns to the White Worm, bows, and says, “What will you call yourself?”
The White Worm taps her lips in contemplation and then: “Mother Abbess Priscilla.”
“And after that?”
Mother Abbess Priscilla laughs, gives the homunculus a weak shove, and walks into the hole. The maggots close around her, and when they disperse, she is gone.
The ghoul’s heart is beating so hard he’s certain the homunculus can hear it. He finds himself drifting towards his flesh closet, desperate to put on another suit. He stays his hand. He can do this. He’s so close. He’s seen enough of Emvola. He doesn’t need her to be her. The details differ, but most courses are always the same.
“What the hell was the point of watching her if she was going to come back here, anyway?” the ghoul shouts, ramming the halberd’s end into the ground. That sounded like Emvola.
“She was supposed to come back with you,” the homunculus says. “Callie had orders to escort her back. Where is Callie?”
The ghoul stiffens. Tears fall from his eyes. Callie. The love he never loved and yet the love for which he would now kill himself.
The homunculus approaches. “I am sorry.” It holds out its hands for him to take. “I am sorry for all of your deaths. You should not have come back.”
The ghoul says through his teeth, “She died… because of you.”
“She died because of you. I asked you not to kill, and you were killed because of it.”
“Are you fucking kidding me? I’m standing right here before…”
The homunculus reaches the ghoul and takes the ram mask by its sides and lifts it off his head.
By the time the mask is gone, so is this grotesque glamour. Emvola’s flesh melts into his own and finds its place upon a rack in his mind.
“That is better,” the homunculus says. “It is nice to see the truth in a world of lies.”
The ghoul imagines stabbing the homunculus with the halberd. But he can’t bring himself to do it. Not yet.
“You are a ghoul.” The homunculus lays the ram skull at his feet. “You impersonated Emvola to reach this place. That is very clever. Was it to meet the White Worm?”
The ghoul shakes his head.
“Was it to see heaven?”
The ghoul is confused.
“Heaven.” The homunculus points to the maggot hole behind him. “Well, it was a way into heaven. The Vermillion God is gone, and so the way to It is shut for now. Yet, people and things are drawn to this place. I am sure you have seen them caught in the barricades outside. What is a place that once was heaven and is no more if not hell? It is important they do not reach this place until the maggots have finished cleaning the wound.”
The homunculus pauses, as if it has realized it is speaking too much and says, “You came for me.”
“I did,” the ghoul says.
“Not the Maggot?”
“I don’t know what that is.”
“We all hold our undoing within ourselves,” the homunculus says. “Even God, I believe. I hope.” It touches the ghoul’s rough cheek with its soft finger. “What do you want from me?”
“Your blood.”
The homunculus smiles.
“Not me. It’s not for me.” The ghoul hangs his head. “It’s for the mosquito, Mr. Haemo.”
“Ah.”
“You know him?”
“Unfortunately.”
“What has he promised you?”
“A life. A way to have a life.”
“What is wrong with the life you have now?”
“They’re not mine. Mine’s gone. I’m a parasite. I’m a cuckoo bird.”
“Is that not your nature?”
The ghoul doesn’t respond.
“You can be yourself, and you can be more.” The homunculus takes a step back. “We have been telling the Night Terrors this for years. Some are listening. Emvola did not.”
The ghoul sneers. “Maybe you shouldn’t have given them horrible principles to base their life around.”
The balls of fire on the ceiling begin to glow brighter.
The homunculus makes fists and then, slowing its breath, says, “That is what you do when you do not believe in the subjects you are trying to mold. You appeal to what they are, in the hopes that, one day, they will become what you have.
“I am sorry, ghoul, but I do not have blood to give you.”
The ghoul stammers, “W-What?”
“I am bloodless. I only have the oil from the Mokita machine. It is yours to have. That is what the mosquito wants.”
“Why are you helping me?”
“I have just committed a terrible sin by giving Mother Abbess Priscilla that box. I appealed to her nature with the hopes it will make more fruitful our own. I wish to atone.”
The ghoul nods. The hollow is going dark. The homunculus’ weavings are beginning to wear thin.
“You’re manmade,” the ghoul says.
The homunculus nods.
“But you can spellweave.”
Again, it nods.
“How?”
“The Mokita machine. Its oil.”
The homunculus presses its hand to its chest and tears a piece of it away. The porous material in place of flesh comes free in one, dry hunk. Behind the material lies the creature’s chest cavity. Inside it, artificial organs with a plastic sheen throb with calculated movements.
The homunculus reaches deeper into itself and wraps its hand around its heart. The container is rich with a dark, swirling liquid inside it.
“The liquid is the oils of Exuviae,” the homunculus says. “When man could not be God, he tried to be Its opposite, instead. They lie to themselves about the nature of angels and demons. They only see the wings.”
The homunculus rips out the heart container and hands it to the ghoul.
As soon as the ghoul takes it, the homunculus collapses upon itself into a pile of dust.
Overhead, on a cue, he hears buzzing and the flapping of wings, and Mr. Haemo’s grating voice.
“Just one more thing you have to do for me,” he says, landing behind him, resting his claw upon the ghoul’s shoulder. “Just one more thing.”
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Bowie cracks his back at the crack of dawn and wakes his wife, Starla, with the dramatic gyration.
“What’re you doing?” she rumbles, one half of her still in last night’s cups. “What time is it?” She opens an eye. There is no light coming in from the casement window. “Go back to bed. You need to sleep!”
Bowie lets her go on like this for another five seconds or so before sleep, having realized she’s slipped its grips, comes to get her. She’s gone by the time he gets out of the bed.
He’s seventy-two. Older than anyone he’s ever met, Bowie expects some insomnia in his twilight years. Starla hates it, though. Being his wife makes her, by default, his most trusted physician, and according to her, it isn’t right or natural to have him awake at all hours. Then she usually tells him he didn’t use to be like this. Then he tells her she didn’t use to nag him so much. And so on and so on.
Bowie stumbles in the dark out of the bedroom. In the hall, he smells the candle they pinched out an hour ago and wishes they hadn’t. He kicks at the wall until his feet hit something hollow.
Reaching down, his bones crack like branches underfoot. He shudders in delight and grabs the pot beside the wall. Holding it in one hand, he takes his dick out and pisses into it. His bladder thanks him as it shrinks. When the stream is nothing more than a drizzle, he gives himself a few healthy shakes. It’s ceremonial at this point, though. He could stand here and slap himself around through breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and still he’d dribble as soon as he put this useless thing away.
“Good enough,” he mumbles with final jerk.
He puts his dick away. A single, sadistic drop of piss hits his linen not a second later.
Bowie takes the pot and shambles down the hall. He and his family have been in this house for twenty years. He knows it well. If he were to spin around in this Black Hour blackness, he would still find his way to whatever room he needed and not run into anything on the way. No, he wishes the candle was still burning because the world got worse when the lights went out. If you’re sleeping, you can’t see it, but he doesn’t sleep, so he sees it all.
Bowie, dodging chairs and a table, gets to the backdoor. The cold comes in under it and chills his toes. When you’re only skin and bones and your two ten-year-old daughters combined weigh more than you, a gust of cold air is all it takes to get your teeth chattering.
He reaches into the dark and comes back with a heavy coat from off the wall. He steps into the boots beside the door, and sinks. Holding the pot of piss, he cringes and then opens the backdoor.
It’s snowing again.
Only at night, blanketed and glittering, can their town of Nyxis gain some sense of comfort. At any other time on any other day, Nyxis is a restless child—all gnawing gums and growing pains. It used to be a barren field covered in scorch marks and satellites, and small hovels that were homes to the witch covens that roamed here. But then witches’ children wanted more than to sow suffering, so they sowed seeds and reaped fields, and those from the smolders of Vold (now Elin) saw and left their city lives for the country.
The town is ten miles wide at this point, but it continues to expand. That’s where the gnawing gums come in, and the growing pains. Nyxis creeps across the land, be it by shack or field, taking more and more of the Trauma-enriched soil of the Heartland for itself. But with this potential for prosperity comes those desperate to prosper. Rich and poor and those getting by; good and bad and those myopic menaces—they all come Nyxis to claim their stake. It’s led to a town structured around being unstructured; a cultural wave crashing against a socio-economic typhoon. It’s led to some of the town’s greatest achievements (socialized medicine) and most terrible transgressions (prostitution, and weaponized sexually transmitted diseases).
But in the snow, you can’t tell. The moonlit white and the frosted dark hide these things without prejudice, bias, or lies. Gone are the buildings–those built up at the center, those falling apart at the ends; gone are the midnight marauders and the late night life takers; gone are the howling voices from those who have too much and those who don’t have enough at all; gone is the blood, but when it’s not, when it’s there, eating through the snow, reflecting off the ice, at least it’s beautiful.
Bowie doesn’t share these thoughts with his family. He and his wife have been around long enough to remember a time when the world was closer to ending than beginning. When he does sleep, the memories haunt him. It’s gotten better, but mostly, the world has gotten better at hiding its inhumanity. It’s no longer so raw, so primal. Violence goes not naked into the street, but clad in the clothes of priests and politicians.
At times, he misses when he could trust no one but those he loved, and days were spent in solitude. It was a crueler world, but in some ways, an easier world. But these are words of a victimizer, not a victim. He knows this, and knows if the tables had been turned, he would not think so fondly on the follies of the past.
Bowie hurls the piss from the pot into the snow. The stream steams in the air and lashes the top layer. With the piss, he sends these negative thoughts, too. He doesn’t need them, anymore. If he really misses seeing a world undone, he knows he need only wait for his hour with Death. She’ll show him.
He wipes his runny nose, turns to go back in the house, and stops. Something catches on the corner of his eye and reels him around. There it is. A tree. Moonlight running like streamers through its outstretched branches. It sits on the edge of his property, snow packed around its roots, old as the land it’s grown from.
And it shouldn’t be here.
Bowie sets the piss pot down and wades through the five inches of snow on the ground to get at the tree. He and his family have been in the house for twenty years. And this tree here? It wasn’t here a few hours ago. He should know. He was just out here at midnight, pissing, staring at the same spot he was staring at now, except it was empty.
“Where the hell did you come from?”
Because he’s old and incurably stubborn, he touches the tree. There’s a rough, scabby scar that runs vertically along its base. From it, a warm, viscous fluid oozes. Hard seeds cling to the liquid. He considers picking one out and tasting it, but common-sense kicks in and he considers otherwise. It’s then that he realizes the tree isn’t made of wood, nor is it lined in bark. The whole thing is comprised of this dense, dark, viscous material.
He’s never seen anything like it.
And he doesn’t like it.
Bowie hears Starla’s voice in his head. “Get back inside,” she tells him, “or you’re going to catch your Death.”
Wiping the fluid on his fingers on his pantleg, Bowie backs up and goes back inside. He shuts the door and stands there at it for a moment, thawing. The strange tree has taken root in his mind. Even if he could sleep, he couldn’t anymore. Not with that thing that shouldn’t be there being there.
Something bites his neck. He slaps the spot. The pain stops. He pulls his hand away, holds it to the crack in the door where some moonlight comes through. A smashed mosquito lies bloody in his palm.
Bowie goes to check on the girls. On his way, he grabs the candle from the hall and lights it with the tinderbox and wooden split. Their house is one large room that doubles as a living room and a kitchen; the single hall is short; one side leads to his and Starla’s room, the other to their daughters’. It’s not big enough for a family as big as theirs, but on nights like these, when it’s dark and cold and strange trees are growing from the ground, and strange insects are riding on the air, the house is just the right size. He wants to be able to see everything all at once.
He goes to the girls’ room and pushes open the door. He holds the candle high, lets the light crawl over their sleeping bodies. Duška and Sethe are out. They’ve pushed their beds together, and are wrapped up in each other’s blankets. Their eyes move behind their lids, dreaming, most likely, of warmer days.
Bowie backs out, slips into his room—Starla is snoring up a storm—grabs a blanket off their bed, and brings it back to the girls. He lays it over them in equal parts. But like the hairs of a flytrap, as soon as it lands on Sethe’s arm, she quickly snatches it away. And like the younger she is, even if it’s only by weeks, Duška fusses about this from her slumber.
Bowie leaves, and leaves their door open on his way out.
He goes into the family room and sits in his chair. He sets the candle on the table beside it. A surge of wind rushes up against the house, shaking it before receding. It does this over and over, and the temperature in the house dips with every attack. Bowie grabs the quilt from off the back of his chair and wraps it around himself. The wind stops after that.
Thinking about the tree makes his stomach hurt. In a post-Trauma world, in a town built by the children of witches, day-to-day oddities were absolute certainties. Night Terrors still visited them, though not as often as before, and Lord animals were known to pass through on occasion. A few even claimed to have seen the Black Hour. Revenants attacked the outer parts of Nyxis in the spring and lamias preyed on the orphanage and foster homes in the fall. Some said they’d seen a ghoul down by the river earlier this week.
Even this winter was said to be unnatural. Archivists in Elin, Geharra, and Six Pillars had all agreed it might last for years.
But never in Bowie’s days had he seen a tree like the one in his backyard. And why was it in his backyard and not the old crone’s next door a half mile down the way?
Bowie rubs his thumbs against his fingers. He clears his throat with his whole body. He convinces himself he has to piss again, so that he can see the tree again.
The candle’s getting low. And if this winter is going to last half as long as they promised—weathermen never get it right—they’re going to need all the candles they can get. He snuffs the flame. The cold closes in on him. He pulls the quilt tighter against his body. Pushing out of the chair, he comes to his feet after fifteen seconds and then waits there, until his body gives him the go ahead to go ahead.
When he was young, he didn’t have to be so deliberate. Now, everything has to be accounted for.
Bowie turns to face the backdoor and hears something hit the one at the front. He spins, gets dizzy; waits until it passes. Again, something hits the front door. There’s a short sword beside it against the wall. He gets that first, and then, mustering his courage and strength, he opens the door.
Snow blasts across the threshold. It gets in his many wrinkles and forms tiny icicles there. He squints, because squinting makes him see better, and tries to make sense of the storm swirling before him. Nyxis is nearing a whiteout. He leans into the outside air. His ears prick up at another sound. Footsteps through snow. And as soon as he hears them, they stop.
Bowie panics. He steps inside, shuts the door, locks it, and then tosses some firewood behind it, as if that’ll make a difference. He and Starla have lived in Nyxis a very long time. They’ve gotten to know just about everyone who lives here through their trades—she as a seamstress, he as a “Renaissance Man,” whatever that means. He’s sold Old World relics, repaired stables, tended fields, copied manuscripts, fished, mined, dabbled in dentistry, and of late, made the same candles he now uses to light his house. Never in that time had he ever made any enemies. But now it felt like he had some. Now, it felt like he had been marked.
Bowie turns around and cries out.
Duška and Sethe are standing behind him, blankets wrapped around the both of them. They look like two twins conjoined by comfort.
“Be quiet,” Sethe tells him.
Bowie glances at the door. He must’ve woken them. The girls were light sleepers. When he and Starla found them eight years ago by the abandoned mill, they were covered in markings of the occult. They quickly took them to the local Lillian priest and had them blessed. Since then, they, like him, never slept for long, and never all that soundly.
“Sorry, girls.”
“Why were you outside our room?” Duška asks with a whine.
“I was in the backyard.”
The wind kicks up and rattles all the doors in the house.
Sethe’s eyes droop. “Don’t try to scare us.”
Duška crosses her arms and nods her head.
“What… what did I do?”
“Ugh,” the girls say simultaneously.
“Your daddy’s old.” Bowie scratches his head like a monkey. “I forget things.”
The trees outside creak. A branch snaps off and hits the side of the house.
The girls jump. Their eyelids snap up so hard they’re stunned.
Bowie grabs his heart, thinking, Don’t you dare fail me now, and laughs uncomfortably. “It’s okay… Just the storm.”
“I don’t like it when you do that,” Duška says.
Bowie furrows his brow.
“When you talk to us through the walls. It’s mean.”
Sethe tugs on the blanket, taking some away from Duška.
Duška pouts and tugs it right back to where it was between them.
A chill shoots up Bowie’s spine that has nothing to do with the winter raging around them. “T-talk to you? Through t-the walls?”
“Yeah, we heard you,” Sethe says. “Why did you keep saying ‘blood’ over and over and over? That’s weird, Dad.”
Bowie realizes he’s still holding the short sword. He smiles at his daughters, gives them an unemphatic, “I don’t know,” and goes around them, to their room. They don’t have any windows in here, so he doubles-back, his head swimming with dark paranoias; lights the candle again.
He hurries into their room and goes to the farthest wall—the only one where he could have supposedly spoken to them through.
Duška and Sethe waddle up to the doorway, refusing to drop the blankets they share.
“Wake your mother,” Bowie croaks, pressing his ear to the freezing wall.
He hears nothing, but inside his head, it’s all warning bells.
His girls go pattering down the hall, their warm feet sweating on the cold floor.
Bowie smashes his face against the wall and moves along it. Is this place haunted? Wouldn’t be the first in Nyxis. Maybe that tree in the back is an ill omen. He thinks as far back as he can manage, trying to recollect any wrongdoings. But he can conjure no such thoughts. He’s seventy-two. He doesn’t do much of anything anymore except annoy Starla.
Sethe screams.
Bowie straightens up. His back snaps and a sharp pain lances him.
Duška screams.
Bowie cries, “What is it? Come to me. Come to me!”
By the time he gets to the door, the girls are running past it into the family room.
“What’s wrong?” He goes to chase after them, but he’s drawn farther down the hall.
“M-Mom,” Duška cries.
“She’s…” Sethe can’t get the words out.
A blast of cold air winds down the hall. It shouldn’t be there. It shouldn’t be this cold inside the house. The candle goes out. He turns into his room.
The casement window is wide open, and Starla is hanging out of it, her face upside down and staring directly at him. She has a hole in her head. Blood falls languidly from it, freezing before it hits the ground.
Someone laughs outside the window.
The rest of Starla is wrenched through it, into the white dark.
And then Duška screams.
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Bowie’s body forgets it’s seventy-two. A surge of adrenaline takes over and unlocks muscles that gave up so long ago. He hurries down the hall. More snow blows through it from the family room.
“Girls! Girls! Don’t touch them whoever…”
The front door is open. A cloaked figure stands in the doorway, holding Duška against him. Snow blows over them, builds up around them. She doesn’t have her blanket. She’s scared. She’s shivering so badly.
The back door is open. A cloaked figure stands in the doorway, holding Sethe against him. Wind and shards of ice trickle down around them, tinkling when they hit the ground in a magical kind of way that makes the scene sicker. Sethe has her fingers dug into the figure’s arm, her teeth into his hand. The hate is all the warmth she has right now.
Moonlight pours in through the two doors, but the living room between remains pitch black. That is, until a red light flickers into existence. It stands freely in a grotesque, clawed palm.
Bowie looks back and forth between the two figures holding his daughters hostage. They’re both too far away from him to do anything. And if he does anything, then one of the girls isn’t going to…
“Look familiar?”
The voice comes from the center of the room. From the thing holding the red light.
“Not exact, I know, but that’s on you,” it continues. “Time to wake up.”
Bowie buckles over. He takes heavy gulps of air. What little adrenaline he had is gone. His body is on fire. His mind is twisted up inside his skull, trying to work out solutions. He thinks of Starla, and before he knows it, his face is soaked with tears.
“Gunshot wounds to their faces, right?”
Bowie looks up. “What are you…?”
The cloaked figure at the front door takes out a pistol and blows Duška’s face off.
Bowie’s voice breaks as he screams, “No!”
The cloaked figure at the back door takes out a pistol.
“Daddy…” Sethe says.
Bowie runs towards her, pleading, “Don’t, don’t!”
And then the cloaked figure pulls the trigger.
Bowie gets to her by the time she hits the ground. He can’t recognize her anymore.
“Why?!” he screams until his voice gives out.
He glances up at the cloaked figure. Its face is mangled and covered in dried blood. The ghoul… the ghoul the townspeople saw…
Bowie takes Sethe in his arms and goes to Duška. The cloaked figure steps aside. He looks like a ghoul, also. Bowie scoops her up, too, and with each of them slung over his shoulders, he goes, bawling, back towards his room.
“And the Oscar goes to…” the voice in the dark whispers.
Bowie stops. The girls are too heavy to carry. He shakes as he cries and sets them back down. He lays them out and then falls onto his haunches. He can’t get up. He’ll never get up again.
The voice in the dark speaks again. “Not the life I would have chosen, but I can see the appeal. Cozy, for sure.”
Bowie ignores him. He takes his girls’ hands in his and says, “Just fucking kill me.”
“No, no. That’s not why I’m here at all.”
The red light increases in intensity. Holding it is a giant, seven foot mosquito bundled up in a skin cloak. On a different day, Bowie might say it was the worst thing he’s ever seen. But today, his daughters lie dead beside him.
“I missed you, ghoul.”
Bowie’s breath catches in his throat. His mind goes elsewhere. Quickly, he refocuses onto the mosquito.
“I gave you decades upon decades. You did good, you did. But now, it’s time.”
The mosquito steps up to him. His cloaked cronies fall in at his sides.
Snow builds in the doorways. The house is pale with moonlight. It looks like a tomb.
“Go on, ghoul. Put on your killing suit.”
Bowie’s vision goes dark. He slips inside himself and finds a closet within. Many faces stare back at him. Many lives he’s never known and yet has the greatest affection for. He reaches out to one.
And one reaches back.
The ghoul jumps to his feet in the Night Terror, Emvola’s, flesh and lunges for Mr. Haemo.
Mr. Haemo laughs and catches the ghoul by the wrists and drives his proboscis straight through his neck.
The ghoul gasps. Dark blood seeps out of the wound. He can’t speak. He can’t breathe.
“My little cauldron,” Mr. Haemo says, tipping the proboscis so that it goes down the ghoul’s throat, rather than out the back of it. “You’ve stewed and simmered, and after this time, you’re finally ready. One part starved ghoul, one part flesh fiend; hundreds of dead bodies; exposure to a Worm; the acids of depriving yourself a much needed sleep; and of course, a homunculus’ oil.
“You see, we all have the same Skeleton in our future. I’m glad it’s you, though, that he’ll be reborn from. If the Dread Clock is right, you two will get along very nicely.”
Mr. Haemo pushes the proboscis directly into the ghoul’s stomach.
“Now, we have a long journey ahead of us. And years of winter. You’re going need your rest. I’d hate for you to remember any of this.”
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The ghoul wakes to a mouthful of a dirt and an earthworm on his eyeball. Instincts kicking in, he starts digging upwards, raking at the earth. Augmented by hunger, he rips through his shallow grave, from the coldness of his rest, to the heat above.
One hand explodes out of the ground. He grips the grass and sends his other hand through. The ghoul lifts himself out of the earth and into a hot summer evening. The humidity is thick. He’s swimming in it.
“Goddamn,” the ghoul says, heaving himself out of the ground and collapsing upon the grass. “Goddamn.”
He rolls over, sits up; gets his bearings. An abandoned, ripped apart chapel looms over him. And behind him, a haphazard graveyard stretches into the dirty night.
“Alright, that’s what I’m talking about.”
The ghoul gets up. His senses are making his mouth pucker. There are so many bodies here to feast on. But where to start? Where to start?
His nose picks up something sweet, something fresh. He wheels around in search of it until he’s back at the chapel. Realizing it’s coming from in there, he goes in.
Past the pews and chipped altar is a piece of the floor that’s sunken in to recently disturbed earth. There are flowers there, and a tiny, unmarked headstone. It’s a new grave. A new grave for a new soul.
The ghoul grumbles. He’s so hungry, but he can’t bring himself to eat a baby. He’ll have to settle for less.
The ghoul turns—
And a man slams into him, bringing them both to the ground.
The ghoul kicks the man in the stomach. A cloud of alcohol explodes from his lips. The man crashes into a pew.
The ghoul scoots backwards. He’s shaky with hunger. It’s been a long while since he’s killed someone, but if he’s got to, then he’s got to.
The man staggers to his feet. He’s lean, black, and somewhere in his early thirties. Veins bulge from his frame. He’s killed before, the ghoul knows, and right now, has no qualms about doing it again.
“Get the hell away from there,” the man says, slurring his words.
The ghoul glances at the tiny grave.
The man moves towards him.
“I’m not.” He holds out his hands, stopping him. “I’m not. I wouldn’t do that.”
The man straightens up. He rumbles out a slow belch. It slides over his lips like vomit would. “What’re you doing here?”
The ghoul shakes his head. “I just woke up. Don’t know how I got here.”
“Well, get.”
The ghoul stays put.
The man licks his lips, pushes sweat from his forehead into his hair. He rubs tears out of his eyes.
“You okay?”
The man stares at him with daggers in his eyes.
“Is that your little girl in that grave?”
The man’s mouth quivers. “How’d you know she was a girl?”
The ghoul taps his nose. “I’m sorry, man.”
“Vale.” The man sniffs his nose. “Her name, for a moment, was Vale.”
The ghoul nods, whispers, “What’s your name?”
The man looks at his surroundings, as if he can’t believe he’s having a conversation with this creature. “Atticus,” he finally says, sobering up. “Most just call me Gravedigger.”
The ghoul can’t remember much, but he remembers cordiality going a long way with the so-called “Corrupted.” So he extends his hand to the Gravedigger and says, “It’s nice to meet you.”
The Gravedigger is hesitant. But after some deliberation, he wipes his hand on his pantleg and takes the ghoul by the wrist. “What do they call you, ghoul?”
The ghoul opens his mouth to speak, but no words come out, because he doesn’t know what to say.
He remembers he had a family once. They’re dead now. He remembers he had been awake before this. There were strange creatures. And the world wasn’t right. He remembers mosquitoes. And blood. And the smell of old people. And snow. And there’s this dark place inside his head, and he sees a lot of flesh he used to possess, but now its stretched and wrinkled and discolored from disuse. He couldn’t wear them, not even if he wanted to.
And oddly enough, with this Gravedigger guy, he doesn’t want to. He doesn’t want to be anything but his decrepit self. He sees a man hurting, and in the corner, the object of his hurt, and thinks maybe, just maybe, something could be done about this.
The ghoul smiles. He can’t remember his name, but being a smartass, or at least having once worn the skin of a smartass, he gets clever and tells Atticus: “It’s Gary. Gary the ghoul.”
The Gravedigger’s scowl turns upward slightly into the hint of a smile. “You hungry, Gary?”
Gary nods. “Starving.”
The Gravedigger exhales loudly, blinks the tears out of his eyes. He shakes, fighting back another meltdown, and staring at Vale’s grave, says, “Well, let’s see what we’ve got to eat around here. Keep your head low. Clementine’ll take it off if she sees you kicking around in the dark.”
“Okay,” Gary says, laughing. “She your wife?”
“Yeah.”
“Pretty?”
“Prettiest.”
“Lucky man.”
“Yeah.”
Gary clenches his jaw. “Got another child?”
The Gravedigger shakes his head. “No. Not sure we ever will. But there is this kid that keeps coming around these parts. James. He’s a timid thing.
“Listen, you got me in a bad way. I’ll cut you a deal, Gary. I’ll let you have your run of the corpses if you keep an eye on my baby Vale’s grave here. Don’t let nothing get to it. I haven’t had a friend…”
Gary grabs the Gravedigger’s hand and shakes it. “Deal.”
“Alright, then. Now, since I always do everything all ass-backwards and complicated-like,” the Gravedigger says, “let’s go walking in the moonlight so I can get to know you some. I’m sure you a got story to tell.”
Gary didn’t.
But he would.
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CHAPTER I

The taste of blood was quickly becoming one of Vrana’s most favorite tastes, and the inside of her mouth ached for it. Things hadn’t always been this way for her, but Pain would do to that to a person. It wasn’t necessarily hunger, but hungry necessity. She needed those fear-soaked, human-shaped sacks of meat the same way her lungs needed oxygen to breathe. There was no substitute. Without it, she would starve, and she would die, and though she often thought of starving and dying, she was too afraid to do either. Flesh and blood were her sadistic sustenance; elemental substances to stoke the flames of her debased, primal fire. But if she went, then so, too, would the man who depended upon her. She was Aeson’s flesh and blood, his oxygen; he consumed her company in copious quantities, not because he wanted to, but because she made him. Without her, he would starve, and he would die. And Vrana couldn’t have that. She’d lost enough as it was to this world and to the Void. She dared not lose any more. There were worse things she could be than the beast she’d become.
Vrana rolled her Abyss-black eyes and drove her knee into the stomach of the Corrupted she’d pinned. He wheezed, tore out handfuls of feathers from her torso. Vrana shuddered, thinking that, not long ago, she would’ve been ecstatic to be rid of some feathers. A Night Terror who wore a mask stripped of feathers or scales or flesh through accomplishment was one to be reckoned with. Now, she couldn’t be happier to have them. This winter was a cold winter, and she kept Aeson warm when blankets wouldn’t. That, and she knew what her body looked like beneath the feathers. She remembered that day with the Witch well. The sight, even the memory of it, made her sicker than any of these weekly hunts.
“P-P-Please,” the Corrupted puttered.
Vrana’s gaze lingered on his suffering face. It was sad that slaughter could become so routine. She kept her kills alive longer these days, for no reason other than to give the Corrupted a chance to fight back or escape. It wasn’t that she intended to torture them; it was that she hoped there was more beyond the tears and the whimpering, and the pitiful pleas and gasping prayers. Pain had taken her there, beyond that threshold. Perhaps if she took one of the Corrupted there, they’d become something else, too.
The Corrupted bucked his body. Vrana lost her balance. He squirmed out from underneath her. The thrill of the hunt pricked her gut like pins. She noticed Aeson’s moonlit shape behind the trees, gathering snow on his shoulders, and sighed.
Before the Corrupted got to his feet, Vrana leapt towards him. She wrapped her wings around him, pulled him against her breast. He screamed—a mistake—and with his mouth opened wide, she opened it wider.
She raked his face. His flesh fell apart like wet sand. He pressed his hands to his head, into the soupy pulp of exposed muscle and raw, raging nerves. Webs of sticky blood formed between his fingers. Crying out, the Corrupted stop fighting the inevitable and, instead, turned towards it.
Vrana swallowed her hunger and drove her beak through the man’s skull, into his brain. Lobotomized, the Corrupted’s eyes went separate ways, and his words turned to spit upon his lips; and when he should’ve crossed that threshold and become something more, he died instead.
Vrana nodded violently. Her beak passed like a razor through the center of the man’s face, obliterating his remaining features. Like a fish gawping for scraps, she snapped at the gory remains falling like the snow fell through the air.
“I’m g-going to g-go b-back,” Aeson said.
With the snow up to his knees, he had to brute force his way through it. He stopped a few inches short of Vrana and the Corrupted she now held in her covetous gluttony.
“Wait.” She tore the Corrupted’s spinal cord from his body and picked it clean. “I’ll go back with you.”
Aeson didn’t cringe at the sight of this. He might’ve, before Kistvaen’s eruption, before the flesh fiend had raped him in the Dismal Sticks, but a lot of things might’ve been different had those days never happened. He wouldn’t be traumatized. She wouldn’t be here.
“It’s fine,” he said.
Vrana’s stomach tightened. A hard ball of gore congealed like a bezoar in her gut. She wasn’t as hungry as she had led him on to be, but she had to feed. When Kistvaen erupted, the Corrupted stopped fearing the Night Terrors and turned against them. King Edgar bolstered their confidence by putting a continent-wide bounty on the head of every living Night Terror. The Great Hunt, as it was called, was a religiously sanctioned holocaust whose rewards included a hefty amount of coin and guaranteed admittance into heaven.
Without his mask and some red body paint, Aeson could pass for a decent Corrupted. Because of this, he could go where Vrana could not, and lead men and women back to these woods for her to feed on. But the Great Hunt was closing in.  And they were beginning to build a reputation.
“Just hold on,” she said, scarfing down skin, spilling steaming blood onto the sparking snowpack.
They were in the wild woodlands between somewhere and nowhere—a remote town by the name of Communion. Though they’d only been here for two weeks, the Corrupted had caught onto the murders and labeled them the work of a serial killer. Naturally, Aeson, having just arrived and living in the woods outside Communion, was their number one suspect.
“Vrana,” Aeson said, irritated. “I’m fine.”
Vrana shoveled meat into her mouth, swallowed without chewing. She choked on organs, hocked them back up, then downed them again. Aeson wasn’t fine. She wasn’t fine. Like safety risks, neither of them could be left alone for long. They were a danger to themselves, and the world a danger to them. They were one another’s padded cells.
“Hurry up. It’s cold,” he said, relenting.
But it wasn’t the Great Hunt that had Vrana calling out to Aeson to wait for her.
Nor was it the terrified townspeople of Communion who were, at this moment, most likely throwing together a lynch mob.
It was the first thing they saw in the morning, and the last thing they saw at night. It was the first sound they heard when they woke, and the only sound of which they dreamed. It was the shadow in their shadows, the Kistvaen of their fears. It was promise. It was punishment.
It was the Vermillion God.
No matter where they went, It was there, watching them, all of them. The Vermillion God sat upon Kistvaen, hunched and breathing heavily. A halo of roiling smoke crowned Its enormous head, and storms could be seen raging in those vile vapors. Its eight arms, four to each side, were constantly splayed outwards, and like nets, they caught celestial lights, causing massive shadows to be cast at all times across the continent. But it was Its eyes that penetrated the People, like an invisible spear of pure paranoia. Its eyes, those reflective, spiderous orbs, were always open, always watching; and like a doll’s eyes, they were always fixed upon the watcher, as if It were intensely observing everyone in the world all at once.
Vrana didn’t know the extent of Its powers, but It had shot out of the Ossuary on an intercontinental span of vermillion veins and put to rest Kistvaen’s Night Terror-induced eruption. She doubted any Worm she’d met could’ve done that, or even the witches themselves. The Vermillion God’s power was in Its mystery, in Its steady stream of low rumbles that assaulted each day; melancholic disharmonies not unlike the Choir’s songs. Vrana, Aeson, nor anyone else save King Edgar, and even then, maybe not even him, knew what the Vermillion God was capable of. But there It was, and there It stayed, like the murderer’s knife raised over their victim. Vrana knew It would kill them all one day, but until then, It would enjoy the suffering from their wonderings of when.
And if It was truly watching each of them individually…
Vrana split the Corrupted’s stomach and ripped out his intestines.
… Then It might know what she’d begun to consider.
She shoveled more red food into her mouth. She tried to chew, but this frantic feast had exhausted her. She opened her mouth, and the gore slid down her beak and burned its way into a hole in the snow. Coming to her feet, she glanced at Aeson.
“I’m finished,” she said.
He laughed. “You sure?” He pointed in her direction. “Looks like you missed a spot.”
Any snow that landed on Vrana melted immediately to her heat. But her feathers were drenched in sweat, hers and the Corrupted’s—and blood, gore, and bits of bone. It seemed a shame to let it all go to waste, but that was Pain talking, not her, and she had to, no, needed to remember that.
“I’ll rinse off,” Vrana said.
Aeson nodded, and he turned away.
There is no greater flayer than winter; it takes from the world its noises and leaves it with the rawness of silence. When it snows, especially as it had been in these parts, things are rendered in much simpler tones. Gone are the vast details and countless considerations. Gone are the Corrupted, the things they kill, and the things that aim to kill them. In relentless winters, the world becomes a graveyard, and they the ghosts that haunt it.
This is heaven, Vrana thought to herself, thinking of those things, as she and Aeson trudged through the snow through the woodlands. At the corner of her eye, the Vermillion God clung. Except for You, she corrected herself, thinking of It. Just give me this and him—she smiles at Aeson—and… Mom.
By the time they reached the hut, most of the blood and gore on Vrana’s feathers had frozen.
Aeson, in his furs, kicked his boots against the door and said, as he opened it, “You want to go in first? Make sure there’s no monster under the bed for me?”
It was getting harder and harder to tell these days when Aeson was being sarcastic, or just being sad. The same could be said for Vrana, so Vrana said, “You’re a big boy. I’m sure you can handle it,” and went around the hut, as Aeson went in.
Ten feet from the hut, which was formerly owned by Communion’s favorite hermit and ornithologist, the late Fowl Bob (how appropriate Vrana should stay there), was a small, six or seven feet deep pond. It was in that pond that Vrana cleaned off after each feeding. Aeson had to endure a lot staying with her, and she wasn’t about to make him endure her natural odor—Death.
Vrana went to the edge of the pond, braced herself. She broke the top layer of ice and quickly dropped into the waters. Hot, freezing pain enveloped her body. She convulsed. Holding her breath, she submerged her head. The double-digit negative temperatures seeped into her skull, and she imagined the needles of Rime Rot jutting from her gray matter.
Like eating Corrupted, this was routine. Not a day went by that she didn’t have to do something awful to herself or someone else. If she wasn’t killing people or washing their remains from her feathers, then she was dealing with the persistent pain from the feathers that’d been stabbed into, rather than grown from, her body. If it wasn’t that, then it was the memories of time spent with Pain and Joy, or the terrible fact she could still taste, and sometimes want, the coppery softness of children in her beak. And if it wasn’t that or anything else, then it was the way she sometimes caught Aeson looking at her, the same way he’d been looking at her moments ago—distant, disappointed; lost, most likely, in memories of his own, before they were flesh fiends, before there were witches and Worms; when all they had was Caldera, and those hormone-charged moments between them; when hands would touch, or heads would be in laps; when they were together because they loved each other, and nothing else.
And if it wasn’t about Aeson or any of those other things, then it was about her… Mom…
Vrana reared up out of the water. The drops slung like crystals into the night. She palmed the sides of the pond and pushed herself out of it. The freezing water ran off her slowly, like a cloak.
Mom, she thought, standing. Mommy.
When she thought of Adelyn, she thought of the pool of magma she’d melted in, so she thought of something else. Eventually, the memories of her mother and her mother’s death would be teased from another, like a splinter from a finger. But not tonight. And not likely anytime soon.
Vrana shook her entire body. Her feathers ruffled. A nova of water and blood exploded from her, lashing the snow around the pond in starburst designs. A few seconds later, she was more or less dry. It was one of the few things she appreciated about having been turned into a giant fucking bird.
Vrana knocked out their code on the hut’s door. Three short, three long, three short. It had been Aeson’s idea to use Morse code. He tried to relate a lot of his Old World knowledge to issues when the opportunity presented itself. It was about the only thing he could trust anymore, he told her once, since he couldn’t even trust his own genes.
He didn’t answer immediately. Vrana’s heart picked up the pace. When you’ve been through the worst, you assume the worst. She was about to barrel through the door when she heard his feet shuffling across the floorboards, and a muffled yawn.
Aeson opened the door within a cocoon of blankets. His eyes were red, but there were no signs of tears.
“Did you get behind your ears?” he asked.
Vrana muscled her way into the hut. “Don’t fall asleep,” she said. “She’s going to be here soon.”
Aeson said, “Yeah,” and shut the door behind her.
The hut was a hut, no ifs, ands, or buts. One room, one bed, and one window, with an alcove at the back for a crude fireplace. With the two of them inside, they couldn’t move without bumping into one another. Some would say it would be the perfect place for a couple to put to the test their relationship, but given everything Vrana and Aeson had been through, the hut, in comparison, was nothing short of paradise.
She made her way to the fireplace, where a small fire burned beneath the snow showering through the chimney. She sat, and seconds later, Aeson was sitting beside her, and then against her.
“You don’t have to do this,” Vrana croaked.
She often forgot how different her voice sounded until they were alone like this. Pain had left nothing out. The transformation had been complete in every way. Aeson, in one of his lighter moods, had asked her once if she could lay eggs. She had told him he’d have to step up to the plate to find out. He didn’t. She wished he had. She missed that.
“It’s a good idea, though,” Aeson said. “There’s no point to being a Night Terror anymore.”
“Not sure there ever was.”
“The more I can lie to myself about what we are…”
“There’s nothing wrong with you. Or me. Well, you know. We’re not what we were supposed to be.”
Aeson outstretched his legs, heels to the fire. “I know. You’re right, I know. But it would make me feel better—”
The Vermillion God let out a low rumble that rattled the woods.
“—and it’ll help us. If she’s that good, maybe she’ll know how…”
Vrana shook her head. “Only thing that’s going to change me back is Joy, and I don’t even know if she can do it.”
“I’d rather not ask,” Aeson said.
“Same.”
Aeson sighed and took her hand, sliding his fingers between her talons. “How many Night Terrors you think are left?”
Vrana shrugged. “I just hope R’lyeh’s okay.”
“She’s a tough one. I’m sure the Marrow Cabal’s taking care of her. Or she’s taking care of them.”
Vrana laughed. “I guess.”
“We could… do this forever.”
“Sit around? Scrap? Hide?” Vrana shook her head; her beak grazed Aeson’s cheek. “Have you ever known me to? I know you’re dying to find out what’s going on in the world. I know that’s why you want to have this tattoo done.”
“It’s messed up that I think I’d feel safer with Corrupted than our kind.”
“It’s messed up that anyone’s safer anywhere than with our own kind.”
Aeson swallowed hard, furrowed his brow. “Did you hear that noise last night?”
Vrana pretended not to hear him. Aeson often dreamed of flesh fiends, and often swore he heard or saw flashes of them in the woodland.
“Maybe when the storm breaks, you could do a flyby. Not just for… them… but to make sure no one else is out there trying to—”
The front door rattled. One heavy knock after the other threatened to rock it off its old hinges.
Aeson lost his color. His face went clammy.
“That’s her,” Vrana said, getting up.
She went to the door.
Aeson lagged behind.
She held out her hand, as if he were a child.
He rolled his eyes, approached, and took it, begrudgingly.
“Password!” Vrana screeched.
From behind the door: “It’s fucking cold, yeah? Quit dicking around.”
Vrana whispered to Aeson, “That the password?”
“Close enough,” he said, smiling.
Vrana opened the door. Behind it stood a young woman in a heavy coat, a hood thrown over her head, and a small, black bag in her gloved hand. New, vibrant tattoos ran up and down the sides of her face. One showed the tentacles of an octopus; the other, bones.
She looked familiar.
“Elizabeth?” Vrana asked.
“Yeah, obviously.”




CHAPTER II

Isla Taggart had never known joy until she met Her. She came to her one night when Isla had been reading her way through Lux’s novel, A History of Hell, for the umpteenth time.
“I knew her,” Joy had said, through the window, soaked, as if she had just emerged from the lake behind Rime. “I knew her well.”
Isla had thought about shouting for her guards, but instead she went to the door and she let Joy in.




CHAPTER III

Heaven is what they made it. That’s what Justine had told Felix moments after the Vermillion God climbed upon Its erupting throne. He’d had his doubts then, but now, months later, Felix just had ideas. He’d thought when God awoke, the Holy Order would be finished; that they’d be seen for the liars they were. But the Vermillion God was not a beautiful God, not like him or the Mother Abbess, or even the stone Holy Children they’d started passing off as angels. The Vermillion God was ugly. And if It was ugly, then all that It touched would be ugly, too.
“Humans are superficial, even when it comes to the supernatural,” Justine said.
They were in her room, having breakfast, though neither of them had hardly touched their meals. They spent most of their time staring out the windows at Cathedra below and God beyond.
“We are the Gods we worship,” she went on. “It bears repeating: Heaven is what we make it. What kind of a heaven does the Vermillion God seem to promise?”
Felix prodded the sausage on his plate and said, “Not a nice one.”
“The Disciples call their heaven the Deep.” Justine laughed. “They’re practically begging us to beat them at this war of ours. No, not a nice heaven at all.”
“Yeah, but It caused the Trauma. If God does anything, we can’t stop it, can we?”
Justine smiled. “A God is nothing without Its followers. It only woke back up because It believed It had enough followers to make it worth the effort to do so.”
“If It attacks us…” Felix chewed on the inside of his lip.
“A lot of Its own will die. The Vermillion God works through Its Speaker to accomplish the small things. Something that can mutilate an entire world isn’t something you want fixing the gears in your watch.”
“But King Edgar isn’t the Speaker,” Felix said.
Justine grinned; appendages writhed beneath her glistening skin.
“So… who is?”
“Maybe we are,” Justine said. She nudged his plate. “Eat.”
Felix really wished she didn’t say things like that. For the longest time, she had him convinced that he was hearing the voice of god. That was the whole point of the Holy Child: to be god’s speaker. Then she told him that was a lie, but was it?
Not liking where his thoughts were going, he downed the sausage and then went to town on his peanut butter sandwich. It tasted just as good as the ones he would have back in Penance. He didn’t like that. He didn’t know why.
Dabbing her mouth with a napkin, Justine excused herself from the table and slipped into her private bathroom. She didn’t need to do any of those three things, but after exposing herself as the White Worm of the Earth on the Divide, she went all out these days to show everyone just how human she could be.
Felix didn’t feel so human himself these days. Puberty had hit him hard, leaving him in a gangly, greasy growth spurt that made movement awkward, but he could manage. If the Vermillion God could stop Kistvaen going off, then he, more or less god himself, could deal with some zits and awkward boners and all that fun stuff. Sometimes, he wondered if their followers would turn on him for growing up. There had never been a Holy Child as old as him before. Justine had seen to that.
Nope, not doing this today, he thought. Instead, he looked at the closed bathroom door. If there was anything good about Cathedra, it was that it gave Felix new opportunities to get his sneak on. The problem was that he didn’t much know or care about what was going on in Cathedra. He only knew it from his windows, and from the stories he’d heard from the others who came and went through the cathedral. It was just another place in a long chain of places, from Penance to, eventually, Eldrus. He didn’t want to get attached to anything that might be ripped away from him. Again, Justine had seen to that.
So, when it came to sneaking and spying and subterfuge, Felix really only had one target these days: Mother Abbess Justine.
He stood, scooted back while bringing the chair with him, and then set it down quietly. The bathroom wasn’t but a few feet away, but Justine’s quarters were a nightmare to navigate. They were large, but the constant archways made it look much smaller. There was the fabric, too; pale sheets in pastel colors—pink, yellow, red, silver, white, blue, and green—strung up throughout the quarters, sectioning off parts of it, like the clinic back in Penance. They reminded him of the other Worms he’d read about in Victor Mors’ journal about going into the Membrane. They’d had those colors, too.
Felix padded across the tile, retracing Justine’s steps. It was sticky from where she’d stepped. He’d caught things oozing out of her from time to time. He didn’t know what to make of that, and he was afraid she might tell him if he asked.
Getting to the bathroom door and feeling like a creep for doing this, he pressed his ear to it. At first, nothing; and then: laughing. A hushed laughing, like she didn’t want him to hear her.
What is she doing? Felix took a step back, and then he took a step forward, crouched, and honed in on the keyhole. Don’t be naked, don’t be naked, don’t be naked.
Justine was naked. Her dress was around her ankles, and she was leaning over the basin. She wasn’t laughing, though; not really. She was crying; the happy kind of crying; the kind that made your nose snotty and your face hot and wrinkled. And she was talking, too. Felix could hear her whispering something, but her mouth wasn’t moving. With the White Worm of the Earth being capable of inspiring righteous violence in thousands, this ventriloquist act wasn’t all that surprising.  Except she wasn’t the one talking, because she wasn’t the ventriloquist.
Justine leaned forward, turned slightly. In the pale, veined skin of her right breast, a crude face had formed. It was only hollowed eyes and a crooked, hollowed mouth. There were no other features to it save for the flesh which it’d claimed; that patch was dusted, wrinkled, like it’d been there, or within, for a very long time.
“It’s done,” the face said.
Justine laugh-cried.
“You promised.”
She reared back. Squeezing her fists, the face sank back into her flesh, as if it had never been there.
Felix holy-shitted his way out of Justine’s quarters, into the hall, but not before swiping a keyring off a table. He closed the door, waited there for a moment for her to call after him. She didn’t, and he thanked god for that, though whether his thanks went to himself, her, or the beast squatting over the volcano, no one could say for sure.
He didn’t know what he had just seen, and he didn’t really want to. Ever since the battle on the Divide between Penance’s conscripted and Eldrus’ Arachne, he had been avoiding things, burying them so deep they’d only be fossils when they were finally dug back up. It only got worse when the Vermillion God woke. It reminded him of Samuel Turov; the douchebag rapist exemplar who had kidnapped him. It reminded him of how powerful he thought he was, and wasn’t at all.
Felix wandered down the hall. The stained-glass windows that lined it drenched the hall in a patchwork of colors that left him feeling more somber than spiritual. He hugged some warmth into himself under his robes. It was lonely here in Cenotaph Cathedral, in Cathedra; he saw no one, and no one came to see him. It wouldn’t be much longer, Justine had sworn to him, before Narcissus, Penance’s main army, was here, and they, the figureheads of the Holy Order, would be safe enough to emerge, greet the people, and march on Eldrus. But didn’t she see the God on their doorstep? Hundreds of miles away, yet It could pulverize them at any second. What about that? Wasn’t she afraid of that?
No, she wasn’t. She never shook, not even when God stood over the Earth, wreathed in smoke and fire, casting its writhing shadow across the world. But today? Today, she was crying, because something inside her, a part of her, had told her, “It’s done.”
What was done?
Was she going to leave him?
Whether it was with his old guards, Avery and Mackenzie, Audra, Justine, or even Commander Millicent, he was always safest, happiest when he was with someone he trusted… loved. But Avery and Mackenzie were dead, Audra was gone for good, and Commander Millicent, if she wasn’t dead, was knee-deep in the dead on some Heartland battlefield. That left Justine, and only Justine, because Justine had only allowed him to have her and her alone. And she was done? She promised to do something, and now it was over?
What did she say? They could be Speakers for the Vermillion God?
Felix glanced over his shoulder, to the White Worm of the Earth’s door. He liked her better when she wasn’t trying so hard to be human. There had been less secrets between them.
Getting angry, getting dumb with anger, Felix marched down the hall to where it let out to the private, Holy Children-manned staircase. The star-headed statues, forever posed in pain, tried to bar his path; but when he was close enough to touch them, they stood aside. There were Justine’s minions, but only to a point; no one was to ever touch the Holy Child without his consent ever again. That’d been her decree, when she’d discovered the scars on his thighs from where he’d cut himself over and over again with the contrition knife. He didn’t even have to tell her why he did it. They were Samuel Turov’s signatures; through Felix’s hand, he still signed his work.
Skipping every other step, Felix hurried down the staircase to the first floor. He was the Holy Child; the speaker for god and the most powerful and influential member of the Holy Order of Penance. He couldn’t keep burying things. He needed to control something. If Justine was going to keep secrets, then she was only going to keep so many of them. She didn’t want to tell him about the thing living inside her? Fine. She didn’t want to tell him the exact plan for what they were going to do next? Okay. But not telling him why she was keeping the Marrow Cabal not as prisoners, but guests in the dungeons beneath Cathedra? That wasn’t going to fly. Not anymore.
Beneath Cathedra was a series of tunnels that had somehow survived the Trauma. Once part of a mine shaft, and eventually taken over to smuggle escaped slaves from the nearby Carpenter Plantation, the tunnels formed a web beneath the town that let the Holy Order run its strands and spy on just about anyone, anywhere, at any time. The idea turned Felix’s stomach, but not as much as the room he had to go through to reach one of the tunnel’s entrances.
He stepped off the stairs, and entered it.
The Hall of Remembrance. He hated it. It was one long room lit solely by the light coming through the faerie silk-infused windows. On the left side, twenty marble statutes of every single Mother Abbess stood, from Priscilla to Justine. On the right side, thirty-seven identical marble statues of every single Holy Child knelt, from the unnamed first to the empty dais where Felix had once been and no longer was, because someone had smashed his to bits, leaving only his ankles and feet. He hated it because the Hall looked like a tomb with all its rough, gray stone, and it smelled like a tomb with all the cloying incense burning all around it, and felt like a tomb with the temperature far colder in here than it was outside. He hated it because, even though the Mother Abbesses all looked different and had different names, they had all been, in the end, Justine. He hated it because there were far more Holy Children than there were Abbesses, and none of them had names, though, unlike the Worm, they’d all been unique. Whatever they accomplished, none could remember, even though they were in here, in the Hall of Remembrance. He hated it, because the Children knelt, whereas the Abbesses stood. He hated it, because someone had destroyed his statue before they arrived, as if Cathedra’s sculptors had expected him to fall in line like the other children had. Is that what the world saw him as? Who commissioned the statue, anyway? And what was the new one going to look like?
Like a pouting child, Felix crossed his arms, digging his fists into pits, and crossed the room. Passing window after window, he felt Cathedra clawing at the corner of his eye. He hated Cathedra, too. Justine had said he was just moody these days because of hormones (“The terrible teenage years,” she’d said, as if she’d actually gone through it herself), but it wasn’t that. He knew what he was talking about. He spoke for their god. He knew what he was talking about.
Cathedra was a sham. Every building, and the streets, too, had been built with white stone, just like the buildings and streets in Penance. Felix had learned from the exemplars that Cathedra had almost became the seat of the Holy Order of Penance, before the Lillians were driven out of the Heartland. And, apparently, the freaks who lived here had never given up on the idea. The town was even laid out like Penance, but on a much smaller, much more condensed scale. Masses were mandatory here, and anyone that wasn’t a believer in the Holy Order was beheaded in the public square.
Cenotaph said it all, though. The cathedral in which they stayed had, on the outside, been modeled to look just like their home, Pyra. On the inside, it was completely different, and Felix figured the same could be said for all the buildings, and people, here. It was all fake, all of it; and the worst part of it? They got exactly what they wanted.
Cathedra was going to be the new seat of the Holy Order of Penance. Felix and Justine were going to make this superficial shell their new home.
Grumbling, Felix left the Hall of Remembrance and slipped down hallway after hallway, room after room, until he reached a metal door not unlike the one in the in the unfinished part of Pyra’s cloister. He took out the keyring he’d stolen from Justine, found the key he needed, and unlocked the door. Air, like a death rattle, wheezed from out behind the door as he pulled it open.
Darkness greeted him with the scent of sewage. He backpedaled, grabbed a candle from the nearest room (it was a cathedral; there were candles everywhere). Going back to the door, he held the candle outward. More stairs in a narrow staircase, surrounded by empty alcoves.
Felix did a double-take, but it didn’t matter. He was alone. He was always alone. There wasn’t anyone here to stop him doing something stupid. Justine should’ve thought his isolation through.
He descended the stairs slowly, turning with them as they wound through the earth. Half a minute later, his feet met smoothed dirt and grasping roots. He turned around, faced the way he’d come. There were shadows, and the earthen things casting those shadows, and that was it. No Vermillion God. For the first time since It awoke, Felix felt free from Its prying eyes.
The Deep’s below, isn’t it? He laughed to himself. The closer you are to Heaven, the farther away you are from It? He pressed on in the mining tunnel. Maybe we should just move to the Ossuary.
Felix tipped the candle, dribbling wax behind him, like breadcrumbs, just in case. Thinking he heard skittering, he stopped. His heart thundered in his chest. The skittering sounded like the Arachne did. But that couldn’t be. Sure, Justine had said there were more coming, but the Nameless Forest was hundreds of miles away.
The skittering stopped. Felix took a deep breath, held it, and exhaled. The cuts on his thighs itched. With his free hand, he reached into his cloak’s pocket and held the keyring as if it were a weapon.
“I shouldn’t be down here,” he said, his voice echoing off the walls, eerily.
A good sneaking sounded like the remedy he needed right about now, but he could only go against Justine so much before he felt sick. Again, he turned back the way he’d come. They’d gone to Gallows after the battle on the Divide, and that’s where they’d found the Marrow Cabal, having narrowly escaped Kistvaen’s eruption.
The giant mosquito—Felix couldn’t remember his name—gave the Cabal’s central members up without a fight.
Hex, Warren, James, Clementine… but no Skeleton.
“The country boy is a city boy, now,” the mosquito had said, before disappearing into the blood lake upon which Gallows had been built.
Felix didn’t know what that meant then, and he didn’t know what it meant now, but he knew how upset it made Justine to hear that. God, he had so many questions for her…
He spun back around. More noises up ahead. Stepping backwards, he pushed the candle forwards. Footsteps; bare feet on rock. There were probably guards down here watching the Marrow Cabal, but they wouldn’t be barefoot.
Something huffed in the dark. There was a wrenching sound, like a piece of raw meat being twisted apart. Then a chomp, and saliva being sucked back into a mouth. Smacking lips.
Felix went to flee when—
“Hey,” a girl called out.
—he stopped and stared into the dark beyond.
A girl, his age, emerged from the dark in a green dress with a red collar. She was pale; paler than Justine. She was holding a severed head. Not with her fingers, but with her palm. There were teeth coming out of her palm, stripping the skin and draining the blood from the skull.
“Hey, man,” she said. “Name’s Gemma.” She held out her other hand, where in the palm, another mouth gaped. “Put ‘er there, partner.”




CHAPTER IV

Audra shot up in bed, covered in sweat. Shadows exploded across the walls of her room, surprised by her sudden awakening. Calming, they moved in once more, their gaunt fingers reaching out to comfort her.
“Stop!” she hissed, leaning forward. She locked her head between her knees and squeezed them against it. Her head felt as if it were being pried open. This hadn’t been the first time, and it was worse than before.
Dark, residual images lifted from the folds of her mind. They’d be back again, she knew, like the Echoes they kept seeing from the hideaway on the outskirts of Nyxis.
“I’m okay,” she told the shadows. Their icy concern made her shiver. “I’m—”
She screamed. Searing black lights shone inside her skull. Eldritch commands left cracks in her cranium. Audra gripped the sheets of her bed and cried.
Her door swung open.
“Audra!”
Deimos ran to the side of the bed, threw his arm around her and brought her in close.
“It’s God,” she said through her teeth, agonized. “It’s trying to speak to me again.”




CHAPTER V

Elizabeth reached into her bag of needles and inks, took out a soft toy a teething child might chew on, and said, handing it to Aeson, “Bite down on this.”
He laid his bare right arm across the table he and Elizabeth sat at. “I’ve been through worse.”
Elizabeth glanced at Vrana, who was standing against the wall, as if to confirm.
Vrana only stared back with her black, raven eyes. Her state alone said enough for the both of them.
“Alright.” Elizabeth tossed the chew toy back in her bag. She took out a bottle of crimson ink. “You know, Night Terrors have been good for business these last few months.”
“How many have you tattooed?” Aeson asked.
“Handful or so, yeah?” Elizabeth took out a needle, rubbed it with Cloying Bark—a kind of disinfectant. “Kind of funny. You guys ran around for years with your masks, talking crap about ‘Corrupted.’ All obsessed with us, but didn’t want to admit it. And when shit gets bad, yeah? You’re the first in line to join the club.”
As Elizabeth removed the stopper from the ink, Aeson drew his arm back and said, “What’s in it? You come highly recommended—” he pointed to her hands, “—and what happened there?”
Elizabeth made fists. “Childhood accident.”
“They look like scars,” he pressed. “Scars from someone who was a vampyre.”
“As I said, yeah? Childhood accident.”
Vrana liked this Elizabeth, but she didn’t like how little she knew about her, or that she did look familiar, or how she had waltzed into their hut in the dead of night without even paying any attention to, let alone remarking on, Vrana’s appearance. It wasn’t that she wanted everything to be about her but, with the way she looked and the stories that followed her, she kind of couldn’t help it. Either Elizabeth was an idiot, a schemer, or, given the scars on her hands, she, like Vrana and Aeson, had seen some shit.
The world moves people together, like the plates beneath its crust, her mother had told her once. And when they meet, their lives are shaken, turned upside down, as in an earthquake. Her mother had told her this the first time she blubbered out she had a crush on Aeson. She had been ten, and it was the smartest-sounding thing she’d heard in her whole life. Still was.
“What were you doing before God woke up?” Vrana asked.
Elizabeth, coyly: “What?”
“Doubt you were doing tattoos.”
Now, Elizabeth did start to have a reaction to Vrana. She scratched the back of her head, and her cheeks turned red.
“You were a vampyre,” Aeson said. “I would know.”
Vrana nodded. “He would. He knows everything about everything.”
Aeson grinned; his cheeks went red, too.
“Yeah. Yeah, yeah. Yeah, I was a vampyre. You caught me.”
Sensing she was trying to play this off, Vrana kept at it. “Most humans wouldn’t help Night Terrors. I don’t blame them, but let’s be honest with ourselves. Where’d you come from?”
Elizabeth’s mouth tightened.
“Where did you come from?”
Elizabeth glanced back and forth between her and Aeson. Baring her teeth, she went to get up and then, zeroing in on Vrana’s talons, thought otherwise and sat. “Damn,” she said, and exhaled loudly. “Damn it. I’d say it was good while it lasted, but it wasn’t, yeah?”
“We’re not going to kill you,” Aeson said.
We’ll see, Vrana thought.
“You, uh, ever heard of the Marrow Cabal?” she asked.
There it was. The memory on tip of her mind, like a word on the tip of a tongue. The Marrow Cabal. That’s where she knew Elizabeth from. When Pain had forced Vrana to invade Hex’s mind, to make her kill R’lyeh. It was Elizabeth who had saved R’lyeh; with a wicked punch, she knocked Hex unconscious, severing the connection between her and Vrana, and the powers of the Blue Worm that’d brought them together.
“Of course,” Aeson said.
“That’s where I came from. I’m from the Nameless Forest. I was a vampyre. And up until a few months ago, I was taking orders from an immortal skeleton. So, yeah, you don’t scare me, Big Bird.”
“It’s Vrana,” she said.
Elizabeth furrowed her brow, like she had a memory on the tip of her mind, too. Had R’lyeh told the Marrow Cabal about her?
Intrigued, Aeson leaned in closer. “You knew the Skeleton?”
In a flash, the hut went dark. A heavy clump of snow had fallen into the fireplace, snuffing the flames. The logs hissed as the snow melted. When it was gone, the fires returned, but not nearly as strong or bright as they had been before.
“I thought I did. Then he lost his damn mind, yeah?”
“What was—”
Vrana went to the table, pulled up a seat, and sat. “You knew a girl, a Night Terror, named R’lyeh.”
“Uh, yeah?” Elizabeth’s voice shook, nervously. “Yeah. How did you…?”
“Is she okay?”
“Uh, I don’t know. When I left Gallows, she was still there. Is she a friend of yours?”
Vrana nodded. “She is.”
“That girl… She’s a tough one.”
“I know it.”
“She really is. We went on a mission together. Her and… Miranda and I. She’s… Never met a braver girl than her.”
Vrana said, “What kind of mission?”
“To go to Rime. To…” Elizabeth laughed. “I guess it doesn’t matter if I tell you or not anymore. We went to Rime to get back Audra of Eldrus.”
Aeson drew a sharp breath. “She’s still alive?”
“Yep. I guess. She rode off with one of your kind, yeah? A Bat.”
Vrana and Aeson stared at one another in complete disbelief.
Elizabeth continued: “Then on our way back, we ran into Penance and the Arachne duking it out on the Divide. That’s when Miranda… And after I got back, I was done with the Marrow Cabal. The Skeleton had some insane plan, yeah? He sent most of the Cabal to Angheuawl—”
Angheuawl? Vrana dug a talon into her leg. That was them outside the village? That’s who the witches sent the Horrors to attack?
“—and he went to the Dead City. Or something. There are those rumors, but… I didn’t stay around to see them go, yeah? But I should’ve taken the girl with me. I do feel bad about that.”
“I wish you had taken her,” Vrana said. Her thoughts drifted to that moment beneath Geharra, when she’d first met R’lyeh. She’d been so skinny, and dirty, and the first thing she did when she came out of hiding was grab her octopus mask, as if it was, because it was, the only thing at the moment she had left in her life to cling to. “I really wish you had.”
“Sorry,” Elizabeth said.
Aeson started to speak, but the door rattled. A raspy howl limped through the woods outside. Then quick feet crunching through the snow, darting in no particular direction. His back stiffened. His eyes were huge and hardened. Breathing shallow breaths, he focused his attention on the door and the cracks in it, as if probing them for the sights in the pale dark beyond.
Vrana, seeing this, took his hand. At her touch, he jumped, jerked away. A single tear slid down his cheek, and he swallowed it when it touched his lips. Surprise turned to intense rage, and for a moment, he looked as if he were going to cuss her out.
But, instead, he closed his eyes, slowed his breathing, and took her hand in his.
“We can do this another time,” Elizabeth said.
While she packed her belongings, Vrana searched Aeson’s eyes for the lies he’d eventually tell. It was happening again, because it was always happening: triggers, and trauma. The flesh fiend who’d raped him lived inside him now, and was host to the most benign of horrors, whether they were footsteps in the dark, foul stenches on the air, or the inauspicious shadows of dusk. Vrana had thought isolating themselves in the woods would help, but it didn’t. Flesh fiends had scattered to these woods in the eastern reaches of Kistvaen’s range after the Cult of the Worm had been destroyed. She’d seen them in her patrols; never in full, always at a distance and in a blur, like they were watching and waiting, but hadn’t yet worked up the courage to attack the hut. She knew flesh fiends better than anyone, and she knew that couldn’t be.
Unless they still recognized her from her time with Pain.
Unless they still took orders from her sister, Joy.
“No,” Vrana said, as Elizabeth put the last of her inks away. “It has to be tonight.”
She noticed a wave of relief wash away the hard worries of Aeson’s face. He’d told her he wanted to be tattooed so as to assimilate better into the Corrupted society; to gather more information, as well as victims for her to kill. Vrana didn’t doubt this, but she knew better. She had been transformed by her trauma, and now, he wanted the same. He didn’t want to assimilate with Corrupted; he wanted to be Corrupted. After learning Night Terrors and flesh fiends shared the same ancestry, he forsook his heritage and refused to forge a new mask. Without those things, and with Elizabeth’s ink, he’d be no different than any other human on the continent, as if that’d be enough to stem the tide of depravity he’d convinced himself he’d eventually commit.
But she didn’t want any other human. She didn’t want anyone else. And try as she might, she couldn’t tell him that.
Aeson, calm again, said, “Yeah, we’re good.” He smirked. “I bet we’re the most fucked up Night Terrors you’ve met yet.”
Elizabeth shrugged. “I’ve got a soft spot for monsters, being one myself once, yeah? I don’t know. I spent a lot of time with R’lyeh. Made me curious about your kind. This one—” she pointed to the octopus tattoo on her face, “—is dedicated to her. I think she’d get a kick out of it. Plus, Night Terrors pay better.”
“Desperation will do that,” Vrana said. “You said what you did before. What are you doing now? Why are you helping Night Terrors? Why are you doing tattoos in the middle of nowhere?”
“Just trying to get by, and trying to get somewhere.” Elizabeth snapped her finger.
Aeson laid his arm across the table.
“Where?” Vrana asked.
“Back to the Skeleton,” Elizabeth said, dipping her needle into the crimson ink. “Rumor says he’s somewhere in the mountain range, riding a giant bat. I know that bat, and I know the little girl it, more or less, answers to, yeah? I’ve got some bones to pick with the Skeleton, but I’ve got a spot on my back just for that little bitch.”
Vrana didn’t know what Elizabeth was talking about.
Aeson, eyebrow cocked, didn’t appear to either.
“Revenge,” Elizabeth said, needle readied. “The oldest reason, yeah? A classic. Never goes out of style. Alright, Night Terror, are you ready?”
Aeson didn’t say anything. Vrana knew he’d been waiting for this moment ever since he’d fallen on the lawn of house Gloom. He’d never got back up, not really. Many hands had been offered, but it was only Elizabeth’s he seemed willing to take. She would lead him where Vrana couldn’t. It wasn’t fair.
The needle centimeters away from his forearm, Aeson said, “Hold on. What’s in the ink? What makes this better than any other tattoo?”
“Well, for one, I’m doing it, yeah?” Elizabeth poked his skin.
Aeson yelped.
Vrana’s feathers rose on the back of her neck.
“And for two, the ink is from the Nameless Forest. It’s from a spellweaver I met there. She created it just for this reason: to make things appear Corrupted. I think, at some point, us freaks in the Forest thought we’d all have to get tatted if and when we left the place.”
“Is that what your Corruption is?” Aeson asked.
She shook her head. “Born and raised Corrupted. Not in the Nameless Forest, though.”
Vrana stood. She patted him on the shoulder and blew him a kiss. It was the only way she could kiss him these days without taking a chance of ramming her beak down his throat.
Aeson caught the kiss, smiled.
“But I’ve said enough,” Elizabeth said, clamming up. “This is going to take a while, so let’s get started, yeah?”
Vrana crossed the hut and went to the window. Part of her told her to keep an eye on Elizabeth, to make sure she didn’t try to hurt Aeson, but she ignored it, listened to the other part, instead, which didn’t say anything at all.
She glanced over her shoulder. Elizabeth had slipped her needle under Aeson’s skin. The crimson ink flowed from its tip and through his flesh like ribbons. Silky and sentient, the ink twisted, unraveled, dissolved and sometimes doubled back upon itself, creating patches of Corruption with varying brightness and color. For a moment, Vrana wondered if Elizabeth had injected Aeson with actual Corruption, and questioned if such a thing could be done, and if so, what would happen?
Without a murmur of protest or a shiver of pain, Aeson was taking the process like a champ. He looked over at Vrana, and she nodded back. They had to be in this together. They would be nothing apart.
Vrana turned back to the window, pushed it open. The bitterly cold air came in at once and made itself at home, plummeting the temperature. She knocked the snow and ice from the other side of the window and shut it. Now, she could see better. Now, she could see all she needed to see.
Shivering skeletal trees, wrapped in a glittering mist; albino darkness; the snow-covered ground, white as the sky—the two nearly touching at times, as if it to become one; an otherworldly light leaking from the otherworldly moon, like yolk from an egg; beautiful blood splatters painted by her and others—a universal canvas by the creatures that shared these woods; jagged icicles; hazy torches erupting to life in Communion; shadows; and more shadows; and songs, not sung but seen; invisible verses like forces of Nature, rippling through the woods; a chorus building to a crescendo; shadows, and more shadows.
Something is happening.
They couldn’t stay here much longer. They couldn’t stay anywhere for long. They were safe for as long as they were new, she knew, but once that wore off, once they stopped being strangers and started becoming visitors, or even acquaintances and, god forbid, friends, people would take interest, people would figure things out; people would find them and want to kill them. She could send Aeson out to fetch her meals only for so long until, one day, he wouldn’t return. And why wouldn’t he? Because he’d be dead somewhere? Or because he couldn’t bear it anymore, this life of theirs? These genes of theirs?
He wanted isolation, but these woods here weren’t any different than the world they were trying to escape. There was violence, there was death; and there would always be flesh fiends, be it before him, or within him. Vrana wasn’t a runner. She moved. She kept one eye looking back, and one eye looking forward; she’d stumble and look stupid, but she moved. He might go insane if they left this place, but she’d go insane if they stayed.
Going to go insane, anyways. Might as well do something before then.
Vrana heard Aeson and Elizabeth laughing about something. That was good. She liked Elizabeth, too. She hoped the feeling was mutual.
Because they had something that needed doing. She stared into the heart of winter, and saw Its vermillion blood pumping through the ball of veins atop Kistvaen. Elizabeth was right—revenge was a classic—and Vrana wanted nothing more than to rip God off Its throne.
It didn’t seem possible at first, months back, when the sky was still the color of ash and the magma hadn’t cooled. But here was Elizabeth, on a mission to find the Skeleton; and there would be the Skeleton, a figure she’d met twice, once in the Black Hour, once in Lacuna. He’d been the leader of the Marrow Cabal, and if the rumors could be believed, the only person capable of controlling and manipulating the Black Hour.
Vrana still believed in “the balance,” but not the fascist, genocidal balance the elders proposed. The world was out of balance. God had tipped the scales so that they’d never be right again. But then again, had they ever been? Prayers were like love letters people sent to imprisoned serial killers. What if the world were truly balanced? Would it be worse? Would it be better? Was God a biological necessity, like a heart or lungs, or a vestigial limb humanity wouldn’t yet let the surgeon lop off out of fear of pain and what would happen next?
Vrana didn’t know, but she did know this: She had to keep moving, she had to do something, and that, by the Worms and witches, she’d become a part of this.
So she turned away from the window and from the world, back to their own inside this rundown hut of good ideas gone bad, and said to Aeson and Elizabeth, “We need to do something about God.”




CHAPTER VI

Isla sat at Joy’s feet, her back against the woman’s legs, and tingled as Joy combed Isla’s hair with her careful, considerate fingers. The fireplace before them was picturesque; a perfect orange blaze that seemed as if it could burn forever atop the perfectly cut pieces of woods. The moment was perfect, and Isla felt perfect, and though she wished the moment could last forever, she knew it wouldn’t. Isla was never comfortable, never satisfied; not for long.
“I see a lot of Lux in you,” Joy said.
Isla’s eyes darted to the book on the table—Lux’s A History of Hell—and rolled them. Lux was her hero; a social justice warrior who had taken on with an army all her own the injustices, intolerance, and ignorance of the Old World. There was no comparison between her and Lux, and yet… and yet Isla had always suspected there might be a connection. After all, she did find Lux’s complete body of work. After all, they did seem to have… so much in common.
“I wish I had known her,” Isla said. “I know her better than anyone else, I think, but I wish had been alive to meet her.”
“She would have liked you,” Joy said, softly.
Isla couldn’t stop herself from smiling. If anyone would know that, Joy would. Joy, and her sister, Pain, had been the ones to train Isla, bestow powers upon her. That, and not a lot of people liked Isla. She chalked it up to her being an unruly woman. But it would’ve been nice to have a friend for once.
“Her message hasn’t changed,” Joy said. “It’s even more relevant now that God is awake. This world will turn into the Old, I promise you.”
Isla shook her head. The heat of hate spread through her chest like roots, and her heart struggled against them, until she felt as if she were going to black out. This world of injustice, intolerance, and ignorance was bad enough as it was. Cultural appropriation, heteronormative values, a truncated spectrum of gender and sexuality, and so… many… men, and so… many… women in her way.
“No, that’s not going to happen,” Isla said, turning around, looking up, like a child, at the pale woman in white satin.
“Then we’re going to need supporters. A following. A… Cult,” Joy said, licking her lips.
Isla nodded, her eyes glowing hot. “I have the Winnowers’ Chapter. They’ll do anything for me.”
“We need more.”
Isla thought, and then: “The Night Terrors, here in Rime. But I don’t want them part of our cause.”
Joy pressed her hand to Isla’s face, took the side of it in her palm, and wiped her brow with her thumb. “They will be a part of it, so much as grease is a part of gears. Are you willing to get your hands dirty?”
This time, Isla didn’t have to think. She need only look at her hands. They’d never been clean. She hoped they never would be.




CHAPTER VII

Felix didn’t get but thirty feet away from Gemma before curiosity had him turning on his heels and going back to where he found her and the severed head she was carrying. The girl was still waiting, not having moved an inch, except this time, she wasn’t standing. She was levitating.
“Came to your senses, I see,” Gemma said, baring her teeth. “What’s up?”
His eyes were locked on the still-dripping severed head. He didn’t recognize who it’d belonged to, but that’s how things went these days. A lot of new faces following a lot of new orders he’d never known himself to issue.
His stomach turned. His head hurt. He looked for a reason to fight, to flee, but Gemma gave him none. She didn’t care. She wasn’t a threat to him, he knew. And he knew a threat when he saw one. They came with masked intentions; with promises that were too good to be true; with hungers a decapitated, blood-spurting head couldn’t satisfy.
Gemma held the head with both hands and let the slits in her palms suck up what little was left of the blood inside it.
“I’m not going to kill you.” She winced—“Ah.”—and dropped the head. An artery dangled from the slit in her right hand, like a loose string. She yanked it out, tossed it over her shoulder. “Hate when that happens.”
Felix squeezed the keys in his hand. The tunnel seemed so much narrower now that he was sharing it with this creature. Darker, too. Realizing this, he looked back and forth, not wanting to get caught off-guard again, this time by the rest of the Marrow Cabal, wherever they might be.
Biting down on her lip, Gemma said, “Wow, slow down, Motormouth. I can hardly keep up.”
She wiggled her foot in the air and then kicked the head like a ball down the tunnel. It smacked and crunched over the stones before coming to a sticky stop somewhere in the dark.
You’re the Holy Child, Felix told himself. Act like it.
“Do you… know who you’re talking to?” he asked.
Gemma’s eyes went wide and her mouth, slack-jawed. “He speaks! Halleluiah!” She paused. “Yeah, man, I know who you are. Can you get a message to God for me?”
“I don’t speak for that—”
“Tell It to tell Its Speaker to chill, and that he’s cute…”
Felix avoided her gaze.
“… and let’s get this show on the road.” Gemma turned towards the way she came. “Hey, Holy Child, I think God’s got a message for you.”
Felix said, “I just got it.”
With two thumbs up, she said, “Aces. The rest are going to flip when they see you.”
“Are… they expecting me?”
“I mean, Hex has been with the Mother Abbess all week, right?”
Felix said nothing.
“Figured one or both of you’d be down eventually.”
“Why did you escape if you knew we’d be coming?” Felix asked.
“Escape?” Gemma laughed. “I was just hungry, dude. You should see the crap they pass off as food around here.”
Felix followed her from a distance farther down the tunnel. Going anywhere without an armed escort was one of the dumbest things he could do. Dead or alive, he was worth more than most on this continent. All Gemma had to do was take him down, tie him up; and the whole of Cenotaph would be at her and whoever else’s mercy. Samuel Turov had done it once, but this time if it happened, he’d get to say when and where. This time, there’d be no Vrana to save him. Just the Worm who said she loved him.
This is stupid, he thought. This is so—
The tunnel let out to light, and a decapitated body lying in a pool of blood, the stones beneath coming through like etchings. Gemma stepped through gore and bone fragments merrily. At the corpse’s feet, a door stood ajar. She leaned against it, beckoning him in with nothing but her bobbing eyebrows.
To reach her, he’d have to stain his soles on the remnants of this poor guard’s soul. He thought of the Divide, and all the dead alike, and how he cried when they saw him. Because they did. They saw him. With their doll-like eyes, they had followed him and Justine as they crossed the battlefield to size up their losses. That had been a day later, after the fighting. During the fighting, they’d fled when the Arachne and carrion birds drew too close to the encampment. Crying, and wiping his eyes only to cry again back then, Felix remembered thinking that the corpses were mad at him. Not for making them fight, but for running, and coming back the next day.
Felix walked through the blood. The edges of the robe dragged through the puddle. Noticing this, he decided he wouldn’t wash it off later. He wanted Justine to see.
“Okay, everyone,” Gemma said into the room, “I have a special visitor here to see you all. Be on your best behavior. That’s right, I’m talking to you, Nubbins.”
You’re the Holy Child. You’re the Holy Child.
Felix cleared the blood, went around to the door. On the other side, a large, furnished room met him with the heat of a roaring fireplace, the smell of breakfast—eggs, bacon, sausage, and potatoes—and eight surprised, sleep-deprived eyes. At a table, reading a book, sat a young, thin man in his mid-to-late twenties; his right hand was missing all its fingers.
“That’s James,” Gemma said.
Felix nodded at him, and James nodded back, keeping his head low.
After that, he locked onto the large, battle-scarred brute sitting propped up against the hearth, as if he were soaking the heat from the fireplace into his massive back. Around his neck he wore a necklace made of shells.
“That’s Warren,” Gemma said. “Say ‘Hi,’ Warren.”
“Hi, Warren,” Warren said, sounding gruff, and then, staring at Felix and realizing who he was, looked as if he regretted it.
Gemma pointed to another guy. This one was sitting on one of the four beds in the room. He looked like he was a little older than Felix. “That’s Will, the Skeleton’s son.”
Will covered his mouth, lowered himself off the bed and onto his knees. “Y-Your Holiness.” He put his hands together.
“Pfft,” Gemma said. “And that lady over there—”
In a rocking chair, with a quilted blanket over her legs, sat a woman unlike any Felix had ever seen. She had bright red hair and pale, freckled skin, but it was the way she carried herself, even when she wasn’t doing anything, that stood out to him. She seemed so calm, she might just float away, like Gemma, but her hands and her face were as hard as stone—splotched, too, with scars or something else, like the bloodied stones in the tunnel. She looked the kind of a woman with mostly bad sides and just one good, and he imagined how good it would be. She reminded him of Justine, or maybe the human Justine wanted to be.
“—is Clementine.”
“You’re just a boy, aren’t you?” Clementine said.
Instinctively, Felix covered what little Corruption was showing on his right arm.
“Gemma, don’t you lay a finger on him, you hear?” Clementine said, her sweetness souring. “Get away from him.”
The vampyre threw up her hands and entered the room. She paced back and forth before finally settling at the table with James.
Felix said to Will, “Please, you don’t have to do that.”
Will came out of his kneeling trance and slowly got back onto the bed.
Why are you here? That’s that they’re thinking. Come on. Why are you here?
“We’re honored by your visit, Your Holiness,” James said. “What can we do for you?”
Felix stepped into the room. “I just wanted to… make sure everyone had everything they needed.”
There were no fetters in the room. Aside from the guard, who might not have even been guarding them, now that he thought about it, there were no signs the leaders of the Marrow Cabal were being mistreated in any way.
Clementine stood, the blanket piling around her ankles, and said, “You’ve got blood all over your feet.”
Do I care about that or not?
“There a bunch of guards out in the tunnel, or what?” Warren rumbled. “Not so tough sending you in first.”
“I’m alone,” Felix said.
This shut Warren up. He unpeeled his back from the hearth, palmed the floor, and pushed himself to his feet.
Felix took a small step back. Maybe he shouldn’t have told them that.
“We’re fine, Your Holiness,” Will said.
Gemma belched; droplets of blood shot through the air, onto James’ book.
“You little moron,” he said, trying to dry them off before they stained the pages.
She laughed and slouched down in her chair, looking triumphant.
“Where is…” Felix dug around in his mind for the name. “Where is Hex?”
Clementine cocked her head. “Shouldn’t she be with you and the Mother Abbess?”
Should she? Felix thought. His heart gave a hearty, angry beat.
“Thank you, Your Holiness, for the accommodations,” James said.
Felix could’ve sworn he’d heard James was their diplomat of sorts. And Warren was obviously the muscle. Clementine and Will… they were the Skeleton’s wife and son, but he didn’t know if they had any part to play in the Marrow Cabal. The same for Gemma. Hex was their leader—their real leader, supposedly—and she wasn’t here. How long hadn’t she been here? If Justine hadn’t killed her, why didn’t she tell him? And if she had killed her, again, why didn’t she tell him?
“Come in, why don’t you?” Clementine drew closer. “Get you cleaned up.”
Felix stared at his bloodstained feet. He could feel them sticking to the stone. When he glanced up, Clementine was almost near enough to touch him. Shocked, scared, he belted, “I am the Holy Child! Do not touch me!”
“Alright,” Clementine said.
Gemma snickered, whispered, “Shiiiit,” to James.
Felix exhaled slowly. He was at his own mercy; and it was still as bad as anyone else’s.
“You want to come in?” Clementine snapped her fingers for Gemma and James to clear out from the table.
James nodded, scooted back, and turned the chair towards Felix for him to sit in.
Gemma crossed her arms, squinted her eyes into the shape of defiance. She wasn’t going anywhere.
“If we’re going to work together,” Warren said, going to the table and taking a loaf off the plate there. “Might as well break bread together.”
Work together? Is that what she’s doing with Hex?
“I don’t know what Hex and the Worm are cooking up—”
Will gasped.
Gemma said, “Snap!”
“—and I don’t trust either of them—”
Felix fought every urge and impulse he had to tear into Warren with a wrath not even the Vermillion God could muster. It was one thing for him to think badly of Justine, but that was his thing, nobody else’s.
“—but you’re human, and I’ve heard good things. We all have. So, maybe you could tell us what you want us for. The Marrow Cabal is nothing more than hired killers. Don’t let Hex convince you otherwise. So, hire us. Or something.” Warren tore a chunk out of the bread with his teeth.
“What can you do for the Holy Order of Penance?” Felix asked. He wanted to sit at the table, but something was stopping him. “What, exactly, can you do for god?”
“You want to kill King Edgar, don’t you?” Warren said, still chewing on the bread. “We tried once. Second time’s a charm.”
“That’s not how the saying goes,” Gemma said.
“Maybe not in the Old World,” Will chimed in.
Gemma flipped him off.
“We can worry about that later.” Clementine shuffled closer towards him. “Are you alright?”
Felix’s head was congested with worry. These people knew more about what might be going on than he did. He was the Holy Child. But not to them, apparently. Will and James hit him with the usual ‘Your Holiness,’ but the others didn’t; he didn’t think Will and James even really meant it. Gemma struck him like that bully you loved to hate, and Clementine kept coming at him like he was wounded, like she was his mother.
It was off-putting. They were too familiar, too comfortable. Audra had been easier, because she had actually been imprisoned. He got to know her through glass, at his own pace, until he was sure he could trust her.
And he wanted to trust them. He wanted it, because they were the first real people he’d actually spoken to since the Divide, other than Commander Millicent, and even then, she was about as real as the battle-hardened cliché she resembled. They didn’t have chandeliers of light coming out of their bodies; they weren’t stone statues. He wanted it, because he knew Justine would hate it.
“Your Holiness,” Will asked, nervously. “Can I ask you a question?”
Felix nodded.
“When’s your god going to be here?”
He didn’t have an answer to that. He never would.
Felix backed out of the room, slammed the door shut. He took out the keyring he’d stolen from Justine’s room, and when he went to lock it, he wondered to himself: Did she leave the keys out on purpose?
He pretended to lock the door, but didn’t. He didn’t even check to see if the key would fit.
Felix hurried out of the tunnel, a whirlwind of questions raging inside his head. Locking the metal door that led to the tunnels, he sprinted out into the Hall of Remembrance, only to stop dead in his tracks.
Justine and Hex were walking towards him, the stone Holy Children flanking them. Justine kept walking, but it was Hex who stopped when she saw Felix. Fighting a limp, she went down on one knee, covered her heart, and with her blue, tornado-shaped hair in her eyes, said aloud: “Your Holiness and my Lord. It’s an honor.”
Justine left Hex where she was kneeling. She closed the gap between her and Felix, took the keyring off him. “Thanks for returning these to me,” she said, with a wink. And then: “Hex has sworn the Marrow Cabal’s loyalty to the Holy Order.”
Hex, still kneeling, glanced up. Her reverence was quickly giving way to annoyance.
Felix didn’t give her permission to rise. Not just yet.
“We have Narcissus. That’s thousands of soldiers,” Felix said. “What do we need the Marrow Cabal for?”
Hex, like the rest of the Marrow Cabal, was quick to give up on formalities. She stood and limped her way towards them. Rumor had it, she’d been wounded badly in the battle outside Angheuawl.
“We have our finger on the Heartland,” Hex said. “Always have.”
The stone Holy Children formed a wall between him and Justine, and her.
She laughed. “Plans were in place before that Demon woke up.”
“To kill King Edgar?” Felix blurted out. “Didn’t you try that before?”
“We have new weapons.”
Justine took Felix’s hand. He started to jerk away, but stopped himself.
“I want to show you a gift Hex gave to us.”
Hex’s eyes narrowed; her cheek twitched. Was that a tear? She didn’t look like she’d been happy to give whatever gift this was.
No more words were shared between them as Justine went with Felix, hand-in-hand, deeper into Cenotaph. Hex held up the rear, with the stone Holy Children practically holding her up with their blank-faced threats.
Somewhere in the southern wing of the cathedral—Felix hadn’t made a mental map of the place, yet; it was on his to-do list—Justine stopped them in front of two grand, wooden double doors. On the doors was an engraved image of Lillian covered and carried by countless vermillion veins.
“I’d take that down,” Hex said. “Make your god and Edgar’s God look awfully similar.”
“All gods are the same god,” Justine said, taking out the keyring and sliding a key into the door’s lock. “It’s just a matter of choosing between brand-name and generic.”
Felix couldn’t say it here, but Justine was saying too much. Hex didn’t need to know these things.
“What’s your god?”
Justine turned back to her, smiling coldly. “Not sitting on top of a volcano, slowly driving the world insane.” She unlocked the door. “Through here, Felix.”
Hex whispered, “Felix?”
Great. Now, she knows my name.
He’d been to two new rooms today, and he much preferred the first. The second room wasn’t a room but an abandoned chapel. Old, dusty pews had been thrown to either side of the chapel, forming pagan geometry with their shapes. Scattered pages from holy texts—Helminth’s Way, not The Sinner and the Shadows—were plastered to the tiled ground; those thin pages were covered in dirty footprints; desecrated. But there was more on the ground than pages or splinters. There were veins. Vermillion veins. Reaching, wanting vermillion veins.
“What… what the hell?” Felix backpedaled into Justine.
Justine nudged him forward, saying into his ear, “It’s okay,” and pointed ahead.
Ahead, in the gloom, surrounded by broken busts and cracked statues, a lump lay atop the altar. Severe shapes protruded from the lump, like spears, as if it were a slaughtered animal offered up to god as tribute. The Holy Order used to do that. And the vermillion veins? They were running across the floor from the lump. Had Hex brought them an offering? Was that her gift?
“Ichor,” Hex said. “You have company.”
The lump lurched one way and then another. The spear-like shapes jutting out of it lost their stiffness and went limp.
Hex went past Felix and Justine and into the abandoned chapel. She stopped halfway to the altar, where the light from the hall was still strong, and, again, said, “Ichor.”
The lump made a cooing noise, like an infant. It turned over on the altar. Its body crunched and squished as it did so, as if simultaneously hardened by char and covered in pustules.
Hex searched the dark, grabbed a book, and hurled it at the lump.
The lump howled. Almost immediately, as if trained to answer to pain alone, it dropped from the altar. Slowly, it began inching towards Hex, until finally, it crossed the line of light she stood at.
“Oh my god,” Felix gasped.
She called the lump Ichor, and Ichor must’ve been the man it’d been before this… had… happened to him. The only part of Ichor that was human anymore was his face, which was a hunk of stretched flesh fitted with an empty mouth and two eye-sockets in which his eyes had been pushed and turned around. The rest of Ichor was one burnt cage of tightly wound vermillion veins. Larger trunks of fused veins acted as makeshift limbs for those he’d lost. He smelled awful, too, like manure and dirty toenails.
“This is my brother,” Hex said. She rested one hand atop his head. “He is my pet, but you and the Mother Abbess may play with him as you please. And please, don’t take it gently on him.”
Felix snapped his head to Justine.
“King Edgar had given certain individuals ‘seeds of heaven,’” she said. “These were meant to help spread the vermillion veins by planting them. Ichor… was exposed and became something else. All the veins go back to the Vermillion God, Felix.
“He has no Speaker. He’s only a man who’s summoned a god that he can’t begin to understand. So, we don’t need to kill Edgar. We only have to know exactly what he’s thinking and what he wants, and make him think we want the exact same thing. Ichor’s going to help us with that. Our little spy into the vermillion network.”
“And if that doesn’t work,” Hex said, “then there’s always the Dead City.”




CHAPTER VIII

Audra threw back her flagon, drained what was left of it, and with a mouthful of ale, planted a sloppy, wet kiss on her new friend’s lips. The woman, already drunk and overzealous, followed that up with a lustful attack all her own. Audra and the woman—she never thought or cared to get her name—went at this for a while, hands up each other’s shirts, until someone in the bar started shouting.
Taking her hand off the woman’s breast, Audra glanced at the fight breaking out between the bartender and some three-sheets-to-the-wind patron. She laughed, cheered them on, and glanced across the table.
Deimos and his new friend—a Corrupted by the name of Maynard—had their lips locked and were fumbling at one another’s belts to no avail. Without his mask, Deimos wasn’t a looker. Bald, heavily scarred, with one eye clouded over, though she never managed to figure out if he was blind in it or not. But she wasn’t much of a looker these days, either. She wasn’t clean or shaved, and she hadn’t slept a full night’s sleep in Holy Child knows how long.
Holy Child. Felix. She smiled, thinking of the time they’d spent in the bathtub together, unburdening themselves. That’d been nice.
Nevertheless, she was happy for Deimos. Johannes, his husband, had been killed a few years ago by Corrupted, and as far as she could tell, he hadn’t been with anyone since. He needed this, even if, in the morning, it wouldn’t mean much.
Audra’s new friend leaned into her and whispered, flicking her tongue against Audra’s ear, “Let’s go back to your place.”
What did her older brother, Vincent, call them? Sitcoms? Old World comedy shows, usually about eccentric couples?
Audra stripped off her new friend’s underwear and pushed her back on the bed. Through the wall, she could hear Deimos and his new friend groaning and panting.
How was this for a sitcom? A lesbian Corrupted and a gay Night Terror living together, and all the wacky hijinks that ensued.
Thinking of Vincent made her think of her twin brother, Auster, and thinking of him, she thought of the eldest, Horace, and her older sister, Lena. And then Mom and Dad. And… Edgar.
Audra bit the inside of her lip. She stared down at the drunken, writhing woman before her. She could do this, people like her, in conceptual terms, for the rest of what would most likely be a short life here in Nyxis. No expectations. Nothing to prove. She was always happier when she was nothing. Or so she told herself.
She lowered herself onto the bed, bracing herself against the woman’s knees.
Or, now that she was thinking about it, so close to Eldrus, she could do something else, instead. She could’ve gone anywhere to hide, but she went to Nyxis. That bath with Felix had been nice, but showing him her shadows afterwards… that’d been the ticket.
She put her head between the woman’s legs. In that moment, she could’ve sworn she heard God speaking to her again.
The following morning, Audra and Deimos sat outside, nursing hot cups of tea in their hands and cold compresses against their heads. Hungover from their night of vague debaucheries, they were propped up against one another, supporting each other the way they’d been supporting each other ever since escaping Penance.
“Did you send yours home?” Deimos asked, his voice rough.
“Yeah, you?”
“I did.”
“Did you have fun?”
Deimos took a drink of his tea, so he wouldn’t have to answer.
Audra shook her head. “Nothing wrong with letting loose. You’re not letting him go.”
“Please, don’t,” Deimos said.
Audra mouthed an apology.
They sat there for several minutes outside the small cottage, watching the morning fog roll over the snow-covered fields. There was no sun yet, just the hint of it caught in the distant trees; trapped. That was the world these days. Trapped on the precipice of enlightenment and annihilation. All it needed was a push one way or the other.
The shadow of God passed over their cottage, but neither of them looked back to face It. Same shit, different day.
“Deimos,” Audra said, at last.
“Hmm?”
“Help me do it.”
“Do what?”
“Get to Eldrus.”
Deimos nearly spilled his tea. “No, Audra. No. Why? He has to know you are the Speaker.”
“Exactly,” she said, licking her lips. “He’ll let me get so close to him, he won’t even feel it when I put the knife in.”




CHAPTER IX

When it was all said and done, Aeson could’ve passed for any Corrupted on the paranoia-swept streets of Communion. It’d taken Elizabeth five hours to finish the tattoo, and another three hours for the ink itself to settle convincingly into his skin. By the time it was all over, it was well-past midnight; they knew one another’s histories better than most anyone else; and Vrana had gotten into her bag—the one her mother had thrown to her before she died—and showed Elizabeth something inside it.
The key. The key from the Keep the Skeleton had tossed to her during the Black Hour after completing her second trial. When the Black Hour had ended, the Keep vanished, leaving behind only a crater, but the key had remained.
Carefully, as if it were radioactive, and maybe it was, Elizabeth took the key into her hands. They were all sitting at the table together. “You know, I was there on Lacuna.”
Vrana ruffled her feathers. “You were one of the ones in the black robes?”
“Yeah. Yeah, the Skeleton hadn’t been with us when we got there. He came out of nowhere. You… holy shit... You killed the Blue Worm, yeah?”
Aeson’s eyes widened.
“Yeah,” Vrana said. Elizabeth hadn’t realized it yet, but she had the Worm’s necklace on, hidden within her feathers. “Didn’t kill it, but yeah, R’lyeh and I put it to sleep.”
“We saw you escaping on the boat with the other Night Terror—”
“Mara.”
“—and we told the Skeleton, and he lost it. He used the Black Hour’s heart to try and stop you.”
Vrana couldn’t help but laugh. When they’d crossed the Widening Gyre, the ocean froze over, great, rotted skyscrapers rose from the sea, and violent, shadow-like creatures attacked them, all the while someone… the Skeleton… had been laughing insanely in that vast and damning dark.
“That’s weird you have this key, yeah?” Elizabeth said.
Aeson, entranced by his new Corruption, mumbled, “That is weird.”
“I’m not saying it’s fate,” Vrana said. “I’m not saying that. But if he’s as powerful as you say he is—”
“He is,” Elizabeth said. “Or was.”
“—then, it’s worth a shot.”
“To kill God?” Aeson rolled his eyes, shook his head. “Who cares? I mean, do you really?”
Vrana didn’t answer him.
“It’s God. I know enough about the Old World to say, ‘Yeah, that’s God, alright.’” He shook his head again. “The last time people fought against It, the Trauma happened.”
Vrana tongued the inside of her beak. She dug her talons into the chair. Anger came easily to her these days, especially when it came to Aeson. He wasn’t supposed to question her…
“Maybe It’s not all that bad.” He shrugged. “We’re flesh fiends, Vrana. We’re genetically engineered to be sadistic, anarchic, pieces of shit. It… might… be fine. We’ve been in these woods ever since Caldera was…” He sighed. “Let’s just… not care anymore.”
A violent gust slammed into the hut. Streamers of icy air slipped through the cracks and crevices in the façade. The few candles still lit went out. Like motes of dust, tiny snowflakes danced around them; Winter’s own Will o’ Wisps that, if followed on a night like this, would lead to nothing more than hypothermia and frostbite, and a place on the plate of some scavenging beast come morning.
Aeson wasn’t wrong. Vrana could give him that. But they’d never had a winter like this one before. And it hadn’t started until shortly before the Vermillion God stirred. That had to mean something, didn’t it?
“I’m not going to do that, not care,” Vrana said. “Neither are you. If you didn’t care, how the hell did you get here?”
Elizabeth turned away from the table, as if to pretend she wasn’t there.
“We have a lot of shit to sort out,” she continued on, “but we can’t…”
“I’m not you!” Aeson’s face turned as red as his right arm. “I’m not a fighter. Not like you. Not like Bjørn. I tried, and I… I just… I don’t want to fight. I don’t want to fight with you anymore.”
Vrana twitched. The statement had a double-meaning. Reflexively, she dug her beak into her arm and worried at the flesh there, grounding the lice and other bugs that’d infested her feathers. She went at it longer than she needed to, because she didn’t know what she needed to say to him.
“I’m going to do what I have to do with the Skeleton, regardless, yeah?” Elizabeth said. “But I was just thinking… it might not be Gemma with the Skeleton. It… it could be R’lyeh, yeah?”
“Goddamn it,” Aeson said.
Vrana tried to smile at Elizabeth. She couldn’t sell him on the deicide business, but saving R’lyeh? Would he really say no to that?
“You don’t know,” he said.
Elizabeth shook her head. “But I wouldn’t be surprised. He was grooming her. And R’lyeh had this thing, yeah? Where she could eat poisonous things? He’d be all over that.”
Aeson closed his eyes, said, “Just stop.”
“We have to check it out,” Vrana said. “We can’t do that to her.”
Aeson backed out of the table, stood, said, “I’m going to bed,” and then a foot away from the table, stopped.
The hut was one room. Their bed was basically next to the table. There was no room for dramatic exits. There was no running away from this conversation. Not this time.
Aeson stood there, dejected. His shoulders went slack. He gave Vrana one quick look, and sat back down at the table.
Victorious, Vrana said, “Nature calls,” and excused herself.
Birds shit and piss at the same time. This was one of the first things Blix had taught her shortly after rescuing him when she’d been a little girl. Apparently, Pain had been aware of that detail, too.
What would Blix think of her now, squatted in the woods, shitting literal human excrement? Would they be better friends, given that she was closer to him in appearance? Certainly, he would’ve taken to her new body better than the raven skull she used to wear, which, on reflection, was probably in poor taste around the crow. Or would Blix have shit himself seeing her? Thinking that maybe she had become the Cruel Mother they’d once hunted together.
There’s a thought, she thought, trying not breathe in the smell of digested muscle. I’m the Cruel Mother. I guess it’s come full-circle. She laughed, shit harder. What does that make Aeson, then?
Vrana wiped herself with handfuls of snow, not that she really needed to; she did it for Aeson. She stood, outstretched her wings, and shook the accumulation off them. The snowstorm wasn’t far from a whiteout, but she could still see, feel, the Vermillion God out there. Was It all-knowing? If so, would It try to stop them? Deimos had told her to know her limits, and she did, once, but what were they now? How could she have any at all? She’d survived Pain and Joy, the Void and back; she’d seen the lowest of pleasures, the highest forms of sadism; and killed more people than nearby Communion had citizens. Aeson didn’t believe in her goal to kill God, but after Worms and witches, what else was there to do?
Shit.
That was the problem, wasn’t it? She had nothing left; he only thought he had nothing left. They both wanted to go to Heaven, but for entirely different reasons. This was a job for someone like R’lyeh or Bjørn, not Aeson. Right?
She sighed, and her breath froze in the air. She didn’t know anymore. They had both gone so far beyond what they’d been, that they’d become what her people used to be. In a world that had finally seen its dreams come true, they were truly night terrors.
Yards away, Vrana noticed the hut door was open. Pain had gotten the shitting and pissing part right, but when it came to a bird’s strengths over mammals, she had conveniently forgotten to improve her eyesight, hearing, and sense of smell.
The wind changed. Snow turned to ice. The soft, dreamlike sounds of the woods became harsh. Winter stopped burying the world. It had decided to stab it, instead. The shards of ice rang through the trees, like shattered glass. The air, cruel and killing but oddly comforting, sharpened; it sliced across Vrana as if she were a whetstone.
Braving this, pushing through the mounting windspeeds, Vrana marched towards the hut. Light and shadow moved erratically and quickly before her, as if a coven of witches were taking flight across the moon. It was too late for the Black Hour, wasn’t it? Elizabeth had told her she’d heard the Skeleton was causing Black Hours anywhere, at any time. Was this him? Was it God? Was there even a difference between the two?
“Vrana.”
She croaked. Going sideways, Vrana twisted her neck and found Elizabeth amongst the trees, nothing more than a reddening face peering out from all the layers she wore.
“Didn’t mean to scare you, yeah?” She laughed. “Not that you probably scare at all.”
“I do,” Vrana said.
While Elizabeth closed the distance between them: “Aeson. Yeah… I’ve had people I’ve cared about like that, too. What happened t-to h-him?”
Vrana was half-tempted to offer her a wing to warm her, but they weren’t there yet.
“Forget about it.”
“Did you need something?”
Elizabeth nodded at the shape of the Vermillion God. “You’re really thinking about taking It on, yeah?”
Vrana heard two long strides, and then nothing. She looked at the hut. The front door was still open. Why hadn’t Aeson shut it? She searched Elizabeth for any indication of blood. There was none.
“I don’t know,” Vrana said, going back towards the hut. “Being out here isn’t good for either of us. And if R’lyeh’s with the Skeleton…”
She turned around. Elizabeth was close behind her, but not close enough to attack.
“Why help us?” Vrana asked, five talons readied to plunge into the ex-cabalist’s neck.
“Why not?” Elizabeth shrugged. “You know R’lyeh. She had somewhat good taste in company, yeah?”
Vrana heard more noise; this time, from above.
“And I figured if I said no, you’d kill me,” Elizabeth said. “Right?”
“Maybe…”
Vrana’s attention trailed off. There was the noise again. Above her. She searched the branches and boughs, but only managed to get ice in her eyes. Blinking it away, centering on the hut, she saw it: a flesh fiend on the roof. It was there, and then it wasn’t; because it’d slipped down the chimney.
A heartbeat.
And a scream.
Aeson’s.
Vrana had wings, but they were no use to her now. She hunched down, bolted like a rabid chimp. His scream had awoken something inside her. Something the Void had put there. A seed of malice that’d taken root in the deepest parts of her. She didn’t see red, but white. White as white satin.
The wind picked up, hit her in waves. She braved them, beak open, belting out throaty cries.
Aeson screamed again. A body hit one of the walls. The whole hut shook.
Reaching the hut, and she saw Aeson spin out of it, slinging a thin line of blood across the ground. She grabbed for him, without thinking, then threw herself towards the flesh fiend following through the doorway.
She dug one hand into its shoulders, and the other into its stomach. Gripping him, they tumbled across the threshold, into the hut. Rolling across the floor, they crashed into the table, sending Elizabeth’s black bag flying into the air.
The flesh fiend was ravenous with hunger. It pushed its hands and feet against Vrana’s body. The skin and muscle from its shoulder and stomach ripped away in two veiny, greasy chunks. It had fat to spare, this one. Unlike most fiends she’d seen, this one was ripe. Its body was like an eggplant; a tiny head, mostly mouth, atop a swollen torso that ended in a shit-stained ass that nearly dragged on the ground when it walked.
Vrana got up from the ground. Past the fiend, she saw Aeson and Elizabeth together. She was trying to calm him. He kept pointing to something in the woods.
Jumping, Vrana beat her wings to hold her midair, and drove the talons on her feet straight into the flesh fiend’s skull. Restraining him, as he pawed for Aeson far out of reach, Vrana grabbed the boards of the ceiling, tightened her legs, and swung her legs backwards.
With a wet, sucking sound, Vrana’s talons ripped off half of the flesh fiend’s skull and flung it into the fireplace behind them. The creature’s mutilated brain slid out of its head like a patty of ground beef. The beast wavered there a moment, and fell forward, dead.
“Are you okay?” Vrana dropped to the ground, smashing the brain beneath her toes. “Aeson!”
He wasn’t responding. Elizabeth was holding him by the wrist, as if he may take off at any second. He was still pointing into the woods.
Vrana ran outside. Her eyes followed his finger to the dark, iced-over trees to which he pointed. There were more eyes there, and hot clouds of breath from the evil things hiding beyond the light. Vrana quickly counted ten, and screamed, “Run!”
Aeson and Elizabeth took off so fast, the snow practically melted around them.
Vrana ducked inside the hut, grabbed hers and Aeson’s bags, and Elizabeth’s as well. She didn’t know if they would need them, but beside each other, it was all they had. She grabbed the short sword underneath Aeson’s pillow, and careened out of the hut.
Aeson and Elizabeth hadn’t made it far. Fifteen feet. And the flesh fiends—ten, no, fifteen; no, twenty—weren’t but a yard away from the hut.
Vrana couldn’t kill them all. And they wouldn’t let her. The pack of them were breaking apart, flooding the woods, to close in on them from all directions.
Vrana lifted off the ground, wind be damned, and beat her wings to make up for lost time. In seconds, she was closing in over Aeson and Elizabeth. She could pick him up, but not her. And if she had to choose, well, the choice was obvious.
“I told you!” Aeson screamed at her.
Elizabeth, still holding his wrist, glanced back. The flesh fiends were laughing like hyenas, tearing at themselves and one another, as they tore through the snow, leaving everything they touched red and steaming.
Vrana landed in front of Aeson and Elizabeth. A numbing punch of exhaustion hit her gut.
“Here,” she gave the short sword to Aeson.
Wild-eyed and shaking badly, he couldn’t hold it.
Elizabeth wrenched the weapon from him and took off ahead.
“I’ll carry you,” Vrana said, but as she tried to take him into her talons, she realized she couldn’t. He was too heavy, or she was too weak. They were unbalanced. He was too much to bear. He kept slipping through her grasp. She’d used to be able to, but not anymore. Like Pain and Joy, she was nothing but a monster without the Void.
Giving up, Vrana threw her wing around him, urged him on. He only had on his plainclothes and boots. If he survived this, parts of his skin wouldn’t.
“Run for Communion!” Vrana belted at Elizabeth.
Elizabeth changed her course for the field of black and the torches burning beyond it.
“They… won’t… help,” Aeson said.
Vrana held him tighter—he kept slipping—and said, “They don’t have to. They just have to be there.”
The flesh fiends were getting closer. She could feel them. Their heat and their hunger like a belt of exploding stars. Snow was being thrown into the air from their movements; and the woods sounded as if they were being harvested. The beasts were smashing through the trees, flinging shrapnel everywhere they went.
At times, Vrana felt a feather plucked from her back—they were that close.
The wretched screaming of the fiends boxed her ears.
Aeson gasped. His legs locked. He fell.
Vrana stopped, turned. Two flesh fiends were inches away, their mouths salivating, their sexes dripping. Behind them, even more, seconds from joining in.
“Get up!” Vrana screeched.
She dug her hands into Aeson’s arms. Blood dribbled down them from where she’d accidentally stabbed. She flung him over her shoulders…
The two flesh fiends leapt at her. They collided into each other, and into her. Holding Aeson, she fell to the ground with them. He gasped. She could feel the air as it exploded out of his lungs.
One fiend took Vrana’s feet, the other went to her head. She kicked, smashing the fiend at her feet in the groin. She latched onto its cock with her talons, twisted; scrambled his scrotum. It reared back, gushing blood like a fountain.
The second fiend punched Vrana’s face, hitting her eye through the mask fused over her face. Time stopped while she lay stunned.
And then Aeson was being taken from her. The flesh fiend was jerking him out of her hold. It wanted him to eat, to fuck. Certainly, he would taste and feel better than her.
Vrana snapped out of it. She let go of Aeson—
“No, don’t!” he screamed.
—and spun like a tornado as she stood, splitting the fiend’s stomach open. The wound grinned like a mouth full of beets. It burst open, spilling entrails over Aeson’s terrified face.
Vrana wiped him off, picked him up, and kept going.
They hurried out of the woods, into the black field. She couldn’t hear Elizabeth, but she could still see her: that frantic, shivering shape silhouetted before the torch-lit outskirts of Communion.
Bells preceded them. The village knew they were coming.
“We’re going to be fine,” Vrana panted.
Slung over her shoulder, Aeson was silent. But she knew he was still alive. She could feel his heartbeat, not far from her own.
Elizabeth stopped short of Communion. She spun around. “I don’t… Vrana, they’re right behind you!”
A fiend hissed, inches from her ear: “Please, and thank you.”
Vrana panicked. She launched off the ground. Ice and snow swallowed her in the updraft. She spread her wings, flew as far as she could, until they finally gave out, landing her just in front of Elizabeth.
“Where… are we going?” Elizabeth asked, gasping.
Vrana didn’t answer. It wasn’t a decision she was proud of, but it was the only decision available to her. She readjusted Aeson on her shoulders and, with Elizabeth at her side, took off into Communion.
The bells grew louder and louder as they approached. In this cold, hellish air, their dins were deep enough to crack skulls. The bell ringer in the bell tower shouted something to the village below. Seconds later, more torches erupted. Doors closed and opened simultaneously. The weak and terrified retreated into their homes, while the strong and prideful hurried into the streets with spears, sickles, and wood axes. They held their ground at the center of the village, where a single trunk of vermillion veins had erupted some time ago. It arched over Communion, and from it, heretics hanged.
“Get back!” a woman shouted from the nervous crowd. “Get away!”
Communion’s Finest started rooting through the snow. They found stones and hurled them at Vrana and Elizabeth.
Vrana shielded Aeson’s body the best she could. Elizabeth yelped as stone after stone cracked off her arm, elbow, jaw, and knee. Despite everything, their aim was impressive.
But it wasn’t enough.
Vrana and Elizabeth stumbled into the village proper. The fiends were no more than ten seconds away. While the Communionites drew closer, Vrana let go of Aeson. Whatever daze he’d been in, he snapped out of it and caught himself against her. She had a lot of burdens to bear, but he was the heaviest, and she wasn’t so sure she could carry him like this much longer.
“What have you done?” a Communionite cried.
“Get back inside, people. Back inside!” another commanded.
“No, give them the Night Terrors. They’ll take them, and they’ll leave us be.”
Vrana snapped her fingers for the short sword. She threw the black bag at Elizabeth.
Elizabeth handed the sword over, not to her, but to Aeson. She caught on quick.
“You have to fight, if you have to fight,” Vrana pleaded to him.
Aeson held it limply. He looked not at her, but beyond her, into the shadow-swarmed distance, where death girded itself across God’s good domain—Its weapons the oldest weapons: wanting hands and gaping mouths; pestilent hard-ons and swollen lips; Its needs, the worst of needs: unfulfillable hunger, unsatisfiable desire. They were a swarm of locusts meant to rid the world of the human locusts that’d infested it so long ago. Aeson looked to God, and God did nothing.
Three Communionites converged on them. Vrana slashed her wing across a man’s face, temporarily blinding him with her feathers. Elizabeth dodged a spear, swung her black bag upwards into a nose, driving into the villager’s skull. The third Communionite fled.
“You’ve killed us…” someone said from the crowd.
And that was true. Vrana had, and knowing this, she and the others ran.
The flesh fiends from the woods poured into Communion. When the crowd broke apart, they broke apart, too. Each fiend targeted a villager, while others targeted houses. Windows were broken into. Doors were pummeled off their hinges. The villagers outside were reduced to blood-choked screams as they were thrown to the ground and torn into. The snow turned red, and in the heat of the slaughter, it began to melt, so that small streams of gore radiated outwards from the village.
Turning back, Vrana saw that a group of children had come out of one of the larger houses, to see what was going on, where their parents might’ve been. The flesh fiends found them quickly enough, and made adults of them with wild, selfish, moaning abandon.
More trees up ahead. There was the road, too.
Just a little farther, she thought, lungs on fire. Not much…
Aeson disappeared.
Vrana belted, “Aeson!” as she spun around.
A flesh fiend had him. A female flesh fiend had him down on the ground, encased in snow, like a coffin. The fiend looked like a Night Terror, though. It wore an animal skull over its head, which glowed red from the moonlight due to the hard chunks of congealed blood that covered it. In a few more years, maybe even without the help of a homunculus, this flesh fiend would be a Night Terror. The Cult of the Worm could be the next generation of her people.
She crawled on top of him, her nearly-nonexistent breasts covered by her dark, engorged nipples. She grabbed his crotch, grabbed her own. Aeson begged her silently to stop, but she wasn’t listening. She heard only what she felt—pumping blood and throbbing pleasure.
Vrana couldn’t move. She wanted to intervene, but something stopped her. And when Elizabeth, almost hysterical—screaming, “What are you doing?!”—tried to step in, Vrana stopped her, too. Aeson had a weapon. He had the sword. She couldn’t always be his.
The flesh fiend shoved her hands down his pants. His eyes rolled sideways in his skull, and those pathetic, pleading orbs met Vrana’s. His face went as flat as his affect. He resigned himself to the ravaging.
And: penetration.
Aeson reared up, screaming fiercely. He drove the short sword into the flesh fiend’s side. He sank it in to the hilt, pulled it out, and drove it in at an angle, straight through the beast’s lungs. The fiend gasped, and still fondling him in her final moments, fell off him and into the snow.
“You fucking…” Aeson scooted backwards and onto his feet. He threw the sword at Vrana, missing her. “You fucking…”
Vrana reached for him.
He shoved her comfort aside, shouldered past Elizabeth, and went alone into the dark.
Vrana, sickened with her actions, stared at the flesh fiend, and at Communion, where the sounds had died down, because everything there had died.
“Get us somewhere warm,” she told Elizabeth. “And then, the Skeleton.”




CHAPTER X

There were one hundred and eighty Night Terrors in Rime. Thirty flesh fiends were being held captive in the row house that once held Audra, before she escaped. King Edgar had issued a royal decree for the genocide of the Night Terror people due to their attempts to erupt Kistvaen. If Isla wanted to be rich, she could murder the entire town and turn in their bodies and masks, and never work another day in her entire life. But Isla didn’t want to be rich. She didn’t know what she wanted, actually, but to be rich, it wasn’t.
Joseph Cleon, the Demagogue, had begged to join Isla and Joy on their trek to the lake, but her soldiers, the Winnowers, had a tenuous hold, at best, over the Rimeans. Joseph wanted to be with her at all times, but that wasn’t any different than any other day in all the days they’d known one another. He would do anything for her or let her do anything to him. A man such as himself had been wasted in the service of the Mother Abbess. Isla would never admit it, but she was glad he belonged to her. When all other mirrors reflected the truth, it was nice to have one that only reflected hers.
Besides, he was a rabble-rouser. He kept the Winnowers good and angry, and kept them from growing too fatigued and kind when it came to the daily torturing of the Rimeans. He wouldn’t be any good out here, in Gelid’s harsh tundra; and he certainly wouldn’t be of any help when they reached the lake and the burning headstone locked within its frozen waters.
“This feels good,” Isla said, wearing the heavy, hooded furs of a Rimean she’d killed before departing.
Joy walked beside her, wearing nothing but her white satin dress. She wasn’t cold. She wasn’t anything. She was Joy. Isla admired that about her.
“To do something worthwhile?” Joy said.
Isla nodded. Joy always knew what she was talking about, and she figured it was because of how similar she was to Lux. The two, Joy had claimed, were like kindred spirits; or Joy had suggested that Isla had even been the reincarnation of Lux. Isla had shrugged the suggestion off at first, but by the next day, she could see where she was coming from.
Gelid’s tundra was made all the more beautiful by its sparsity. Snow for as far as Isla could see, though it never snowed here; the snow was permanent, and if it wasn’t, maybe it rose up from the earth—this part of the world’s own form of grass. Where there wasn’t snow, there were dark, menacing rocks around which icy blue flowers were chained. Joy had told her the flowers were called Death’s Dilemma, and there hadn’t been that many here before, the last time she visited the area. And the odd thing was, Isla noticed they seemed to be growing at the same rate that she and Joy were making progress, as if something were covering the tundra in them; as if it wanted them to notice the flowers… to step on them.
“The Cult of the Worm is mine,” Joy said.
Isla nodded, held herself harder for warmth. She’d had her suspicions. The flesh fiends, the Choir as they were called, and the followers of the Cult of the Worm in Rime frightened her. But now that she’d gotten in good with the woman who ran it, she wasn’t so worried anymore. In fact, she was empowered.
“To do what I have to do, I’ll need more.” Joy changed their course to the patch of ashen trees, which sat smeared against the sky, like charcoal finger-paints. “I’ll need a bigger Cult to help you. We lost many.”
Isla nodded, said, “Take as many as you want,” somewhat regretting the offer.
“I will,” Joy said. “I want them all.”
At a glacial pace, they went for another thirty minutes until they reached the trees. There, in the sky, like a window left open and unblinded, a patch of golden red light shone. Amongst the clouds that passed through it, Isla could’ve sworn she saw what looked like the roof of a place. It reminded her of the churches from Penance. And when she thought that, it was gone.
But Joy didn’t mention the oddity, so neither did Isla.
The trees weren’t woods of any kind, but a circular barrier that, over time, must’ve been worn down by the elements. They crossed through them easily enough. When they came out on the other side, they found the lake—Onibi’s rest.
Isla looked at Joy for permission to approach the shore.
Joy gave it with a slight nod.
Carefully, as quietly as she could due to the crunching snow, Isla snuck up on the shore and leaned forward. She gasped at what she saw there.
Deep down within the ice, a massive headstone sat, fresh flames swirling violently around it. The inscriptions upon the stone were written in an abyssal ink, and they shone celestially, as if they were comprised of stars and galaxies.
This was Onibi’s rest. The spirit of the dead responsible for the Rime Rot the wind carried all throughout the Gelid regions. It wasn’t until a few days ago that Isla’s body had finally developed a resistance to the Rot. She had been getting very tired of plucking out spikes of ice from her flesh every couple of minutes and covering the bloody holes they left with their quickly dwindling supply of bandages.
“I need to find someone,” Joy said, gliding to her side. “Onibi hates the Rimean for defying the Rot and living here. If we give Onibi the Rimeans, after they’ve given me children, I will find who I need to find.”
Eagerly, Isla said, “And then… me.”
Joy smiled, put her knuckle to Isla’s cheek.
Isla nudged into it. Her pelvis tightened.
“Yes, and then you.”
“Are you sure King Edgar will put me on his council?”
“You rebelled against Penance, stole the Winnowers, and overtook Rime. He gave you a seed of heaven, and heaven, you grew. Yes, child, he will look fondly on you.”
Isla stared at Onibi seething in its rest. “But will he listen?”
“He’ll have to,” Joy said. “I did him a favor, and if nothing else, we are family.”
“But he killed his family.”
“No man will kill us, Isla,” Joy said. She turned to the lake, bowed out of respect to Onibi. “Now, let’s go kill us some men.”




CHAPTER XI

Felix didn’t see how beating the crap out of Ichor would bring them any closer to discovering the Disciples of the Deep’s secrets, but he didn’t dare tell Hex that. She was having too much fun abusing her brother in Cenotaph’s abandoned chapel. As far as Felix could tell, it was all she did, all day, every day; and she had been going at it for five days now. She ate and slept and relieved herself in the chapel. When she wasn’t torturing her brother or waiting for the vermillion veins he was made of to heal his wounds, she sat beside him, petting him, whispering to him—sometimes, even kissing him.
“If you’re going to watch, might as well get front row seats,” Hex said to Felix, who had crept into the chapel ten minutes ago. When it came to sneaking and subterfuge, puberty had robbed him of his grace. He always got caught.
Felix, wedged between two faceless, feminine statues, stayed in the shadows. His guard of Holy Children were somewhere else in Cenotaph. He’d dismissed them days ago. Justine had warned him against this, because more and more people were coming to Cathedra to see them: the conscripted soldiers who’d survived the Divide, and Narcissus, Penance’s main army, which was due at any time. Like every other occasion, he ignored her warning, and then thought of nothing else but it afterward.
Because he knew he trusted strangers too much. Except for Hex. He didn’t trust her at all. And he didn’t know what to make of that.
Hex limped away from Ichor, who lay upon the altar, quivering. His shaking made the vermillion veins threaded through him shake, and when they shook, they scratched at the altar, like frantic nails on the back of coffin lids.
“You don’t like me,” Hex said matter-of-factly. She said everything that way; that is, in that bored, southern drawl, like all she thought about these days were better days from before. Felix got that way sometimes. The problem was he couldn’t remember the better days. He was just sure he’d had them. He had to have.
She shrugged one shoulder. “You’re smart not to trust the Marrow Cabal.”
“What Marrow Cabal?” Felix said, the volume of voice quickening his heart in this quiet, foul place.
“What Holy Order?” Hex stopped halfway down the aisle, caught between Ichor and Felix. “None of us are making good on our promises.”
Felix squeezed the handle of the contrition knife in his pocket. It was a ceremonial weapon used for bleeding the sins out of people. He mostly used it on himself.
Hex kept coming. The blue, tornado-like tendrils of hair bobbed against her head and chin as she struggled to walk—whatever wound she had giving her trouble. She didn’t look like a leader. Felix had tailed a lot of leaders. She wasn’t pretty enough. She wasn’t ugly enough. She wasn’t strong enough to fight, and she wasn’t skinny enough to scare people out of fighting her. Aside from her strange hair and the way her eyes sometimes glowed, and her two Corrupted arms, she wasn’t anything special at all. She didn’t seem to care, and as far as Felix had figured, Warren, James, Clementine, Will, and Gemma didn’t seem to care about her, either. Was she always this way, or only when the Skeleton wasn’t around?
The Skeleton. Felix couldn’t begin to imagine what he must be like.
Hex, only a few feet away, stopped at the last pew and leaned against it. Her bloodied hands left prints on the wood.
Felix showed her the contrition knife.
She raised an eyebrow, bit the inside of her lip.
“He’s your brother.”
“He is.”
“Why are you torturing him?”
Hex opened her mouth to answer; instead, she sat in the pew with her silence.
Felix stepped out from in between the statues. He went the long way around the pew to the opposite side. He walked towards her. Far enough away so that she couldn’t grab him, he sat. They didn’t make eye contact. Instead, they stared out into the chapel, to Ichor shackled like a sacrifice to the altar.
“It’s what we do. It’s what we’ve always done,” Hex said.
Felix made sure she could still see the knife. “You like it?”
“Very much.”
“Did he… hurt you?”
“He’s tried. We love each other. That’s what love is.”
Felix shook his head. That was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard.
“No?” Hex slouched in the pew. “Justine loves you.”
“Mother Abbess Justine,” Felix corrected her.
“Don’t matter. She ever been ‘Mother Abbess’ to you? Just Justine for you, I think. She loves you. You love her. Think of all the shit she’s put you through.”
Spying on Isla Taggart. Spying on Audra of Eldrus and making him think she was a Worm of the Earth. The Bloodless… that bloodsucking mythological plant. The Winnowers’ Chapter. She had forced him to watch as the holy children crushed the Chapter’s leaders’ heads. The Cult of the Worm… the Cult of the Worm had attacked him when he tried to rescue Vrana. The Divide. The battle on the Divide. So many died in the conscription to the Arachne.
Samuel Turov and Alexander Blodworth. The Exemplar of Restraint and his understudy. They’d both conspired against the Holy Order. Samuel Turov had stolen Felix from Penance, took him into the South to... to use him. And Alexander Blodworth had gone to Geharra and killed the whole city to summon the Red Worm.
Felix reached for the chain of the necklace he wore. He always wore it. He rubbed the pale stone. It nibbled on his fingers with invisible, eldritch electricity. Justine had given it to him. The necklace was the only thing that could put her, the White Worm of the Earth, back to sleep.
She had given it to him. Would she have if any of those other things hadn’t happened? Felix closed his eyes, sealing the tears there between the lids.
“That’s what we do. We hurt the ones we love trying to love them. I’ll admit that me and Ichor’s situation isn’t normal. I’ve learned a thing or two about our background, though. I reckon we have our reasons.”
Felix glanced at her. What was she talking about?
A blue light seeped from the corner of Hex’s eyes, and faded. “What’s your background?”
“I’m the Holy Child.”
“What’s that got to do with anything? You’re flesh and blood and Corrupted. The Disciples got something out of a nightmare sitting in the south with a volcano up Its ass. You think people want another proper noun in their life? They aren’t going to forget about the freakshow Justine put on at the Divide. Everyone’s going to know she’s a Worm. That just leaves you. You’re young. They’re going to think she’s got you brainwashed. But if you can make them think you’re not—”
“I’m not.”
“—they’ll follow you. You’re easier on the eyes than the alternative.”
“You don’t believe in the Vermillion God,” Felix said.
“Of course, I do.”
“What about our god? The true god.”
Hex laughed. “You and Justine? Yeah, I believe in you, too. Why do you think I’m working for you?”
We’re not gods, he thought; even though that’s exactly what they’d positioned themselves to be.
“Tried to take down Edgar years ago with Geharra’s help,” Hex said. “Things didn’t work out. Geharra got genocided for it.”
“That was Alexander Blodworth.”
Hex looked at him like he was an idiot and said, “I’m working for you. For you, Felix.”
He didn’t correct her for using his real name. Instead, he mumbled, “Huh?”
“I didn’t answer your question about why I’m torturing my brother. If you ask a question, get your answer. No matter what.
“I torture Ichor because I like it. It excites me. And when I think about how he might best me… It’s very exciting. But that’s not the only reason. You see, there’s nothing stronger than the prayers of a prisoner. Can you see underneath him?”
Felix noticed he’d drifted closer to Hex. He didn’t realize he’d done it, but he didn’t correct his course, either. Instead, he leaned forward and squinted—not that it made it difference, but he believed it did—at Ichor on the altar.
He could see underneath him. Beneath the ball of vermillion veins and burnt pieces of skin and organs ran a black, glistening tube. At first, Felix had thought it was only part of Ichor’s body, but there were cracks in the altar from where the tube touched and it almost looked like… It was. The tube had broken through the top of the altar. It had dug down deep into it.
“A prisoner has nothing. They pray and pray; for forgiveness, for absolution; to be different; to get a second chance. It’s transformative. It’s like a trapped animal chewing through its leg and smiling while it does it.
“Ichor got on the Disciple’s good side somehow. He went to Carpenter Plantation. That’s just outside of Cathedra. Ever heard of it?”
Felix shook his head.
“They harvested vermillion veins there. Put them in corpses and planted the corpses across the Heartland to make them spread the veins. Place burned down. The Marrow Cabal did that,” she said this proudly. “I think Ichor went there and got his hands on some seeds of heaven. Someone sent him to the Dismal Sticks in the Dires to spread the Disciples’ reach there. Obviously, things didn’t work out for him that time.
“Now, here he is, somehow having survived the seed. And here I am. I can hurt him so much more than I used to. I’m not sure he can even die. And every time I hurt him, he digs deeper for God, sending out prayers like SOSs.”
Felix shook his head. “You’re just going to keep torturing him. What if he never connects with It?”
“Either way, we’ll learn something,” she said. “About God, or at least, ourselves.”
“Your plan isn’t going to work,” he said, sliding down the pew away from her. “Not the way you say it will. You can’t speak to It. No one can understand It except for the Speaker.”
“Ye of little faith.”
“The Dead City,” Felix said, remembering Hex had mentioned it when he first saw Ichor. “What about it?”
“Well, the Skeleton went there, and when he came back, rumors spread that the disease clouds that covered it were gone. A lot of riches to be plundered up there. A lot of weapons to be wielded.”
“It’s too far away.”
“With the right friend and the right ingredients, it’s a lot closer than you might think,” Hex said.
An annoying buzzing sound swept across Felix’s ear. He swiped at the air, and noticed a lone mosquito drifting in the dark. “Mr. Haemo,” he whispered.
“Maybe.” Hex came to her feet. “The bug has his own ulterior motives. I’m hesitant to feed them, but you’re the boss.”
Watching her head back towards Ichor, he said, “Torture Ichor. Use Mr. Haemo to get armed in the Dead City. Those are the only plans you have to help us?”
“Well—” Hex stopped, half-cocked, “—there’s always marching into Eldrus. I’m sure King Edgar would love to have the Marrow Cabal as his own prisoners, and you as a guest. I have a lot of plans, Holy Child. But killing God isn’t one of them. Is that what you were hoping for? A way to kill God? Ha!”
She stared at him for a long time. It wasn’t until he realized she was staring at the chain of the sealing stone’s necklace that she finally said, “I can if you want. Kill one of these gods. Just say the word.” She smiled the saddest smile he’d ever seen and whispered, “Blink twice if you need help.”
Felix hurried out of the abandoned chapel, unsettled. His stomach ached. He wasn’t sick. It wasn’t like he was going to throw up. It was like… like it was smaller, or bigger; like when he’d lost his baby teeth, and he used to tongue his gums where they’d once been, before his teeth grew back. Something was different. Neither right nor wrong. Something new was coming, or maybe it was already here, pushing through… pushing through him.
“Oh my god, shut up,” he told himself. He grabbed his head and two handfuls of hair and fell against the nearest wall. His eyes snapped open. He looked to his left and right to make sure he was alone. No one was going to hear what he was about to think, but he had to be sure.
And once he was, there it was, repeating over and over in his mind, in the voice he’d once heard that had been god’s: Justine’s dying.
She had to be, right? Why was she doing this? Why was Hex making all those hints? What was that thing… that face… in her chest? Was it the Divide? When she revealed herself and shared her boon with him, was that what killed her? Or had she been dying this whole time?
Felix walked through Cenotaph, going nowhere in particular. He wanted to see Justine, but he didn’t know where she was or what she would say to him. Because if she told him she was dying or giving up, he just might do the same. They were in this together. He couldn’t do this without her. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to. Sure, he wanted to save the people, especially the kids like him, from all the perverts and… but there were so many to save.
Is that why you don’t do anything? Felix went to the nearest window that faced southward and stared at God in the dim, morning vapors. You can’t help all of them, so you don’t help any of them. You just take all of the credit, and none of the consequences. He fogged the glass with his hot breath until the shape of God was gone. Then, he wiped the fog away, and God was gone.
Because Justine’s reflection stood in Its place.
He spun around and slammed into her with a hug.
“What is it?” She pressed her nose into his hair and breathed him in. “It is a wonderful day.”
Felix squeezed her harder. The contrition knife in his pocket pressed against her side through his robe. He smelled something burning. His chest burned, too. Quickly, he pulled away. That close to the White Worm, and her sealing stone had begun to react.
“S-Sorry,” he said. Blurting it out: “Are you dying?!”
Justine stared at him, her mouth agape.
Seconds passed. Again, almost reaching out to push her, he cried, “Are you?!”
“No, love, no.” She outstretched her arm, and he went back in to the hug he’d left behind. “Why do you think that? Have I been acting differently?”
He nodded.
“And everything is different, too, isn’t it?”
Again, he nodded.
“I’m sorry, Felix. I hate that you have to be here doing this with me, but King Edgar gave us no choice.”
He sniffed his noise. Hard bumps, like swollen fingertips, pressed at Felix’s face from behind Justine’s clothes and skin. The things inside her were trying to comfort him, or at least, tell him something.
“But I’m glad. I couldn’t do this without you.”
Hex’s words echoed in his head: She’s not human. You are.
“And I know it seems strange all the trust I put in the Marrow Cabal, but we can use them. We can use anyone who opposes the Disciples. The Cabal just happened to be on the way to here.” She paused, pulled away as the sealing stone started to react again to her presence. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask you if you wanted to work with them. You have so much on your shoulders already.”
Felix’s ears picked up new sounds coming from outside Cenotaph. His awareness drew a smile from Justine. He could feel what he could hear through his feet. Now, there were voices coming through the window, through the cracks in the cathedral’s stones. They were drawer closer, drawing in all around them. He panicked, and realized that, still, Justine was smiling.
“It’s Narcissus,” she said.
The army was here. They were finally here. Was that it? Had that been his problem? He smiled and felt warm all over. Every bit of anxiety inside of him thawed. The tightness in his shoulders that’d probably been there for months finally faded. He steadied his breathing; and felt stupid for worrying.
When they had arrived in Cathedra, they came to the town of one thousand with a thousand of their own; the other two-and-a-half-thousand of the conscription having perished on the banks and the webs of the Divide. Cramming an extra thousand wounded and traumatized soldiers into a town meant for that amount alone might’ve been impossible for other places, but not for Cathedra, because anyone who knew anything about the Holy Order knew that, once, Cathedra had been the intended capital for the religion; and though it never worked out, the town never gave up on the idea either.
So, when Felix and Justine marched through its snowy woodlands and up to its frozen gates, Cathedra welcomed them with open arms… and the smug smile of pure validation.
But then Justine locked him and her up in Cenotaph Cathedral. She’d told him he was safe, but he wasn’t allowed to go anywhere; at least, not until Narcissus came.
“Cathedra loves the Holy Order so much, if we’re not careful, they might tear it to pieces,” she had mentioned to him that first night they stayed in the town. It sounded eerily similar to what Hex had told him about love.
That didn’t matter now, though. Narcissus was here. The town of wannabes and the recruited criminals and killers that filled the conscription weren’t a threat anymore. He wouldn’t have to worry about people storming Cenotaph for shelter, or for him and Justine, to make them turn the Holy Order into what they’ve always wanted it to be, just like the Winnowers’ Chapter had tried in Pyra. Narcissus was here. He could finally feel safe. And finally, things could happen.
“I want you to give a speech. The people need to see you,” Justine said.
He nodded eagerly. He needed to see them, too; to know they still loved him. Then, he’d feel like the Holy Child again.
Felix stood behind the massive wooden doors that let out to Cathedra, his guard of stone Holy Children behind him—angels; that’s what he and Justine had convinced their congregation they were. Sweat poured down his face, not because he was nervous, though he was a little, but because of the new vestments Justine had given to him an hour ago, which he wore. If he had to guess, they were from the same material she used to weave her clothes, as well as the armor she’d given to Captain Millicent. The vestment was pearlescent, shimmering like a sea shell when the light hit it just right; two aquamarine lines ran down his chest, while a single, thicker, band ran the cuffs of his sleeves. Throughout the robe, there were pale symbols, worm-like in appearance. She had said they were ancient runes, but if that were true, they were ancient runes from where she was from—the Deep; and if that were true, then weren’t they in the language of the Vermillion God?
It was the inside of the vestments that made him sweat, though—the material lining the robe. It was oily, but it didn’t leave behind a residue, and it clung to him, almost like it were hugging him. He’d seen butchers at work many times before, skinning and gutting game. The lining inside the robe looked like, felt like, fat.
Another question among many others he’d have to ask Justine one day. But not today. Today, he felt good, and he didn’t want any more bad news. Everything was changing. If he could just have his speeches, then at least one thing would stay the same.
The wooden doors pulled open from the outside. Winter forced itself onto him through the widening gap, but he took it with a smile. Cathedra was a blinding blur beyond the doors—the sun catching on all the snow and the white facades of the town. Unprepared, because he was never prepared for these speeches, he imagined what god might want him to say, and then god spoke to him; and with that, he walked into the light.
Before he could see Cathedra, he could hear them. A deafening clap of applauses swallowed him whole. Their excitement was magnetic. It pulled him farther into the light, out of Cenotaph and the shell he’d slept in these last few months. Their happiness was real, not fake like it used to be most of the time in Penance. He could feel that. He had goosebumps; the hairs stood on his arms. Blinded by the sun, he wept.
He wiped his eyes without thinking how Corrupted that must look. One pass, and another, and his vision returned.
Goddamn, he thought, and laughed at himself.
There were so many. There were obviously less people here than in Penance, but it seemed like so many more. Cenotaph Cathedral sat atop a crooked hill that overlooked Cathedra; to reach it, you’d have to travel the winding path that’d been carved into the hill. The path was packed; filled with faces gone red from the wind and the lack of breathing room. In town, it was hard to differentiate between snow and the white cobblestone the founders used to build the place—the two were either blended together, or winter had retaken all—but the thousands crowded there filled in the gaps between the buildings, giving definition to the white oblivion.
Looking beyond the town, he saw another town in the making. Framework and stone foundations under a patchwork of tented material meant to catch the snow and prevent it from ruining construction. They were making room for them, he realized—the conscripted and Narcissus. Cathedra, the proud town that had kept itself preserved for hundreds of years in the image of Penance, was changing, growing.
Farther past the town and its expansion, near the woods and the dead fields—Narcissus. The army had been divided between Cathedra, the Divide, and Penance, but the bulk of it was here, already building a sprawling encampment that put the conscription’s makeshift city on the Divide’s banks to shame. Over two thousand soldiers with actual training stared back at him. They were watching every move he made, and he couldn’t have been happier for it.
It dawned on Felix that, for all that seemed right, something was wrong. He knew what it was. He felt in his gut. Maybe it was even the source of that sick sensation inside it. He turned around, looked towards the south. The air caught in his throat.
For the first time since Its awakening, he couldn’t see the Vermillion God on the horizon. Its shadow was nowhere. Its stirrings were silent. This was the Holy Order’s moment, Felix told himself, and It knew better.
Felix faced the crowd and began. “When I stepped outside just now—” his voice was so loud; was that the White Worm’s boon still at work? “—I wondered where Cathedra had gone. This beautiful town, created in the image of Penance, when, like anything else, covered in snow, becomes invisible. You would not know it was here. But God sees it. The Mother Abbess and myself see it. And we see it because of those of you who have gathered here today, braving sickness and frostbite, forgoing food and drink, and risking life and afterlife under Its watchful eye to show your complete and utter dedication to the Holy Order and the true god of all things.
“A town is nothing without its people. And its people take the town with them wherever they go. Religion in the same. God will still be the true god of all things, but without you, all of you, who define the world around you, leaving Cathedras and Penances in your wake, the world will not know god, not as it should.
“A world that does not know god knows only devils. The continent turned its back on god for the Disciples of the Deep and what has it received in return? The genocide of Geharra. The Red Worm of Gallows. Abominations pouring out of the Nameless Forest. Arachne in the Heartland. The eruption of Kistvaen. The Slavering Impostor in the South, who, because It can do godly things, has convinced the heretical Disciples It is a god.
“It is you who are Cathedra. It is you who are Penance. It is you who are the Holy Order. It is you, for all your faults and sins, who are The Way. The world is changing. The familiar may be swept away, just as easily as your town has become lost to the snow, but you are the fires that will bring the thaw. And with the thaw, after fighting to survive so long, our beliefs will bloom, and once and for all, the world will become god’s garden.”
Felix laughed and pointed. “If you don’t believe me, look around you. Together, today, you melt the snow and ice.”
It was true: there were so many people in attendance that the combined body temperature was more potent than the distant and dim sun. Winter’s blanket was unraveling; beyond its icy threads, Cathedra came through.
“You have heard rumors that the Holy Order has taken in the leaders of the Marrow Cabal, and this is true.”
Collectively, Cathedra gasped. They knew the name, but who didn’t? What concerned Felix was the way the mood shifted. He could see an emotional wave washing over them. They still held a grudge against the rebellion, if for nothing else than the burning of Carpenter Plantation.
“The Marrow Cabal rightfully destroyed Carpenter Plantation. It was a breeding ground for the vermillion veins, and an integral part of King Edgar’s attempts to summon the Impostor. If the Plantation had been destroyed sooner, perhaps we wouldn’t find ourselves in the situation we are in today…”
Cathedra quieted. A heavy dose of spiritual guilt dampened their spirits. Feet stopped stomping. Everyone got in line.
“Over the years, the Marrow Cabal has made every effort to thwart the Disciples of the Deep. When the Red Worm was slain by the group in Gallows, it became clear to the Mother Abbess and myself that god was giving us a message. The Marrow Cabal were our allies.
“But as you’ve heard, the Marrow Cabal was led by a devil, not unlike the southward beast. The Skeleton is gone. The Marrow Cabal is no longer enslaved to the madman’s will. They seek, they want, and need god. They have sworn themselves and all they know to us. Unlike the Disciples, we do not need abominations, like the Arachne, to fill our ranks. We are a religion of the people, and it is through people, not monsters, that we grow and prosper.”
Felix stopped himself. His throat burned from the mucus dripping down it. The vestments and the fatty material inside hugged him tighter, until he felt what seemed like suction on his skin. He glanced over his shoulder. Blinking out the snow in his eyes, he saw his guard, but no Mother Abbess. He had assumed she would’ve been there, watching and listening, as she was known to do, but she wasn’t anywhere. Was it because of what she knew he had to say next? Was she afraid of what he would say next? When god got a hold of him, he got away from himself. But he knew he had to do it, because that’s what a god would want him to do.
“Before I leave you today—”
Cathedra let out a pathetic cry, as if they’d thought this would last forever.
“—I want you to know that we believe each and every one of you deserve an explanation for what happened on the Divide before the battle with the Arachne. I spoke to the brave soldiers that day in the same way that I am speaking you all of you today. Except on that day… god spoke, too. A divine intervention of pure inspiration.”
As expected, the audience gasped. Their breath collected in the air and created a wall of fog above them.
“I am god’s voice, but as is often the case, Mother Abbess is god’s hand. And on that day, seeing the threat we were against, god worked through the Mother Abbess and granted me a miraculous boon that empowered our men and women to destroy the Arachne threat.
“The Mother Abbess is not the White Worm of the Earth. That is a lie perpetuated by King Edgar, who, to remind you, took the throne only after forging an unholy pact that required him to murder his entire family. The Mother Abbess is the living embodiment of a miracle, so fear not when it comes to the Holy Order’s prowess. We have survived the Trauma. We will survive the one to come.”
Felix bowed his head and put his hands together. His fingertips were turning blue. He itched where the vestments didn’t fully cover him. When you acted like a god for so long, it was easy to forget you weren’t one.
“Pray with me.”
The thousands gathered mirrored him, bowing their heads and putting their hands together. They closed their eyes. He did not.
By the time Felix was back in Cenotaph, warmed up and back into his regular robes, the cathedral was beginning to fill with guests, visitors, and staff. For weeks, the place had been boarded up, off-limits to almost everyone. Yet, in a few hours’ time, it was as if it had always been this way—bustling, noisy, and alive.
Stranger still were the new tenants who occupied Felix and Justine’s quarters deep in the cathedral, on the third floor.
Clementine, Will, Warren, James, and Gemma.
“That was wonderful,” Clementine told him as he came out of his room.
Each of them were there waiting for him. Each of them had a Holy Child statue at their back, ready to run them through with their star-shaped heads.
“Yeah, you killed it,” Warren said.
James and Will nodded together.
Gemma stayed quiet.
“The Mother Abbess moved us up here,” James said. “Thank you, your Holiness, for speaking to her.”
Felix hadn’t, but he took credit all the same.
“Well, you did wonderful,” Clementine said. Her freckles bunched together when she smiled. “You continue to amaze us. We’ll do right by you and yours.”
Warren moved to reach out and squeeze Felix’s shoulders, but the Holy Child behind him squealed, and he stopped. “Okay then… your Holiness, we’re not going to hold you up. Just wanted to let you know we’re here.”
“Where are you going?” Felix asked.
“The Mother Abbess said we should get to know Cenotaph,” Will said, quietly. “A tour.”
Felix nodded.
“Great job,” Clementine said, longing in her voice. And then: “Okay, gang, let’s leave his Holiness to his business.”
Clementine, Will, James, and Warren said their goodbyes, and they were gone—two of Felix’s guard trailing behind them.
Gemma, on the other hand, didn’t move at all.
“Nice speech,” she said. “Thanks for not selling us out.”
Felix stepped away from her, towards where the hall fell away to the balcony that overlooked Cenotaph’s main hall. They were alone up here.
“I heard you like sneaking. Me too. While you had all those local yokels mesmerized, I did some sneaking. Want to know what I found?”
Felix glanced at his guards. They were the Mother Abbess’ spies. Whatever they saw and heard, she saw and heard. He’d come to terms with that long ago. But if Gemma was about to say something that would put her and the others in danger—
“A box,” Gemma said. “A bunch of soldiers carried it into the basement.”
“What kind of box?”
“Wood, and then they cracked it open. There was another box inside. Guess what that one was made out of?”
Felix swallowed hard.
“Bodies,” she said, emphasizing. “Just what the hell do you keep in a box made out of bodies?”




CHAPTER XII

Audra marched into Nacthla at dusk with a sword in one hand and an empty flask in the other and shouted at the top of her lungs, “I am Audra of Eldrus. I am King Edgar’s sister!”
Deimos came up behind her and shoulder-checked her into the side of a stable. People passing by eyed her like the drunk she was, while others tried to shoo Deimos away, as if he were forcing himself on her.
“I’m sorry,” he apologized, waving his hand. “She’s had too much to drink. The winter has been hard for us all.”
Audra laughed, righted herself, and shoved him. “Shut up, Night Terror.”
This got them even more attention.
Deimos rolled up his coat and shirt sleeve and bared his Corruption to the crowd.
They looked upon it with suspecting eyes. One by one, the crowd thinned and interest was lost.
Audra took off opposite him, running her hand over the mouths of the snorting ponies in the stables. She was drunk, that was true, but she had, more or less, all her faculties. She was good at being drunk. No one ever gave her credit for that, let alone anything. You could get good at anything if you did it long enough. How many people could say they’d grown both a Crossbreed and Bloodless? That’s right. Not fucking many at all.
“Stop this,” Deimos called after her.
She stopped, spun around. “Stop what?”
The snow slowed; the flakes got fatter. The wind blew in such a way that it held them, rather than let them fall to the ground. It was like time had stopped. What the hell was this? Her moment of clarity?
Audra screamed. She grabbed her skull. She spun into the nearest stable and fell into a pile of piss-drenched hay. The pony inside sneered, and spooked, backed away from her, as far as possible.
The Vermillion God was speaking to her again, forcing Its way into her mind; each word slicing through her synapses, obliterating pathways. She didn’t hear the words. She felt them. They were like grains of sand with the density of dying stars.
Stop it! she screamed into her brain. Stop it! I can’t hear you! I don’t want to hear you!
Shadows filled her irises. In the darkness, she saw the yawning Deep.
A hand closed on her wrist. Audra snapped out of it and threw a fist. It smashed into Deimos’ jaw. He gasped, crashed into the same pile of piss-drenched hay.
“I’m sorry,” she said, wincing, as the Vermillion God’s tongue lifted from the folds of her mind. “It did It again.”
Deimos rubbed his reddening jaw.
“It’s getting worse. It’s not going to get better. It’s not going to leave me alone, Deimos.”
He said, “I’m sorry,” and sighed.
“He won’t kill me.”
“He killed your whole family.”
“But not me,” she said, shivering. She rubbed her eyes and the snot off her nose. “He could’ve, but he didn’t.”
“You’re a shadow-weaver,” Deimos whispered. He scooted closer, took her hands. “There are other ways to use your gift.”
“No, there aren’t. I can only do what I can do because of what I have to do.” She pressed her cheek to his knuckle. “If I don’t do this, I think I’ll die. I’ve been through so much. It has to be for something. Every road I’ve taken leads me back to Edgar. I have to show them.”
Deimos stared at her for several minutes. Finally, he reached for the flask and drained what little was left of it into his mouth. “I’m going with you,” he said.
Audra looked up, veins throbbing in her head, as if they were somehow digesting the Vermillion God’s filth.
“But we have to be patient.”
“I can’t wait forever—”
“Just a little while longer.” He leaned in and whispered, “The Warden of the Nameless Forest is scheduled to arrive soon in Nachtla.”
Audra’s mouth dropped. “Lotus? His… whatever the fuck she is to him?”
“Yes. If you can convince her of who you are, I know she will take you straight to him. But in the meantime, Audra…”
“Yes?”
“What can you grow?”




CHAPTER XIII

Tracking the Skeleton was like tracking a serial killer: the deviant was in the details. Two days out of Communion, and the land became a crime scene. The villages they passed were the victims. The areas surrounding, muted witnesses. Traders on the roadway sold rumors of the Skeleton at a discount, as if desperate to be rid of any information on him; while travelers walked, bone-shocked, in a hellish haze of unreality. Everything they’d seen or heard, be it from the fresh graves, the tufts of black hair growing out of houses and brutalized canopies of forests, or the gibbering madness that filled the magma-splattered countryside, told them the course Elizabeth had plotted to her revenge was leading them the right way.
It was late-February by the time they reached the village of Formue, but the weather surrounding it was the worst any summer could have to offer. Several feet of untouched snow circled Formue a mile out from its center, but beyond that, as if the village were captured within an invisible dome, the grass was dead, nearly charred; and the heat inside this dome shimmered mouth-watering mirages in the air, regardless of whether it was day or night. The people who lived there, which couldn’t have been more than sixty, slid like slugs through the four streets that bound the cross-shaped village. Stripped to their underwear and drenched in sweat and oil, they milled about in exhausted agitation—the very of act of living seemingly the thing that was killing them.
Vrana, Aeson, and Elizabeth set up camp on the line of the temperature anomaly. When they got too hot or cold, they would switch sides by doing something as simple as rolling over. The only cover they had were two trees—one covered in icicles, the other permanently puffing out clouds of smoke.
“The heat feels good, yeah?” Elizabeth said. She was sitting, reclining on her hands; her head in winter; her feet in summer.
Vrana smiled but kept working at the mortar and pestle she held. Inside, a thick combination of Reprieve, Snare, and Starry Eye had been rendered into a paste. She reached into winter, grabbed a handful of snow, and brought it back to summer. It melted in seconds, and she let the water run over her concoction. These, among other things and the Skeleton’s key from her Black Hour visit a year ago, had been in the bag her mother had thrown to her moments before she died. The supplies were for Vrana, but she used them only for Aeson.
Aeson sat in summer, sweating through his clothes and bits of leather armor. After the carnage at Communion, he didn’t speak much. Some of that was on him, but most of it had to do with Vrana and the potions she was making. In their journey between Communion and Formue, she had gathered every ingredient she could get her hands on that would dampen anxiety and reduce bad thoughts. The concoctions worked, but at the cost of his words, energy, and giving a fuck at all.
“Here,” Vrana said, bringing the mortar to his lips.
He tipped his head back and took it in. He even licked it when he was finished, so as not to waste a single drop.
Vrana took the mortar away. He wasn’t supposed to like this as much as he did.
“The Skeleton’s leaving Black Hours up everywhere,” Elizabeth said. “Formue’s probably going to think you’re part of the Black Hour, Vrana.”
Vrana stowed the mortar and pestle. Moving in the temporary summer was draining. Feathers fell from her, like leaves from a tree.
Aeson snorted out a laugh.
“I’ll go find someone to talk to,” Vrana said. “The road splits from here, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah.” Elizabeth stood, brushed the snow off her butt. “North of here is Hvlav; East… Skygge; South… that’s Brann. Bunch of other, smaller places in between, but those are the big ones, yeah?”
Vrana said, “Did you come down this way when you and the others left the Nameless Forest?”
“No one knows a map better than an orphan.” She chewed on the inside of her lip. “But, yeah, we should talk to someone. It’s a big area, yeah? And I don’t know why he’d stay for long.”
Vrana knew why he’d stay. If there was any truth to her Black Hour meeting with the Skeleton, and she believed there was, then the Skeleton was held up in some keep, murdering villagers, searching for a way to reverse his immortality. She remembered there had been sounds of a mob, too, before the temporal aberration had spat her out. They had to find him before then, before he killed more, or left for good.
Again, Aeson snorted. He covered his mouth. Eyes watering with glee, his body shook as he restrained his laughter.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Vrana asked. “You’re done. I’m not making you anymore potions. The side effects aren’t…”
Elizabeth snapped her fingers and pointed at Formue. “Vrana, people are coming.”
Out of Formue, five came. In their dirty underwear, they slid slowly towards them across the parched earth. Two men, two women, and an androgynous child—they each carried in their limp grips odd objects. At first, Vrana had equated them to slugs because of the sheen of sweat that covered them like slime and the way she’d seen them move. But they were slugs; at least, from the chest down. Their skin, tanned and baked, was tough and textured; a hunk of flesh, their mantle, bulged from their backs; and their legs were fused, separating only at the ankles, causing them to simultaneously slither and take small steps.
These five of Formue looked like something the Maiden of Pain might make, but it couldn’t have been her: she was nothing more than a pile of shit Vrana had squeezed out and buried in an unmarked grave back in Kistvaen’s range. This was the Skeleton’s work, and here they were, looking to employee him.
“Oh, great Winged Beast!” the androgynous child cried, their voice no hint as to their sex. “Thank you for coming!”
Aeson stepped up beside Vrana and said, snickering, “I… I get it.”
The five slid-walked and stopped several yards away from Vrana, Aeson, and Elizabeth. Refusing to make eye contact, they didn’t drop to their knees, but lay their bodies entirely on the hot, hissing ground. They outstretched their stretched-out arms and offered the objects they held to them.
The two men bore two bowls filled with hundreds of writhing earthworms.
The two women presented two cups, one filled with blood, the other glowing water.
The androgynous child gave a single severed head sealed within a chitinous casing.
“They think you’re a Lord animal,” Aeson whispered to Vrana.
Like the Cruel Mother… the Greedy Father. They think we’re the masks we wear.
“I get it now,” he repeated.
“Please, oh great Winged Lord of the sky. With your cunning and intelligence, hear our pleas.” The androgynous child drooled into the dirt when they spoke. “No animals will come near, not since the Skeleton has cursed us. He took our strongest. We have no food, and no one to hunt it. We beg of you, wondrous Winged One, to bring your kind for our bellies.”
Elizabeth mumbled, “Holy fucking Child.”
“I get it now. That’s what we were supposed to become.” Aeson smiled in a way Vrana hadn’t seen in a very long time. It upset her stomach seeing it. “Flesh fiends wore the skin and bones of humans, while trying to be better than humans. Night Terrors wore the skulls of animals, because they’d convinced themselves they were better than humans and didn’t have to wear their skin and bones anymore.”
He left Vrana’s side.
She reached for him, but he jerked away.
He took the severed head from the androgynous child and carried it back to Vrana and Elizabeth.
“We don’t have to grow old and go crazy, like the other people in our tribe,” Aeson said, “not if we become something else. Like you did, Vrana.” Cradling the severed head, he stepped back into the dark haze of winter.
When she heard the chitin being torn away, and then Elizabeth’s gasps of disgust, Vrana didn’t turn around to see what was happening. She knew what Aeson was going to do with the head. Instead, she went to the five of Formue and said, “Why not ask God for help?”
The androgynous child glanced up for a split second, then buried their face again. “God cannot grow here.”
It was true. There were vermillion veins in the winter surrounding Formue, but where summer had carved the land, the vermillion veins didn’t grow. In fact, they looked halted, as if they refused to go any farther. The Black Hour had stopped them.
“I’ll help you,” Vrana said, lying to them.
The five wiggled their slug bodies with sad excitement.
“I need to know two things. Whose head is that, and where is the Skeleton?”
The head belonged to the village’s sawbones and shaman, Rygg. One of the first to be afflicted with the Black Hour’s mutation, he was also one of the first to fall to the slug metamorphosis. His dying wish, according to the androgynous child, had been to sacrifice his skull to the first Lord animal to come across Formue. That way, the Lord animal would take the skull and eat his brains and know by absorbing his memories of all those he’d treated and befriended over the years that Formue was worth saving.
Vrana did crack open Rygg’s head, and she did eat his brains, but not to absorb his memories; rather, she needed a snack. Afterwards, she stripped his head to the bone, polished it with spit and feathers, and gave it back Aeson. With Elizabeth’s help and the odds and ends she carried in her black bag, they split the skull vertically down its sides. With straps and the help of some carving, Aeson was able to make of Rygg’s skull a mask, and he wore it now, while prominently displaying the tattooed Corruption on his right arm.
Vrana had become the Raven.
He had become a Man.
As for the Skeleton’s whereabouts, the five of Formue had pointed them eastward and told them with bated breaths he resided beyond Skygge, in the floodplains.
It was night, and the first week of March, and as they drew closer to Skygge, the snow turned to rain, and inside each drop, eyes. When the raindrops hit them or anything else, they broke apart and oozed like yolk before suddenly disappearing into a puff of smoke.
Under one of Vrana’s wings: Aeson; and under the other: Elizabeth. Their clothes were soaked enough as it was, and the wetter and colder they got, the slower they moved. If not for them, Vrana would’ve found the Skeleton by now, but she didn’t want to tell them that. Elizabeth would’ve understood. Aeson, on the other claw, not so much.
“There h-has to b-b-be somewhere to c-c-camp,” Elizabeth said, her teeth chattering.
Was there? It was too hard to tell. Dark clouds covered the sky. The moon’s light was only enough to see a few feet in front of them. And the road, if it even was a road, ran like a river beneath their feet, as the rain melted the snow that covered it.
Vrana veered them off the road towards the closest, densest grouping of trees she could find. She told them to stay there. Before Aeson could object or think to object, she took off, spiraling like a madwoman into the storm.
The rain lashed her body, leaving stinging marks, but she couldn’t have felt better. This was the first time since escaping Pain and Joy she’d actually been alone. Slowing her beating wings, letting the gnawing wind take her, she hovered there and slipped inside herself.
Goddamn it, Aeson. I don’t know how to help you. Goddamn it, goddamn it. God-fucking-damn it. Don’t lose your shit on me. Please, don’t do this. I’m selfish. I know I am. But, please, don’t. Don’t. I know it happened. I’m sorry. Just… Goddamn it.
Vrana spun around, caught the current, and flew with it over the swollen land. The woods stretched beneath her like a labyrinth; each wooded corridor filled with lurking traumas eager to trigger Aeson’s own. She climbed higher into the night sky. The horizon separated, grew larger as it went farther.
I don’t know what to do.
Thinking this wasn’t easy for Vrana. When she didn’t know what to do in the past, she still had something to do. Something to drive her forwards. Now, she had her mission—to reach the Skeleton and whatever else might follow—but every part of her was telling her to stop, to slow down. Aeson was wounded in a way she couldn’t just bleed out or patch up with a handful of potions. Adelyn hadn’t packed her bag with the words and emotions she needed to heal him. And Pain had never given those parts of Vrana back to her.
I’m a bad person.
Vrana had always wondered if she was a bitch; too stuck in her own ways, too concerned with her own concerns. She’d left Geharra without even second guessing the effect it would have on Aeson. And what an effect it had on Aeson. Then, days ago, when they’d been attacked by the flesh fiends outside Communion, one pinned him. And Vrana had done nothing. It was like a surgeon handing the knife to the patient and saying, “Have at it.” What the fuck?
He shouldn’t be with me.
Vrana beat her wings against the blackness, and let it take her where it willed. Aeson had gone so far and through so much for her, and the last place he needed to be was with her. She’d tried to convince herself the opposite—that he needed her—but what was she really doing for him? Putting him in harm’s way for the hell of it? He’d follow her to the ends of the Earth and fall where she’d fly. She loved him, and right now, he hated himself. She’d always been afraid he wouldn’t accept her for what she’d become, and yet here she was, thinking about the Corruption on his arm and the skull over his head—not much different than when he’d been Caldera’s Archivist—and finding it so… stomach-churning.
The deluge of eyes closed around Vrana and moved past her, leaving in its wake a clear view of the country ahead. There: Skygge; where the hills rolled into a small plateau beset on all sides by streams. There was something about the torches burning through the village that caught Vrana’s eye, though. It was the way they were placed. She climbed higher, and…
The Cult of the Worm. The fucking Cult of the Worm. The torches were arranged in the same double-headed stick figure symbol of the witches’ disbanded religion. The symbols were gateways between this world and the Void. If Joy had managed to keep some of the power Pain wielded…
Vrana dove through the air like an arrow, drawn to the site like it were carrion. Four miles out, she stopped, flinging her wings backwards, braking. Vermillion veins; they were here, too. They ran up the plateau, arched over it. Villagers were out tonight, too, and they were at the bases of the veins or their dangling tips, prostrate and praying.
The Cult of the Worm. The Disciples of the Deep. Somehow, here in the backwoods, the two religions had been twisted together. It was what Pain and Joy had always wanted. That wasn’t good. It meant more belief for Joy. It meant…
A great force, a stinking gale of rot and gore, rushed over Vrana. Taken aback, she dropped her wings, plummeted before catching herself. In the clouds, something gigantic moved. Its shape within them stood out amongst the night, blacker than black.
Vrana drew closer. Her wings ached, her muscles twitched, but she ignored them. The thing in the clouds shifted, lowered itself. It skimmed the bottom of the clouds, tearing them apart like bedding. She caught glimpses of it: fur; a talon; swaying, human legs; a wingtip.
Camazotz. The gigantic bat the Skeleton rode. It was here, surfing the waves of night, tens of Corrupted in its gnarled clutch. She emerged from the clouds. The Corrupted she’d captured, not dead but very much alive, howled in pain and fear. She shook them until they shut up, and then she went wide around Skygge, farther east, to where a darker dark, darker than even her, stained reality.
A bolt of lightning cracked like a snare to the simultaneous drumming booms of thunder. Camazotz caught the pale, killing light, but it was the place beneath her to which Vrana’s eyes were drawn. The place in the floodplains. The Keep.
Vrana hurried back to Elizabeth and Aeson. Struggling to find them, it suddenly dawned on her how long she’d been gone. Excitement souring to panic, she croaked, “Aeson! Elizabeth!” but no one answered, only Nature. The storm worsened; the rain came down in sheets, holding within it not eyes, but tiny hearts.
Landing on the road, Vrana beat her wings, drawing attention to herself, and shouted, “Aeson?! Answer me! Please!”
Rustling. A groan. The woods moved around her. She smelled something foul, and the stink of rotten flesh.
No. No, no, no, no—
Aeson and Elizabeth emerged from the woods like two wet dogs with their tails between their legs. Vrana rushed towards them and took them both like children against her breast. She wrapped them in her wings. They shook so hard, so weakly against her. They were so… human.
Is that why she wanted to find the Skeleton so badly? Because he wasn’t? Kindred demons cast aside, neither saved nor damned?
Vrana told them about Camazotz and the Keep, and suggested they should wait until morning before trying to find the Skeleton.
“No,” Elizabeth said, “I don’t think so, yeah?”
She didn’t care what Elizabeth thought, though. It was Aeson she wanted to hear from.
Despite his shivering and panting, Aeson, gripping his Corrupted arm, said heartily behind Rygg’s skull, “I agree. If Camazotz is there, he should be there, too.” He laughed. “I don’t think I can take another road trip with you, Vrana.”
Vrana looked at him as if to ask Are you sure? But her face was mostly beak and feathers. Unreadable. Inhuman.
And Aeson looked back, his face now bone. There were only his eyes in those borrowed sockets. They told her nothing. And might never again.
The closer they drew to the Keep, the more familiar the surroundings became to Vrana. The trees took on an ancient and harsh texture like petrified corpses. The light of the moon faded for good; in its place, a glowing mist meandered out of rain-eroded earth. The vapory tendrils climbed her and the others like formless spiders, nesting in their open mouths and burning lungs.
Then, there it was: the Keep—ravaged, raped; a crown upon the horizon, smashed to bits and put back together by mud and spit and something more; a substance unknown—red, laced with stars; a glue in the seams, fixing it from one world to theirs. The Keep, the seat of the Skeleton; the Black Hour’s new vessel.
“He’s a simple man,” Elizabeth said.
Vrana and Aeson looked at one another and started laughing.
“I’m not trying to downplay it, yeah?” She shook her head. “Atticus, that was his name. That is his name. He’s a simple man. I don’t think he ever wanted this to happen. He just wanted to save his family, yeah? And got fucked up in the process.”
Aeson nodded, said, “Yeah… Yeah.”
“I’m just here for Gemma. What you do with Bone Daddy is your business.”
“What happened to his family?” Aeson asked.
Thunder. Lightning. The rains picked up. They crowded next to one another under the petrified trees.
“He saved them from the Membrane. Then, I think, he thought, they came back messed up. He sent the Marrow Cabal to Angheuawl. Them, too, yeah? I think, he thought, he was no good for them. Like they shouldn’t be around him.”
Vrana closed her eyes and looked away.
“Angheuawl was hit by Kistvaen’s eruption,” Elizabeth said. “I don’t know what happened to the Marrow Cabal.”
“He probably thinks they’re dead,” Aeson said. “He went through all that… and then, when he gave up, stopped trying… He lost them.”
Vrana reached for Aeson’s hand, and almost cried when he took hers.
“Is he going to try to kill us?” Vrana asked.
“Maybe.”
“And we can’t stop him?”
“No fucking way,” Elizabeth said. “He killed a Worm of the Earth with the heart. If he’s lost his mind, we’re fucked, yeah?”
A sharp squeal shot out through the floodplains. Over the churning land and the raging streams, it hit them, building in intensity the further it traveled. They turned towards the Keep and saw amongst its parapets, Camazotz. She reared up against the lightning-scorched sky and took off, to find more experiments for her master.
“We just have to—” Elizabeth unsheathed her words, “—find a way in.”
Vrana rummaged through Adelyn’s satchel and took out the key the Skeleton had thrown to her in the Black Hour for the trapdoor in the Keep. “Let’s just hope, between this reality and all the others he’s conjured, he hasn’t changed the locks.”




CHAPTER XIV

Isla resented Lux. She wished she could have been born in her time, when social justice had been fresh and meaningful. This world needed Isla’s work, but it kept rejecting it, like a transplant. No matter how many times she forced her views onto the Rimeans and even her own Winnowers, they rejected them. The beliefs simply would not take. When she started killing them for this, they listened, but she knew, she knew they were laughing at her behind her back.
In Lux’s novel, A History of Hell, she had compared herself to a social surgeon. Someone who was willing to make cuts, to excise. If people wouldn’t move, you need only step over the bodies fallen to the scalpel.
Isla had a steady hand; steadier than most. And she had the right eyes for infection, for disease. Wasn’t that why King Edgar had gifted her a seed of heaven? He was a man, which was unfortunate, but he was a man with a vision, and he saw the same sickness in this world she did. He trusted her to use God to put Rime on the slab, and then, with her own sharp intelligence, take it apart, until only what was worthwhile remained.
The Demagogue, Joseph Cleon, had made a good point while going down on her one night two nights ago. He was three orgasms in (he had a quota of five he had to fill every day) when he suggested people didn’t understand her beliefs because she hadn’t written them down yet. She squeezed his head with her thighs, told him she shouldn’t have to write down what was obviously true, and then started working on the book in her head.
But when she sat down to begin the autobiography, which was what she was doing now, she found it difficult to articulate what exactly she believed in or why she believed in it at all. At first, she chalked it up to still being consumed by their visit to Onibi, but that was a lie. Onibi was Joy’s concern. Isla was just waiting for the two of them to figure out the details of their deal.
What should she call her book? My History of Hell? My Time in Hell? It all sounded so derivative of Lux. And what would she write about? Heteronormative values? Gender equality? Sexuality as a spectrum? Institutionalized racism? The patriarchy? Cultural appropriation? Everything that she could say, Lux had already said, and better.
And when it came down to it, and she looked around when she thought this, she didn’t give a fuck about any of those things. She just wanted a world of Joseph Cleons, keeping tally of all the things they’d done in service to her. She’d have her own following given to her by Joy—The Cult of the Worm—and when she presented it to King Edgar, he’d give her a place on his council.
“They don’t have to know,” Isla said, pushing aside her parchments for A History of Hell. “Nobody remembers her but me.”
No one could say it or do it better than Lux. She had almost taken down Lillian in her prime. So, why should she try to be anyone but Lux? She could just copy her beliefs and pass them off as her own. Words came out more convincingly when they weren’t her own.
The door to her room opened behind her. She spun in her chair, nightgown swishing over her body. Joy waved and let herself in.
“Have you figured out how to fix the world yet?” she asked playfully.
Isla nodded and picked up Lux’s book. “Why fix what isn’t broken?”
“Millions of men and women thought the same thing in the Old World,” Joy said. “Lux’s mistake was she didn’t embrace togetherness. She wanted to do everything on her own. But family is everything, Isla. The Cult is the Family. Every time you empower someone, you demean another.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Doesn’t matter. Humans are stupid and entitled. No one is ever happy. You want to become part of the majority. When you arm the minority, it’ll be you, not them, who sweats.”
“What are you saying?”
“Be honest with yourself. You’re not saving anyone but yourself.”
Isla shook her head. “Why are you trying to talk me out of this?”
“I’m not. Lux was willing to go all the way, regardless. I need to know you’re willing to go all the way, like her; like King Edgar.”
Through her teeth, Isla said, “I don’t go any way but all the way, Joy.”
“Good.” She started to back out of the room. “Then show me you can change Rime, and I’ll take you to Eldrus.”
“I don’t need your permission—”
“But you do,” Joy said. “You’re not getting out of this wasteland without—”
Joy screamed and threw a gray ball of matter at Isla.
Isla ducked, screaming.
“Get away!” Joy cried.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?”
Joy dropped to the ground, scooted backwards.
“What the fuck is…”
A moth the size of Isla’s hand, one whose scales shimmered and were covered in the shapes of skulls and eyes, fluttered through the room.
Joy dropped to her knees and curled into the fetal position. Bawling, she shouted, “Get away, get away, get away!”
The moth fluttered in front of Joy’s face, and flew out of the room.
It was the first time Isla had seen Joy afraid of something. It made her blush in places Joy couldn’t see.




CHAPTER XV

Felix didn’t believe it until he saw it, but when he and Gemma stepped into the catacombs below Cenotaph, he had no choice, because there it was, a death-wrapped gift hand-delivered to the kingdom of the dead: a box completely constructed out of bodies.
“Told you,” Gemma chided.
He ignored her, which wasn’t all that hard. He’d ignored her most of the way, convinced she was just screwing with him, or trying to get him alone. He wanted to be alone with her, though he knew he shouldn’t be, and he’d hoped this discovery would be a lie, because who really wanted such a thing to be true?
But it wasn’t a lie, and there it was.
And it was just that. A box made out of bodies, dozens of them. Naked men and women pressed tightly together; bent, broken, and twisted to create the sides and corners of the box. Where bones should’ve protruded, there were incisions instead, as if someone had taken the time to take them apart, to make their corpses as malleable as possible. Some limbs looked flattened; and some heads on the outside—there was no telling how dense this box was—had the backs of their skulls shaved off. For all the awkward contortions of the human form, the box was remarkably smooth. This was in part to the amber-colored coating that sat lightly over it, like some kind of ancient embalming fluid.
“What is this?” Felix barked to the two female soldiers who’d been standing guard at the entrance to the catacombs. They’d let him in without giving him any lip—they knew better—and now they were standing by, their heads down and their hands on the pommels of their swords, eyes trained on Gemma.
“We don’t know, your Holiness,” Rose, the younger of the two soldiers, said.
Circling the box, repulsed by the bruised, frostbitten corpses of which it was comprised, Felix said, “Where did it come from?”
Hila, the second soldier: “Penance, your Holiness.”
Gemma lifted off the ground and landed on top of the box. Her bare feet sank slightly into the fleshy patchwork. She knelt down, balancing herself between an open hand and a caved-in stomach, and gave the box a knock. It answered with two thick, smacking sounds, and not much else.
“Not hollow,” she said, grinning stupidly but staying up there.
“What’s in it?” Felix asked again.
“We don’t know, your Holiness,” Hila said.
“The Mother Abbess ordered it be brought to Cathedra.” Rose looked guilty. “We were our own cadre within Narcissus.”
Felix stepped away from the box, into the shadows and the numerous tombs they held here in the catacombs.
“We kept it covered with hides,” Rose said, “but the Mother Abbess ordered we remove them as soon as we made it to the catacombs.”
“Why?” Felix pressed.
Neither Rose nor Hila had an answer.
“Where, in Penance, did you pick it up?”
“Pyra,” Hila said. “The Mother Abbess’ own bedroom. Her room was empty, your Holiness, and we figured her belongings were inside.”
“Inside a box made out of bodies,” Felix said.
Gemma snorted and sat on the box, swinging her legs idly.
“It’s not our place to question god,” Rose said.
Justine’s belongings. Maybe. I guess. But whatever’s inside… It has to be living off the bodies. Or it’s some… Worm… thing. Felix sighed and rubbed his forehead. She’s been around for so long… been so many Mother Abbesses… Everything she does, even right in front of everyone, is a secret.
“Crack it open!” Gemma shouted. “There’s something fucked up inside.”
“Your Holiness, if you would like,” Rose said, stepping closer, “I can remove—”
Felix shook his head. “Leave her. She’s with me.”
Gemma pretended to swoon.
“No one sees or touches this box until the Mother Abbess claims it for herself,” Felix said. “You will be—”
The box moved. It inched towards him with a wet, sucking sound, as if the bodies covering its bottom had been torn open by the catacomb’s rough stone floor. Gemma froze, still perched upon it, and had nothing stupid to say for once. Another wet sound, like running water after every thaw, and then a hiss, like steam. After those few eternal sounds: silence.
Rose and Hila were already shaking their heads. That was the first time they’d seen or heard the box do that, too.
“No one…” Felix heard scratching overhead, inside the arch of the ceiling. “No one comes in here.”
Rose and Hila nodded in agreement.
Felix slipped out of the shadows, giving the box a wide berth. He marched across the room in every direction. Dark, but for the torches blazing in the doorway, it was difficult to tell how far the catacombs stretched on for. It was just dirty stone and cobwebbed tombs… and honestly, were these walls even walls? Where one tomb ended, another began.
All the same, Cathedra was old, and the people of his religion many. If someone told him the catacombs ran under the whole town, he’d probably believe it.
“Chart the catacombs,” Felix said, “and board up any other entrances. Mother Abbess Justine has brought a gift of heaven to Cathedra. We do not want anyone stealing it.”
Gemma hopped off the box. “You couldn’t pay me a million bucks to steal this thing.”
Felix shot Gemma a look that said shut up, and she shut up. The body box was everything he didn’t like about Justine. A secret wrapped in a disgusting lie. God, it was everything Justine was.
Stop thinking like that.
“You okay?” Gemma asked.
He sniffed his nose, noticed he’d started crying. He smiled, but his cheek quivered when he did so, because at that moment he wasn’t meant to. He wasn’t supposed to.
When Felix and Gemma made it up from the catacombs, Millicent, the commander of conscription on the Divide, was waiting for them in the main hall. Imposing as ever, and just as large as if not larger than the ape-shaped Warren, she gave Felix the faintest nod of acknowledgement as he approached. Maybe that was just the way she was, but sometimes he wondered if it was the armor she wore—the armor Justine had given to her. That pearl-colored plate that linked together like scales, with the ever-shifting goop between each piece. It wasn’t that it was cutting off her circulation, but other things. Feeling things. Human things. He thought about the robe Justine had given him—it wasn’t all that different than the armor—and it made him want to wear it even less.
“Your Holiness,” Millicent said. And to Gemma: “Vampyre.”
Gemma put her slits out. “Caught me red-handed.”
“I am to escort you to the meeting,” Millicent said. And to Gemma: “Also, you.”
Felix played dumb, nodded as if he knew what Millicent was talking about, and went with her, Gemma in tow, through Cenotaph.
It’d been hours since his speech, close to dinner time, and already the cathedral had a different feel to it. He’d seen the new guests, visitors, and staff before going down to the catacombs, but now every hall, doorway, and room had the soldiers of Narcissus in them. Justine could’ve easily recruited the best from the conscription to fill the roles, but the conscription didn’t have a best. It was the worst of the worst of Penance’s peninsula, who’d been given a ticket to heaven for every kill they’d copped. The thought didn’t sit right with Felix. This was his religion. He didn’t want it to be a matter of quantity over quality. Something would have to be done.
The meeting was on the second floor of Cenotaph, in a room in a wing Felix, ever the adventurer, had surprisingly never ventured to. Part of one of the four towers that cradled the bulk of the building, the room was rounded, with a high, painted ceiling that depicted the moment Lillian first made contact with God. She had been a little girl then, a teenager like Felix, and in the painting, the artist had her being carried on a wave of vermillion veins, to a field of apostates and heretics beyond, the symbols of their religions—the Wheel of Dharma of Buddhism, the Star of David of Judaism, the Christian Cross of Christianity, and Star and Crescent of Islam—held above them on flags of war.
Crap, that’s got to go.
That was part of the problem he and Justine were facing. The Holy Order of Penance had evolved from the Lillians. Until the Disciples of the Deep had summoned God, the followers of the Holy Order had no way to know that both religions were one and the same. But now It was awake, and so much of the sacred texts and artwork depicted a figure that was obviously the Vermillion God. People were starting to catch on, and neither he nor Justine knew what to…
Gemma cleared her throat.
Felix rubbed his eyes and looked away from the ceiling. Below it, a table, round like the room, stood, with five people sitting at it. Hex was on the edge of her seat, elbows to her knees; dark circles surrounded her eyes, making them look even bluer than usual. Beside her, Warren; arms across his chest, muscles bulging beneath his shirt, he made his pecs bounce, up and down, as he smiled at Felix. Next to him was James, his nub hand to his head, trying not to laugh at Warren.
Then, two empty chairs—Gemma’s and Millicent’s.
On the other side of the table were a man and woman he’d been introduced to briefly in the past. The man’s name was Barnabas. Five feet tall, pudgy, and covered in hair, Felix had first thought he was an oversized grumbler. But he wasn’t a grumbler. He was one of the most powerful people in Cathedra. It was his responsibility to keep and copy the look of Penance when it came to the town’s construction and - what was the word Justine used? - beautification.
Next to him, though with some space between them, as if one or both of them couldn’t stand one another, was Sloane. Tall, skinny, the sixty-three-year-old with silver-streaked hair and spectacles big enough to eat her head was in charge of Cathedra’s missionary program. It had been her job to scour the continent for places that hadn’t converted to the Holy Order and… convert them. Taking on the job at twenty, Sloane had done so well that when the majority of the continent were believers, either actively or passively (Justine’s words), she changed the program from missionary work to espionage. Now, she was both a missionary and a spy, and if anyone knew anything about anything about the Disciples and what they were doing, it would be her and her Compellers.
Two more chairs, on the opposite side of the table. One for him. One for Justine. He was here. She wasn’t. He knew, and knew she hadn’t been, because he couldn’t smell her, that lingering odor of hers—burning wood—and he couldn’t feel her. The sealing stone necklace around his neck sometimes vibrated when she was near. It was nice that it could do that, but he didn’t like thinking too much about it. If the stone was moving, it was trying to move towards her, to kill her.
Hex, Warren, James, Barnabas, and Sloane rose to their feet and bowed.
Felix gestured for them to sit, and sitting himself, he said, “Thank you for coming.”
Gemma and Millicent went around the table. As Millicent went to sit, Gemma quickly squeezed past her and grabbed the seat next to Warren. Millicent rolled her eyes and sat beside Barnabas.
Why did Justine call this meeting if she wasn’t going to be here? He looked over his shoulder, listened for footsteps in the hall. You can do this. If you make everyone else talk, they’ll forget you didn’t. If they don’t, it doesn’t matter. You’re the Holy Child. You can do anything. But they’re going to think I’m stupid if I don’t…
Commander Millicent cleared her throat. “Your Holiness, if you’re ready to begin, I will announce the purpose of this meeting you’ve called today.”
I called this meeting?
Felix nodded, said, “Go ahead.”
“We are here today to discuss where we stand against the Disciples of the Deep, what we can accomplish with our new allies, and what is needed, here in Cathedra, to make the town, soon to be city, an appropriate staging point for our mainland operations.”
Felix noticed Warren eyeballing Millicent as she spoke. The goofy grin he had earlier was gone. Now, he was enraptured.
“Tell us, then,” Felix said, “where we stand against the Disciples of the Deep, Commander Millicent.”
“With the arrival of Narcissus… on even ground—the abomination over Kistvaen withstanding. Penance is secure. King Edgar’s soldiers and Arachne have been seen trying to cross the Divide, but that division of Narcissus has easily repelled them. We hold the east bank and portions of the west, nearer to Gallows, but the Disciples everywhere else in the area are entrenched, and the vermillion veins have only gotten worse. They have grown into nigh impenetrable jungles. Narcissus on the Divide does face one pressing issue, though.”
“What’s that?”
“The Nameless Forest. It is growing, your Holiness, and more creatures are spilling out of it. Carrion birds, in particular. The Forest has begun to stretch across the northern portions of the Divide. If we are not diligent, this will provide Eldrus a bridge by which they can cross the river into Penance’s peninsula.”
“What do you suggest, Commander?”
“Assign squadrons to attack and clear the blight that is the Nameless Forest. And if the place does not disappear when we’ve won this war against the Impostor God, I recommend we burn it to the ground.”
Felix nodded and started to say something when—
Gemma interrupted: “Good luck with that.”
Millicent twitched. “You’re from there, vampyre. Enlighten us.”
“The Nameless Forest isn’t part of this world,” she said. “I don’t think it’s from the Deep, either, or whatever Eddy is calling it.”
“Where’s it from, Gemma?” Felix asked.
“Exuviae, maybe.” Gemma twisted her mouth. “Maybe Exuviae.”
It was obvious that no one around the table, including Felix, knew what she was talking about.
“That’s where they say the Dread Clock is from, or what the Dread Clock created,” she went on. “Anyways… It’s going to keep growing unless you stop it at the source.”
“We’ll discuss this ‘Exuviae’ at a later time,” Felix said, “but for now, Commander Millicent, keep the Nameless Forest from spreading as best as you can.”
“Yes, your Holiness.”
“Where do we stand in the Heartland?”
“Eldrus’ army is primarily stationed in Eldrus, Nyxis, and Hrothas. There are rumors that weapons are being assembled in the woodland of Islaos, though we are not sure what these weapons are. But, your Holiness, there are soldiers throughout the Heartland, in every village and town, and they have been there for years. Suicide bombers—individuals infested with vermillion veins—have been seen attacking our people, as well.”
At this, Hex shifted in her seat. And she shifted some more when Felix noticed.
“We are safe, for now, but it is difficult to say for how long, what with the beast that looms over us all.”
“Safe?” Barnabas laughed. “We are safe, but the people of Cathedra certainly are not. They are not, will not be… not with the Conscription here. We need to discuss their stay.”
Felix, annoyed, ignored Barnabas and asked, “Is that all, Commander?”
“For now,” she said, “until the plans are drawn for conquest.”
“That will have to wait until the Mother Abbess rejoins us.”
“Of course, your Holiness. I’m sure I speak for us all when I wish for her speedy recovery.”
“Yeah, we do,” Warren belted out, chomping at the bit to agree with Millicent on something.
Recovery? Is she sick? Is it the face in her chest? Don’t look stupid. Don’t look scared.
“Barnabas—” Felix cleared his mind, “—why don’t you go next?”
Barnabas stroked his facial hair, which covered, more or less, his entire face. “Apologies, your Holiness, for the interruption, but we have worked too hard and too long to have our town plunged into depravity. The Conscription steals, assaults, rapes, drains our coffers and our foodstuffs, and—”
“The whole Conscription does this?”
“Why, no, of course not, but many of them…”
“How many of the Conscription remain, Commander?”
Millicent said, “Nine hundred and thirty-four. Many have perished to disease or wounds on the way here. We expect to lose more soon.”
“Well, there you have it,” Barnabas cried. “Disease, your Holiness, and wounds! Cathedra has lived in semi-isolation from the rest of the Heartland, in our attempt to hold true to tradition. Our immune systems, your Holiness, are not as strong as others’.”
Oh my god, shut up, Felix thought, and said, “Despite your concerns, you are expanding Cathedra to accommodate the Conscription and Narcissus.”
Barnabas begrudgingly nodded. “Yes.”
“Your loyalty is appreciated.”
“Your, uh, Holiness,” Warren said, chiming in. “What I’m hearing is that the Conscription isn’t much when compared to Narcissus. Plucking people from their homes and forcing them to fight when they’ve got no right to be fighting will get you results like that.”
Commander Millicent shot him a damning look.
He pursed his lips and winked. “You could send them into the Heartland, but I’m not sure they’ll be so effective fragmented.”
Felix raised an eyebrow. “What do you suggest?”
“Send them home or send them into the Nameless Forest to beat it back.”
Felix let the suggestion rattle around inside his skull some. He and Justine had been certain that King Edgar had sent the Arachne to attack them on the Divide to thin the spiders’ numbers. And he had been pretty sure Justine had done the same thing with the Conscription. He didn’t want to send them on suicide missions. He just couldn’t do that. But they couldn’t stay here. And if he had to choose between the Conscription and Narcissus…
“Commander Millicent, give the Conscription a choice: to return home without pay and still the promise of entering heaven, or to go to the Nameless Forest and stop its growth, for which they will be paid and honored at the Gates.”
Millicent bowed her head. “Yes, your Holiness.”
“Look at you, dude,” Gemma said, nudging Warren with her elbow.
“I have my moments,” he said back to her.
“That’s a good plan,” Barnabas said, his lips glistening within his bushy beard. “Good one, sir.”
Not bad so far. God, this really is the first meeting I’ve held, isn’t it? It’s so weird not having the Exemplars here.
“Your Holiness.”
Felix glanced at Sloane. The head of the Compellers had been so quiet, he’d forgotten she was there. But she was one of those people who, once they had your attention, they never let you go. Her presence was like quicksand, and her voice had that strange, shifting, gravelly, almost liquid-like tone to it. Felix could see why Justine had called her the perfect missionary.
“With your approval, I see the Marrow Cabal and the Compellers working closely in the days to come. We are, in our own ways, very similar.” She adjusted her spectacles. “I should like to hear what Hex has to say. I feel god’s grace emanating from her eyes.”
Felix didn’t, but he also wasn’t off his rocker like Sloane was. He needed to do some spying on her soon. On all of them, really, but especially her. She reminded him of Joseph Cleon, the Demagogue. And the last thing they needed was another Winnowers’ Chapter turning against the Holy Order for not being hardcore enough.
Hex hummed. She straightened up in her seat, chewing on a tendril of her blue hair. “James, go on, then.”
“Your Holiness, I speak on behalf of the Marrow Cabal.”
“Well, we want to make him feel included,” Warren said, threatening a noogie.
“Heh. Your Holiness, well, the Marrow Cabal is at your disposal. When you found us at Gallows, none of our people were there. After Angheuawl, we sent them into the Heartland, to every village and town, to continue our mission of disrupting Eldrus’ operations. They were told to send communication to Cathedra.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes,” Barnabas said. “Messenger birds were coming in by the droves. We couldn’t figure out why.”
“How did you know we’d capture you and bring you back here?”
“Just a feeling,” Hex said.
“Yes,” James said. “So, despite being here, we have fairly up-to-date information from our agents in the field. The Marrow Cabal has eight hundred members. They’re all ready to act. They just need orders.”
“What’s the up-to-date information?” Felix asked, attention drifting to James’ hand, where his fingers were missing.
“The vermillion veins keep showing up everywhere. People were afraid of the Vermillion God at first, but not anymore. They’re getting use to it. Reports are saying that, with the Vermillion God being here, crime has gone down. Communities are more connected. There’s been less violence against members of the Holy Order, too.”
Commander Millicent said, “What are we supposed to do with this information? You’re saying our enemy is good.”
“No, I’m sorry, I, uh, that’s just what’s in the reports. I think we can use that to our advantage.”
“How so?” Felix asked.
“The Vermillion God—”
“Impostor God,” Sloane corrected.
“—seems like it has lulled everyone into a false sense of security. Everyone’s feeling good. Not even Edgar seems like he wants to fight. I think, they think, we’re going to surrender. We could catch them off-guard.”
“Can the Marrow Cabal function without the Skeleton?”
James stammered.
Hex answered. “The Skeleton was a figurehead, nothing more. People joined for him, but stayed for us. He scared them. We kept the Skeleton in the dark about most things. He wanted it that way.”
“But you keep his wife and son around,” Felix said.
“Yeah, we do. They’re good people, even if he isn’t. They’re… lost souls. They’ll help, though, if you give them a reason to. Clementine’s good at raising morale. Will’s good at everything. Just don’t give him a fight to fight. Clementine doesn’t want that life for him.”
“We are all soldiers in god’s army,” Sloane said. “There is much fighting to be done, isn’t there, your Holiness?”
Felix nodded, even though he didn’t want to.
“The Compellers are everywhere where the Marrow Cabal are,” Sloane said. “We have been keeping tabs on them as well. The Compellers can tell the people where they’ve gone astray following the Disciples, but they need a reason to believe again.”
“The Vermillion God’s done nothing but good for them if the field reports speak true,” Hex said. “We all know that Thing isn’t doing anything at all. It’s a boogieman. The Cabal can turn the Impostor against Its followers. Show them It isn’t all roses. We find the suicide bombers, and we detonate them. The veins can be weaponized, so we weaponize them. My brother… if people saw what the Touch of God could really do to them… I don’t think they’d be so willing. Got to make it look like their God’s hurting them. The zealots won’t budge, but everyone else will see the Holy Order and reconsider. Edgar’s backed the continent into a corner. Got to give them a way out.”
Sloane smiled and bit her lower lip. “Yes. Yes, your Holiness, I agree to this.”
“Draw up a plan, Hex,” Felix said, “and, Sloane, coordinate your Compellers with the cabalists.” He paused. “We focus on Eldrus’ military. God does not want innocent lives being sacrificed unnecessarily.”
Hex and Sloane exchanged looks with one another that bordered on disappointment.
“There is one thing,” Sloane said, following up. “You noticed it when you came into the room today.” She pointed to the painting on the ceiling. “Our god sounds like their God.”
Felix made a fist, said through his teeth, “Because their God is an impostor. A dark reflection of the true god. We will not abandon our history. We will not rewrite it. I understand there will be confusion amongst the flock, but this is god’s decree.”
“Yes, your Holiness. There is, of course, the Mother Abbess’ performance on the Divide…”
“Did you not hear my speech?”
“I did, your Holiness.”
We are gods in hiding, Felix thought. We can’t hide anymore. No one wants to say it, but it’s got to be said. If the Mother Abbess didn’t want me to do this, she should’ve been here.
“I am god’s mouth, and the Mother Abbess, god’s hand,” he said. “Not symbolically. Literally. We are p… projects… projections from heaven. We have lived amongst you in many forms.”
Sloane and Barnabas reclined in their seats, their mouths agape.
Commander Millicent’s face filled with the shadow of doubt.
Gemma tightened her lips, so as to not laugh.
James bowed his head.
Hex couldn’t have been less interested.
“Tell the people that. Tell the people we are god. Because we are. No more questions.” Felix steadied his breathing. “That’s all for today.”
Felix remained sitting in a pool of sweat while the others filed out of the room in disbelief and silent reverence. What did he just do? Should he have done that? He looked into his lap, to ignore the looks of the others. This was so much easier when Justine was around. He couldn’t even remember half the things they’d discussed, and he was pretty sure he just gave Hex the go ahead to hurt a lot of people. God, it was so easy to get caught up in things. And there were so many other things he didn’t understand. Why was he doing this alone? Speedy recovery. Oh my god, what was wrong with Justine?
When he heard the last of them leave the room, he looked up and found Gemma still in her seat, staring him down with those big, green, hungry eyes of hers.
He threw up his hand and said, “What?”
“Nice pep talk, Coach,” she said. She leaned back, propped her legs up on the table. “I hate talking in front of people. Makes me want to puke. You’re good at it, though. You get all fancy sounding. Big words and stuff.”
Felix’s shoulders were so tight. His nose was running, too. And there was an itch at the back of his throat, like he was getting sick. He thought about the contrition knife and how much better it would make him feel.
“You didn’t mention the box,” she said. “You didn’t ask me about the other vampyres, which is fine. I don’t know where my brothers and sisters are. The Skeleton took Camazotz. They’re probably tracking her down.”
“You don’t miss your master?”
“She’s not my master. No one is.” Gemma huffed. “Whatever, man.”
Felix laughed; his shoulders loosened some. “Why do you keep following me around?”
“I’m not,” she said.
“Sure.”
“Alright, I hate adults. Hate them. Will’s… weird. And… Hey, you’re the Holy Child. Not a bad friend to have, right?”
“We’re friends?”
“I haven’t bitten you yet,” she said, flashing her gawping palms. “You haven’t killed me yet for being annoying. Sounds like friends to me.”
“Why do you hate adults?” Felix asked, thinking of Justine.
“They’re stupid. They do stupid things. They turn on people. You can’t trust them. Trust me, man, the list is long. We don’t have enough hours in the day. It’s better being our age.”
“Why?”
“Because we get to be us. You get all stupid and fucking dumb when you’re an adult. Don’t know which way is up. Things make adults do… things.”
“How do you know?”
“I had parents. I had to grow up to deal with them.”
“You miss them?”
“Never.” Gemma shook her head. “Don’t want to. The Dread Clock killed my parents as far as I’m concerned.”
“Is that why you know so much about the Black Hour?”
“Yeah, it is.”
“And Exuviae?”
Gemma pointed at him. “Hey, that’s real. Believe me or not, it is. And you know what it is?”
He shook his head.
“It’s Hell. Yeah, it gets worse, dude, than all this.”
Felix didn’t really believe her, but he didn’t want her to know that. He just wanted her to keep talking to him. It was making him forget his troubles.
And then she said this: “I know it’s all bullshit.”
Felix felt god swelling inside him, ready to blast with her a torrent of holy curses.
“I’ve been kicking since before the Trauma. The God out there and the one from before are the exact same. I know about Lillian and all that jazz. That’s okay, though. I’m not going to rat you out. It’s cool.”
Felix, choosing his words carefully, said, “Then why bring it up?”
She shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know. So you can have someone to talk to besides a Worm of the Earth.”
He glared at her.
“Hey, I’m not dogging on her. I’m a monster. She’s a monster. But… she’s not here. And you make all the speeches. And from what I know about Worms is that once they’ve shown themselves…
“What?” Felix, losing his patience, leaned over the table. “What?”
“They don’t have much time left. Them being around… revealed… makes people go crazy to destroy them. You know, like, maybe she’s done. Homegirl’s been around forever. Maybe she wants someone to kill her…”
Felix shook his head and clutched the necklace through his shirt.
“… or maybe she’s just done. Done what she needed to do. How much do you really know about her?”
Tears welled in Felix’s eyes. Fighting against his quivering mouth, he said, “N-Not much.”
“I never knew much about Mom and Dad, either. Just the crap they put me through. If I could change anything, that’d be it.”
Felix didn’t know why he asked it, but he did, and here it was: “What happens if you bite me?”
Gemma, taken aback, chuckled. “Seriously?”
He shook his head, but she could tell he was.
“Well, normally, you’d just die. But I’m Camazotz’s handmaiden. She gave me a new organ. Usually, we’d have to take you to her to make you one of us. You’d have to drink her blood. But… if you drink mine… You’d live a long time. Hundreds of years. Thousands, maybe, I don’t know. Haven’t gotten there yet.
“But you could stay you. That’s what Justine did, isn’t it? She kept being the Mother Abbess, just changed her name and appearance. That way she was always in control of the Holy Order, making sure it was doing the right thing. If she’s… leaving everything to you…”
The air caught in Felix’s throat.
“I don’t know. Might not be so bad to hang around for a while. Make sure all these adults don’t fuck things up. I’ll keep you company.
“Hey, any idea what’s in that box?”
Felix brushed aside her suggestion. It was the last thing he needed right now to be thinking about. Instead, he stood, almost stumbling, and said, “No idea.”
“Sounded like something was alive inside it. You guys have anything back in Pyra that was alive and ate people?”
Felix laughed and shook his head. “Goodnight, Gemma.”
But on his way out of the room, it hit him.
They did, didn’t they?
They did have something in Pyra.
He should know.
Audra had grown it.




CHAPTER XVI

Under a sunless sky, the Ossuary waited for her. Beneath its bone-white sands, the shadows seeped through, and they were waiting for her, too. They called to her, made promises to her; they sacrificed their own and gave them as gifts to her, to make of them what she could. They were so near that, when she reached out to them, they reached back, and, for a moment, they touched. In that terrifying moment, she knew their pain and suffering, and the depth of their need to destroy the God who’d condemned them. She would do it, she promised them, if only they would show her how.
And show her, they did.
The desert was undone. The Deep opened, and the sands fell into that rotted nebula. Shadows swarmed her and drove her towards it. She resisted, and they bit her out of resentment until she relented. Her fear was laughable compared to their own. She knew nothing of fear. They knew only of it, and it alone.
They brought her to the Deep and oriented her to it, until the Deep was above her, and she was standing where she should’ve been falling. She stood not on sand, but on ruin, amongst the uncountable ruins gathered around her, like the treasures of a demented king. Whole worlds reduced to pieces surrounded her. They went on forever, because this would go on forever.
And then she heard a voice.
It came from behind her.
She turned to find a massive maggot staring her down, an upside-down crucifix burnt into its head.
Audra shot of bed, screaming. Drenched in sweat, she stripped down to nothing and found the nearest corner and shoved herself into it. Sitting, squeezing her knees to her chest, she rocked back and forth, the rhythm soothing her. Shadows crawled down the walls and wrapped her in their frigid embrace. She felt the life leave her body, and that was fine, for now. She wasn’t doing much with it at the moment, anyway.
Taking twenty and a handful of Solace, Audra finally got dressed in a fresh set of clothes and, lighting a candle, walked shakily out of her room.
“Deimos?” she cried out, going down the hall towards the front of the house. “Deimos?”
Reaching the living room, she gasped.
Deimos was standing there. Beside him, an Arachne. The spider had Deimos’ hands behind his back, and his sick, swollen, drooling excuse for a mouth latched onto Deimos’ neck.
Behind them, a woman decked out in mail armor. Smiling, showing her cracked front tooth, she stepped forward, swinging the dagger in her hand back and forth. Her face, so severe in the candlelight, was all cheekbones and scars. Her head and eyebrows were shaved, and she wore a crown with a veil that appeared to be made out of spider silk. She held herself like she was the most important person in the room. And right now, yeah, she was.
“It’s nice to finally meet you, Audra,” she said. “I’m Lotus. I heard you’ve been looking for me.”
Audra nodded and, gasping at the air, said, “Please. Don’t… don’t hurt him.”
“Don’t hurt him, my lord,” Lotus she corrected. “That’s King Edgar’s son you’re speaking to.”
The Arachne shoved Deimos to the floor, as if it meant for Audra to get a better look at it. The abomination had two sets of arms, two arms to each set. One set, dark and chitinous, with bands of green muscle threaded through, came out of its shoulders, while the other set hung low off its back, past its knees, where webs continually oozed from the pink pores that lined them, from elbows to claws. The beast reared its head and hissed, and beyond the two fangs that jutted out of its black gums was another set of teeth inside its mouth that were broken and pointed, as if they’d been smashed and then jammed in there.
“I came from his mouth,” the Arachne said, “so I speak for him.”
“Well, to the spiders, yes,” Lotus said, “but I’m the Warden. Don’t forget your place, Ikto.”
“Deimos, I’m so sorry,” Audra said. “I didn’t…”
He groaned from the floor. “It’s okay, Audra. We knew this would come.”
“And here it is,” Lotus said. “Now, pack your bags, Audra of Eldrus, we have a long road ahead of us.”




CHAPTER XVII

They were being watched. Not by Camazotz or the Skeleton, or one thing at all, but by many, in the dark and torrential rain; these things kept at bay, it seemed, by the Keep. Vrana could feel eyes moving over her as she, Aeson, and Elizabeth plodded across the drowned land. They weren’t the eyes of flesh fiends, either. The gazes of flesh fiends burned, like fire through clothes and skin, and always found the soft spots, the sensitive spots; the marrows of lovers, the nectars of lust. These eyes were different. Their gaze was pitiful, small in a way; like the vacant, scheming stares of jealous children.
Vrana knew the look well. In all the killing she’d done for the witches, a look was often all that was shared between her and her prey. It said what words couldn’t, and what actions wouldn’t.
“We’re being watched,” she shouted into Elizabeth’s ear.
Aeson, overhearing her, lost the stoicism the skull had lent him. He melted like the mud beneath his feet.
“No, no.” Vrana clutched his hand. “No, not flesh fiends. I swear.”
I trust you, he said with a squeeze of her talons.
Thunder swelled in their ears like water. A single bolt of lightning struck the sky. In one stark second, the firmament lit up, pale and pink; membranous and veined. It looked like the inside of an eyelid with a light shining through. It could’ve been the Black Hour, or even the Membrane itself overlapping with this world—going back and forth between the Void, she’d seen that place more times than she could count—but what if it was God they were inside? What if God didn’t do anything to anyone because It’d already swallowed the world? It’d already won?
She shook her head and met the rain head-on. The Keep grew larger and larger, almost impossibly so, the closer they drew to it. The eyes never left her—stuck to her like thorns—and if she had to guess, seeing what little she could of the tree line, whatever was watching them was following them, too.
Aeson cried, “Fuck!” and tripped.
Vrana spun around and reached for him, but he was already knee-deep in mud. While she helped him up, Elizabeth kept walking, shaking so hard from the cold, her body suddenly appeared as if it wasn’t shaking at all, as if it’d finally become attuned to this place and what they had to do.
“How do we get in?” she asked.
The moon flickered in and out of existence above her, like an optical trick.
“I’m okay,” Aeson said, smacking the mud off him. He righted his mask, got snippy when Vrana tried to help him. “I’m fine.”
An explosion rocked the woods. Vrana crouched, dragging Aeson down with her. From where’d she’d felt eyes on her, the land had bubbled into a hill, like dough. The trees protruded from it, and were jettisoned, as the earthen bubble popped.
Elizabeth ran to Vrana. She shielded her and Aeson. From the second explosion, a wave of splinters and debris washed over them. Deep, itching pain spread across her wings as tens of branches and stones stuck inside them.
“We have to get inside the Keep,” Aeson said. “He’s tearing this place apart.”
Elizabeth stepped out from behind Vrana’s wings. “You see that?” She pointed to the ruptured woods.
Vrana did. Small figures fled behind the veil of rain, some dragging bodies, others their own limbs. They were scrawny, sickly. They looked like children.
“Vampyres…” Elizabeth trailed off.
Thunder trumpeted out a white, hot blast of lightning. The children were gone.
Aeson limped towards her, leg still sore from his spill. “Why are they here?”
The sound of beating wings swelled over the Keep. They couldn’t see the bat, but Camazotz was somewhere out of sight, beyond the Keep’s crumbling towers and detached buttresses. She let out a slow, droning chirp that rocked the place to its foundations.
And her children answered in kind: their high-pitched clicks shot out of the woods, each one distinct, occupying its own space. They were signaling for their savior, and her salvation.
“Black Hour must be holding them back, yeah?” Elizabeth said. “We’ve got to get to the Skeleton before they figure out a way to break through.”
Vrana nodded.
But Aeson, inquisitive as always, asked, “Why?”
“Because we’re the only thing around here with blood in our veins, yeah?”
Vrana didn’t need to hear any more. Instead, she ran. The place fought her every step of the way, but she fought harder. Where it held onto her feet, she kicked it away. When the wind bent her over, she spread her wings and beat it back. Raging streams from the flooded river snaked out of the woods, but she hopped them, her precious cargo of Aeson and Elizabeth in tow.
Forty feet out from the Keep, and déjà vu came in hard with a sucker punch straight to her brain. She’d done this before. She’d really done this before. She’d had her doubts, but no, this was, give or take her company and some details, exactly what’d happened the first time she came to this Keep. And she was going through the same motions now. Just ahead, there was the crack in the Keep’s walls. That’s where she’d slipped through—where they’d slip through—into the gathering-hall-turned-lake. If they kept going that way, would they roam the halls? Sleep as she had slept in some random room? Dream as she had dreamt of hooves and black fire, and the Holy Child castigating her, a chasm of confusion between them? Is that why she had the key?
Vrana cried, “This way,” and led them from the obvious entrance, the one every part of her body wanted her to take. She had the key. There’d been a door, in the floor of the pit the Skeleton had been conducting his experiments in. That door let out somewhere. They just had to find it.
A natural moat had begun to form around the Keep’s perimeter. Where it was shallowest, they crossed; went farther still, until they were face to face with the Keep’s ancient stone walls. Catching herself against them—
Bloody laundry hung out to dry behind a 1950’s dive.
—she gasped and, reeling, caught herself against Aeson.
“What? What’s wrong?” He checked over her wings, plucking the splinters from them. “I’ll get them. Just…”
“It’s not that.” Vrana exhaled, the image leaving with her breath. “Goddamn. What the hell?”
Elizabeth crowded in close to them. “Did you see something?”
“Yeah, how did you…?”
Elizabeth glanced down at her sword, as if she thought it might not be enough for what they were up against.
“Liz… what?” Aeson asked.
“The Skeleton kept the Black Hour’s heart on him at all times, yeah? If you touched him or he touched you, you’d see… things… from it. I don’t think he let the heart go. He’d never do that. So… maybe he can’t hold it back. Maybe… it’s spreading.”
All at once, the storm came to a stop. The streams, still flowing, went silent. The water spilling off the roof fell noiselessly to the ground. The only sounds were their own, and the horrible, gut-wrenching screams coming from inside the Keep.
Vrana, trying to calm them, said, “It’s okay. This happened before. It all happened like this.”
Again, Aeson readjusted the skull mask. It didn’t fit all that well, despite his best efforts. “You didn’t see the image last time, though.”
“No…”
“Or the vampyres…”
“Aeson, we’re so close…”
He closed his eyes, crossed his arms—the Corrupted arm over the other. “I trust you,” he said. “I’d go through hell for you.”
The words rattled Vrana’s bones harder than the thunder had. “You did,” she croaked.
He opened his eyes, tilted back the mask to show that he was smiling. “Heaven can’t be any worse.”
“That’s the spirit,” she said, hating how wrong he probably was.
Elizabeth broke up their moment: “The screams are coming from down there, where the water is pooling.”
They edged their way along the Keep, keeping distance between themselves and the Black Hour-infused walls. The ground fell away to an exposed, underground tunnel packed with scraggly roots and driftwood, and filled with black, stagnant water.
Vrana went first. She dropped into the tunnel, satchel over her head. The water, thick and grimy—a mixture of sawdust, water, and fat—went up to her hips. She was taller than the others, so when she helped them down, the disgusting byproduct of, undoubtedly, one of the Skeleton’s experiments shot past Aeson’s stomach and Elizabeth’s chest.
Vrana waded forward, pushing aside the debris. Thinking she saw a bone, she did a double-take but it was already gone. She lowered the satchel, took out of the Skeleton’s key, and guided into the gated door’s lock. She didn’t turn it, not right away. She let it sit there, teeth to the tumblers, while the muck they’d nearly submerged themselves in seeped into her pores and filled with her rancid doubt.
If I open this door, there’s no coming back.
But that wasn’t true. This door had been opened a long time ago. They’d walked through without even knowing it. She, the witch, and the Skeleton had been entwined around one another, forever twisted in the other’s lives. Pain had snapped free. All that remained was her and him, and deep down, she knew that, no matter what she did, she’d never been free of him; and wouldn’t be until one or both of them were cut loose by the knives of Death Herself. It wasn’t fate. It was just the way things had to be.
So, she opened the door, and welcomed herself into the suffering it stowed.
The door led into a tunnel that’d been partially filled in with dirt some time ago. Inaccessible doors buried behind earth peered out at them as they headed deeper under and into the Keep. They went from wading in the filthy water to stomping through it, as the elevation in the tunnel rose. Ages ago, before the Keep had fallen apart, they might’ve used the screams as a guide by which to navigate the tunnel’s turns and intersections. But tonight, in the tunnel’s disrepair, there was only one way to go.
Navigating by sound, smell, and touch, Vrana spread her wings and splayed her claws to feel for changes in the tunnel. They were close. The screaming was clearer, and so were the instruments causing them. There were dull, hammer thuds, and the metallic pinging of nails, and the grinding of a saw’s teeth on bone. Something else, too. A girl’s voice. Familiar, and foreign.
“You hear that?” Vrana whispered.
Aeson and Elizabeth nodded.
“It doesn’t sound like R’lyeh…” Vrana said.
“Doesn’t sound like Gemma, either,” Elizabeth said.
It was then, in the naked darkness, that Vrana realized how unprepared they were for what was to come. It was then, in her rare vulnerability, that Vrana had remembered she’d forgotten the reason she’d wanted to come. They had no weapons to match the Skeleton. She had no reason to believe R’lyeh was actually here. They were just going through Vrana’s motions. Shit. Were Aeson and Elizabeth afraid of what would happen if they didn’t?
Too many questions. No one out there to answer them. A good man right here willing to listen to her, and all she did was talk to herself.
Vrana said, “Are you ready?”
The two of them responded: “No, not really.”
And she nodded, took another step, smacked the top of her head into the trapdoor above her. She found the keyhole as if it were an old friend, slid the key in, and lifted herself into her future’s past.
Bleached and blood-splattered, the Skeleton stood above the dais and the man bound to it. The flayed monument was deep in the recesses of his hooded robe. The only parts of him that were visible were his hands—one gloved, the other holding a knife—and his eyes—those horrible, hardened, bloodshot pearls formed from years of being hunted and being hurt, and all the hate needed to hold it all together. If she had never met him before, Vrana still wouldn’t have been afraid of him. Instead, she was afraid for him. He was a man who’d lived too long; an animal who’d never slipped its trap. He was Aeson’s Lord of the Corrupted, a man-made god.  The pinnacle of humanity no one should ever achieve.
The Skeleton turned to face her and said, “Well, what is it?”
Vrana didn’t answer. Instead, she looked down into the trapdoor.
Stay there, she told them.
Elizabeth: Go for it.
Aeson: Be careful.
He ignored her, and she ignored him. While the Skeleton plunged his fist into the dying man’s chest, Vrana searched this dark cavity for signs of R’lyeh. Despite the tiny lights winking around them, there wasn’t enough light to see anything more than themselves. Even this place embodied their selfishness.
A sweater of muscle knitted between his digits, the Skeleton scoffed and said to her, “I expect you want to know what it is exactly that I am doing. Yes?”
Vrana drew closer to him without answering. She already knew what he was going to say.
“Is it not clear? I am looking for the essence of life. Yes, I know of blood and breath and organs and all the biological processes, but there is something more, something primal, much like the soul, but without all the religious annoyances and contrivances. Past endeavors…”
On cue, a red candle came to life behind the Skeleton, revealing a wall of bodies in various states of dismemberment and rot.
“… Have not been fruitful. But my eyes grow keener with every experiment, my mind more creative, more mature with every passing day. The sick man seeks cures for his ailment, the dying man cries out to a god for salvation. Why, then, should the undead not seek out life to reverse this most horrible condition of death?”
The last time she was here, Vrana had told him to let the man die. Back then, she couldn’t make sense of why he had no Corruption on his right arm.
She waited for the man to die—one cough, two blinks, a jerk, and he was gone—and said, “Why are you killing Children of Lacuna?”
The Skeleton cocked his skull. He began to bend down, to grab the sheet he’d put over the body once before, but instead, he stood back up and, leaning over the dead man, hands clawed and holding onto his flesh, whispered, “How do you know about them?”
“The Blue Worm sleeps. I put it to sleep. You saw the Cult of the Worm, didn’t you? Thought there was one last chance to get some of that ‘eldritch knowledge’ from them.” She walked to the dais. “To make you mortal again. For your family.”
A dry, clicking sound, like laughter, clamored up the Skeleton’s bones. “Like me, you are something of an oddity, are you not? You are neither human nor bird, yet you present yourself as both. In fact, there is something curious about your arrival here tonight. I am not shocked by it, as though I knew it was going to happen all along. Tell me—”
“It has happened before.”
The Skeleton reared. His fat, black, salamander-like tongue rolled over his uneven teeth.
“A year and some change ago. I’ve been through so much, it’s hard to remember when…” Vrana pretended to pretend that she was talking to Aeson, because talking to the Skeleton like this shouldn’t have been so easy. “You and I met. In the Black Hour. Just like this.”
The Skeleton’s maddened eyes darted back and forth before he finally pointed to the trapdoor.
Vrana took out the key. “You tossed this to me when I tried to leave.”
“Did I?” He dug into the pockets of his robe, laughed. “I had it moments ago…” He approached the dais again. “Seconds and years are one and the same.”
“Do you know what you’re doing?”
He grabbed the hood and lowered it. Except, it didn’t come down, not really. The darkness inside it clung to the Skeleton’s skull, and the fabric, like mold, and bridged the two of them together. Rolling up his sleeves, the black mold remained where the robe had once been. It was like he was wearing an extra layer of clothing, or another organism completely.
“Is that the Black Hour?” Vrana whispered. “You’re covered in it.”
“I am it,” the Skeleton said. “It is everything that I do. I think, now, it is all that I live for.”
“You’re making it happen everywhere, all the time, throughout time,” Vrana said.
The Skeleton shrugged.
“There won’t be any reason left to live if you don’t stop, Atticus.”
Hearing his name, the Skeleton’s jaw quivered. He backpedaled to the wall of corpses and fell into them. Limp arms, clumps of hair, and soggy legs fell down and hung around him, like fleshy shades and curtains. Comforted by their death, he calmed and said quietly, “What’d you say?”
“Atticus. That’s who you are. I’m Vrana. That’s who I am. I think both of us are very different than how we used to be.”
In a country drawl, he said, “You weren’t always a big bird?”
“No, just a Night Terror who used to wear a big bird’s head.”
“That’s some shit, I guess,” the Skeleton said, continuing in the accent. “I used to be a skeleton of a man. Look at me now.”
Thunder smashed into the Keep like a boulder. The rain picked up from a pathetic pattering to what sounded like hail being hurled against the place.
“You might be you—” the Skeleton’s tone became stilted and formal, “—but I am much more.” He pushed away from the wall of corpses. He went to the dais and picked up the saw. “I do not know why you came here, but there is nothing I can do for you. I have a lot of work to do, and only forever to get it done. Please, see yourself out, before I do it for—”
Another voice, young and female—the one they’d heard earlier—shouted, “Don’t let her go! I’ve been trying to find…”
Whatever was said next, Vrana didn’t hear it. Because there was she. R’lyeh. Out of the darkness, wearing a bloodied surgeon’s apron, she came. But there was something wrong with her. It wasn’t that her mask was missing, or that she’d been turned into the Skeleton’s assistant. It was her, all of her. Everything about her was wrong. Her skin was greenish and pallid. Her body was limp, almost of out of her control, like a marionette’s. And her eyes. They were empty. Grayed-out. No spark of recognition in them, only the realization she should recognize Vrana for who she was. An old memory from an old life.
R’lyeh was dead.
And the Skeleton had brought her back.
Vrana’s beak dropped open. Shaking with rage, she restrained her urge to turn the Skeleton into dust.
“I know I know you,” R’lyeh said, her affect flat. “Can I hug you?”
Stricken with hate and hurt, Vrana didn’t move as R’lyeh drifted drunkenly towards her and threw her arms around her. The girl was cold; the gesture colder.
Vrana took her by the shoulders and gently pushed her back.
“Vrana…” The Skeleton banged the saw against the dais. “That is where I know the name from. R’lyeh was looking for you. I was going to help her find you…”
“How… did…” Fat, stinging tears fell from Vrana’s eyes. She didn’t know she could still cry like this. She’d thought the witches would’ve taken that away, too. “What… how…?”
“She is a very brave girl.”
R’lyeh stood there, staring absently at them.
“She followed me to the Dead City, because she thought she would be immune to the diseases there.”
R’lyeh opened her mouth, closed her eyes; opened her eyes, closed her mouth. She smiled.
“She was immune to a lot of things, but not the Green Worm. That was the disease that covered the City. I tried to save her.”
R’lyeh rubbed her hands against the apron, breaking up the dried blood and flicking the flakes away.
“But I was too slow.”
R’lyeh went to the dais, grabbed the dead man by the hands, and dragged him off it. His body smacked into the ground, and his back tore open in places.
“Camazotz and I brought her body here.”
R’lyeh leaned over the dead man. A silver necklace with a red gem within a tangle of worms slipped out from underneath her apron.
Vrana gasped, and thought: What the fuck is that doing here?
“I suppose he was lonely, and sad. The world is unfair. It took Atticus’ family. I thought he would be a little happier with her.”
R’lyeh grabbed the necklace, slipped it back under the apron, and kept hauling the dead man to the corpse wall.
“I see that she meant a lot to you.”
Vrana nodded, the feathers around her eyes soaked.
“I could give her to you, as a parting gift.”
For a brief, disturbing moment, Vrana considered his offer. Her mind latched onto a future in which she, Aeson, and R’lyeh were in it, and the three of them had resigned to the Frozen North, where R’lyeh had always wanted to go; getting fat off the land, like they were getting prepared to hibernate for the cataclysm to come. But then she looked into R’lyeh’s dead eyes and saw no reflection. Not Vrana, nor this world around her. She wasn’t really here. It was just her body, and the Black Hour possessing it.
“Kill her,” Vrana said, forcing the words out. “If you love her, don’t do this to her.”
The Skeleton unrolled his sleeves, threw the hood over his skull. The Black Hour’s growth oozed across his bones.
“Atticus, I know you think you lost your family when Kistvaen went off…”
“He did,” the Skeleton said.
“Are you sure?”
The Skeleton didn’t say anything.
“She’s not your family. She’s not your atonement. Please… not to R’lyeh.”
“What do you know about my family?” the Skeleton asked, his accent returning.
“That they might still be alive, yeah?”
Vrana spun around. Elizabeth had climbed into the room, with Aeson right behind her.
The Skeleton hobbled around the dais. “Elizabeth?”
R’lyeh, hearing the name, hurried to the Skeleton’s side and whispered, “I know I know you, too.”
“Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.” Elizabeth covered her mouth with her hands. “Oh, R’lyeh. Our Deadly Beauty. What’s he done to you?”
“I know I know you, too,” R’lyeh said, to Aeson. “Wow, everyone’s come.”
The Skeleton said, “What’s going on? What’s this? What’re you doing, Elizabeth?”
“I thought Gemma would be here…” She shook her head. “R’lyeh looked up to you, Atticus. She trusted you. Why would you do this? You didn’t even do it right, yeah? Did you even get her soul from the Membrane? What’s really inside her? You fucker.”
The Skeleton put an arm around R’lyeh’s shoulder. Speaking to Aeson, he said, “You look like me.”
Aeson touched the skull mask he wore, stepped forward. “You look like me, too.”
Lightning pushed through the cracks in the Keep’s façade, like glowing fingers.
“I’m Aeson, a Night Terror like Vrana. She’s… She’s everything to me. More than a girlfriend or…” He took a few deep breaths. “She’s everything. I lost her, and what I went through to get her back… there was nothing left of me. I thought she’d see me, what I’ve become, and after all that, she wouldn’t want me. And I was afraid I’d see her and… I’d be the same. Like everything we went through… it wouldn’t have mattered. We’d be too fucked up, too unrecognizable to each other.
“Elizabeth told us about you and Clementine and Will…”
“Clementine and Will,” the Skeleton repeated in a whisper.
“I don’t think any of us really know what happened to them, but if they’re still alive… what you’re doing… it’s going to catch up with them. You know nothing can stop you, except you, or the Vermillion God.”
“That’s why we’re here, Atticus,” Elizabeth said, “to kill It. I know you’re not going to go back to Clem and Will, yeah? I know you’re afraid of what you might do, or the shepherds. We’re all fucked up, and not good for much else but something stupid and suicidal. We saw what you did to the land… to time. What do you think God can do? It can die for a reason, yeah? It should die.”
Vrana stared at R’lyeh. Her heart ached in a way it hadn’t since she watched her mother die. It was like a cold blade ripping through her, excuse by excuse, intent by intent. The justifications were back. The reasons to keep R’lyeh alive were mounting. And then the grimmest thought came: Could he bring Mom back, too?
“R’lyeh,” she said, “I’m so sorry.”
R’lyeh, confused, said, “For what?”
“I used her to find Children of Lacuna,” the Skeleton admitted. He stared at the ground, ashamed. “She lured them here.”
“Son of a…” Vrana stopped herself. It was the same thing she used Aeson for when it came to her feeding.
A clap of thunder rocked the Keep. A sharp blast ripped through the halls above them—the outer walls had been struck by lightning. There was something else. A new sound. Raised voices; hands and feet; and the sharp promises of weapons, and the wounds to come.
“Do you like my necklace?” R’lyeh took out the silver necklace, held the Red Worm’s gem attached to it in her palm. “Something tells me I should give it to you.”
“Why… why does she have that?” Vrana asked.
“Found it after we killed the Red Worm.” The Skeleton reached into his robe once more and took out a red sealing stone. “Been trying to get them all. I buried the necklace with R’lyeh. Thought she’d earned it.” He turned the stone over in his hand, then pocketed it. “They’re coming for me.”
Vrana focused her ears on the sounds of the mob swelling inside the Keep. When she’d first visited this place a year ago, she’d thought it was townspeople who were attacking, getting revenge for all their friends and family he’d killed. But it was the vampyres. They’d seen Vrana and the others enter the Keep, and now they had the courage to do it themselves. To kill the Skeleton. To free their master, Camazotz.
The Skeleton balled the sides of the robe up in his fists. Grunting, eyes bulging farther than what seemed possible from his skull, he tore it from his bones. The Black Hour’s mold that lined the robe instantly shot up inside his rib cage. It’d been a flash, but Vrana had seen it: The Black Hour’s heart where the Skeleton’s own should’ve been. The mold formed a protective barrier around the heart, and filled in the rest of the ribcage with dark, glistening tendrils of raw chaos.
“I’ll go with you,” the Skeleton said, accent having returned completely. “I shouldn’t be left alone.”
“No shit, yeah?” Elizabeth said, laughing nervously.
“What about R’lyeh?” Aeson asked.
The Skeleton stared at the Octopus, tongue lying over his teeth. Eyes shining with tears he couldn’t produce, he took the girl’s hand and said, “I should’ve never done it. I didn’t even do it right. Got to let things go.”
R’lyeh smiled; she listened to each word with complete indifference.
“Keep spinning my wheels, but it never gets me out of the mud; and ruins everything around me.”
Do the right thing, Vrana told herself. Do what you can’t for Aeson.
“We are what we are, aren’t we?” The Skeleton reached for R’lyeh’s necklace.
Elizabeth said, “Deadly Beauties. Beautiful to ourselves; deadly to the rest.”
Holding the Red Worm’s gem, staring at R’lyeh, he said, “How would you like to go to sleep?”
R’lyeh nodded. “I am sleepy.”
“You’ve been awake too long, I reckon.” He took the necklace off her.
She reached for it but didn’t put up much of a fight to get it back.
“I’ll keep it safe,” he said, “like you did me, though it shouldn’t have been you to have done it.”
R’lyeh shrugged one shoulder; spit dribbled like jewels down her lips.
“Say ‘Goodnight,’ R’lyeh.”
R’lyeh turned to Vrana, Aeson, and Elizabeth and, waving, said, “Goodnight, R’lyeh.”
Elizabeth whimpered, “Goodnight.”
“Night,” Aeson said, smiling sadly.
Vrana went to her and knelt down in front of the girl. She closed her wings around her and pulled her in tight. “Goodbye,” she said, forehead to hers—the best kiss she could manage. “Goodbye, R’lyeh.”
R’lyeh grinned. And then, for a moment, there was a spark in her eye; a band of light, not unlike those that meandered through the Membrane.
To Vrana, she said, “Thank you.”
The Skeleton touched his thumb to her forehead, drew a symbol there. It killed her.
Vrana held R’lyeh there a moment, under the raging sounds of the storm and mob, and, standing up, still holding her, said, “Why the change of heart?”
The Skeleton looked at his ribcage. “Still got my own. And when you saw her and heard why I did it, you understood. You all did. I could tell. Think I’ve just been waiting these last few months for someone to come in here and knock me around for showing my ass. I’m done grieving. I’m ready to get.
“Here—” He lowered the silver necklace over Vrana’s head. “Oh, you got one?”
She did. The Blue Worm’s necklace. Hidden behind her feathers. She’d forgotten it was there.
“I’ll take it,” she said, putting that necklace beside the other. “Trophies.”
“I came for Gemma, yeah?” Elizabeth said. “But I’m not looking for a reunion.”
Vrana glanced up. The doors in the halls and rooms above them were being slammed open, and the vampyre children were flooding through.
The Skeleton grabbed his robe off the ground, took out a giant fang from inside it.
The vampyres hissed and cried out when they saw it.
“Where to?” he asked Vrana.
Still holding R’lyeh, she said, “Alluvia, to bury her.”
The Skeleton chanted out a string of unintelligible words.
The Keep began to shake, but not from the thunder or lightning, or the wind. The movement was coming from inside the Keep. It was being torn apart, ripped down.
The vampyres knew what was coming, and they got out of the way.
Camazotz burst through the ceiling above them. Beating her mangy, tattered wings, she blasted her children back against the walls with the air pressure. Lightning streaked across the sky as she lowered herself beside the Skeleton. Hail pelted her matted body. Already, pools of water were beginning to form as the rain collected in the ditches.
“Climb aboard,” the Skeleton said.
Elizabeth hopped on first, with a burst of giddy excitement that seemed as if she’d wanted to try this ever since she was a vampyre herself.
Next went Aeson, who appeared more afraid of the children than the idea of mounting a massive bat.
“Where to after Alluvia?” the Skeleton shouted.
Vrana stopped beside Camazotz, readjusted R’lyeh’s dead body against her own. “The Ossuary,” she said.
“That’s where God came from,” he said.
She nodded. She knew from the witches that a creature as powerful as It would never fully leave Its domain. A part of the Vermillion God still had to be there. It’d never leave Heaven unattended.
“After all I’ve done, never thought I’d see the pearly gates,” the Skeleton said. “Funny how things work out.”




CHAPTER XVIII

Isla sat on the edge of Onibi’s lake, drawing stick figures in the snow, while Joy walked across the frozen waters, to speak with the spirit of the dead. It was midday, mid-March, but this far north, the land only knew an everlasting winter. Snow fell in flurries or by the foot, but it always fell, and it never seemed to melt. Sometimes, Isla looked back and believed she saw the rest of the world below her. Rime and the ice-dusted wastes of Gelid were her staging points. Together, they were the table upon which her campaign map for total conquest rested. Here, in nowhere, a nobody could become a somebody. And today, she was going to show the Winnowers and the Rimeans who she really was and what they had to be if they wanted to survive the night to come.
The lake’s surface flashed like how an LED screen might. Lux always talked about cellphones and computers in her books. She called them her ‘tools,’ and often compared them to the torture devices inquisitors would use to tease out the truth from their prisoners by any means necessary. It sounded easier to perform social surgery in the Old World. With so much technology at their fingertips, each hand had the potential of being judge, jury, and executioner all at once, in a matter of seconds. Isla knew she was fantasizing the past, but the idea of tracking a pervert down through social media and dissecting them on the Internet’s stage, to lay them bare, bloody and raw and unshielded, excited her. The thought of hosting a moratorium on heteronormative values, cultural appropriation, and the patriarchy by simply recording a video and uploading it to a website for millions to see seemed so perfect.
But it wasn’t; at least, not for someone like her, if she’d lived then, or if this world changed and regressed to the world before. Lux always told her augurs—the name for her followers—if they were going to flay others, then others would try to flay them. “Social Justice,” according to Lux, “is two people in a dark alley with knives, each taking turns cutting the other’s skin off. The loser is the one whose knife dulls first.” A true augur was someone who’d been hardened on the inside by their experiences; and by their experiences, they had the credentials to validate the experiences of others.
That was Isla’s problem. She didn’t have any experiences of dehumanization to call her own, or so they said. As the niece of Augustus Enfield, the Exemplar of Innocence, her life had been cushy and controlled. Despite what she preached to others, nobody had ever laid a hand on her, nor had any man made a pass at her—and that went for both sexual assault, as well as just pure and simple sex. In this harsh hell that crowned the world, she was taken care of. Everyone, more or less, did what she said, and nobody did anything to her, or so she was told. Even after her mind had been opened to Lux’s teachings, she still struggled to find micro-aggressions and insidious non-verbal cues.
Marshall Jones, one of the previous leaders of the Winnowers’ Chapter, had said it wasn’t because she was somehow above such things. It was because: “People dislike you so much, Isla, that they can’t even be bothered to be around you. You’ll live forever, I expect, only because Death doesn’t want you whining to Her afterwards for all eternity.”
“Fuck you,” Isla whispered under her breath. She covered her drawings in the snow. “Fuck all of you.” They never gave her a chance. If they had just listened when she was younger, she wouldn’t have to yell so much now. If they had just watched, they would’ve seen her actions were her words.
She rose to her feet. A cold fire burned in her joints from sitting too long. Joy was at the center of the lake, and below her, Onibi—the headstone engulfed in flames—burned within the ice. The two exchanged words for another few minutes, and everything changed.
The frozen lake kept flashing, but now it was flashing out images, like minds’ eyes blinking out memories. They were landscapes; in particular, lakes. Bodies of water in fields, plains, forests, woods, mountains, deserts, and coastal areas. One after the other, in dizzying display, the geography was filtered through by Onibi. Joy had told Isla she was looking for someone, and as soon as she found them and did what she had to do, she would focus the rest of her efforts helping Isla go to Eldrus and claim what she claimed was Isla’s rightful spot on Edgar’s council.
“Will this take long?” Isla cried to Joy.
Her voice carried across the landscape with such clarity, she was afraid the soundwaves would cause avalanches all around them. After a moment, she was disappointed they hadn’t.
“Yes,” Joy said. “In the meantime, practice your speech.”
“I could’ve stayed back and done that.”
Isla started forward, to join Joy on the lake, but she held up one hand, signaling for her to stop.
“Don’t touch the ice,” Joy said. “Onibi is hungry and hates you. This is but a taste. I need to be sure we’re both going to get our fill.”
Isla didn’t know what that meant, but she was smart enough to heed Joy’s warning. She went back to her rut on the shore and sat.
“The best things a person could ever say to another comes from moments of intense solitude,” Joy said. “You are your only distraction out here. Practice your speech. It’ll determine the course to come. Besides—” Joy glanced over her shoulder; her eyes were two flaming headstones, “—sisters go everywhere together, don’t they?”
Isla swallowed hard and stayed silent.
Joy turned completely around, Void clouding around her feet beneath the ice. “Don’t they, Isla? Don’t they?”
Quickly, she nodded, said, “Yes. Yes, yes they do.”
Joy smiled, turned back around. “Say you love me.”
“I love you,” Isla said as fast as she could.
The Void disappeared beneath Joy’s feet, and the conjuring continued.




CHAPTER XIX

Felix kept tabs on just about everyone and everything he’d met over the course of his life, but when it came to Mother Abbess Justine, he had none of her secrets, because she’d given them up to him so willingly. He wanted to know what she didn’t want him to know. He deserved to know, not because he was the Holy Child, but because she was supposed to be his friend—and she, the White Worm, was something that was never supposed to have friends to begin with. It was a long time coming, but the time had come: He had to spy on her.
Felix rolled out of bed, literally. He hit the cold tile and lay there like an idiotic fish. It was the best way to wake up on these weekend mornings, when he had nothing to do. Boogers in his nose and at the corners of his eyes, he blew and scratched, and, not thinking, combed the crunchy, slimy mixture into his hair while attempting to tame that matted mess. Realizing what he’d done, he got up, fully aware, and rushed to his bathroom to rinse himself off.
He came out of the bathroom, dripping. Blinding sunbeams beamed him in the face. Crying out, he covered his eyes and wandered about the room. He used to wear disguises when he spied on people. That was his secret. But Justine already knew that. He’d have to go as he was and hide in that one place she would never think to look.
To understand a Worm, he’d have to think like a Worm. Justine was the White Worm; the Worm of religion. According to her, it was religion that had awakened her; and for the longest time, that was the only reason she existed—to help the Lillians retake the world. But Justine didn’t want that anymore. And if a Worm wasn’t what it was supposed to be, was it really a Worm?
Felix dressed himself in the tightest shirts and pants he could find, thinking they’d make him stealthier. Slipping on slippers, he caught his reflection in the mirror. He looked goofy. His arms and legs were too big, and the shirt rode up on him above his hips. These clothes weren’t all that old, either. But dumb as he might’ve appeared, it made him smile. This was fun. What he might learn later probably wouldn’t be, but everything up until then? Just what the doctor ordered.
Looking like a childish man-child, he went to his desk, grabbed his notebook, as well as his quill and a small inkwell for note-taking. Flipping through it, he couldn’t believe he’d left it out in the open like that. There were some sensitive things inside, weren’t there? It’d sure seemed like it at the time, he thought, as he went through page after page on each Exemplar, quickly skipping over the one that covered the Exemplar of Restraint, Samuel Turov.
The last two pages: Isla Taggart, and Audra of Eldrus.
On Isla: Isla Taggart is a twenty-year-old girl. She’s the niece of Augustus Enfield, the Exemplar of Innocence. She’s a hermit and hates everyone. She spends most of her time in the refectory and library. Also, she talks a lot to Joseph Cleon, the Demagogue, about religion and politics. Isla belongs to the Winnowers’ Chapter, an extremist organization inside the Holy Order. She’s pretty, and she seems pretty smart. She’s always looking for something to be mad about. The Mother Abbess thinks we should keep a close eye on her, because she seems to be doing a lot of things behind a lot of people’s backs. The Mother Abbess thinks Isla could do a lot of good in the world, but all Isla wants to talk about is the bad stuff.
Two years ago, Isla visited me in the infirmary. She was one of the few who knew I was sick. She stayed with me awhile. She said she wished we were better friends. She said we should’ve spent summer with each other. I don’t remember that. I was pretty sick, so I didn’t say anything back. I’ve only just remembered this. I think she’s forgotten, though, because she won’t go near me.
Today, I watched Isla in her room. It was filled with Old World objects. The book she’s always talking about by someone named Lux was probably in there, but I didn’t see it. Her room makes me sad. It feels cold and empty, like she’s getting ready to run away. But she never goes anywhere. I think life is hard for her. I wish god would help her.
When I was watching her, she started talking to Audra of Eldrus. Holy crap, Audra of…
He had never finished his entry on Isla, and his final entry on Audra said even less.
On Audra: I can’t believe she’s alive. She’s being kept in the unfinished part of the cloister. She looks really bad, like she’s sick. She seems angry, too, but I can’t blame her. How did she get here? Why won’t they let her go? They’re keeping her in a greenhouse, except it’s like a jail cell. She scares me, but I can’t stop thinking about her. I wonder if the Mother Abbess knows about her. I don’t think she cares about herself. I want to let her out, but I don’t know what she’ll do when she’s free.
That was all he’d managed to write back in Pyra when he’d first met Audra. The details about the Bloodless and the Cult of the Worm, and how Alexander Blodworth had taken Audra after King Edgar killed his entire family to use as leverage wasn’t there. It should be, though. People needed to know those—
In came Clementine and Will, bearing breakfast.
Felix hid the notebook behind his back. Then, faking a smile at them, he put it under his shirt and in the back of his pants. He had no reason to hide things from these people. He had no reason to hide anything from anyone. Yet, right now, it seemed like the right thing to do. Clementine was too motherly; Will, too brotherly.
“Morning, your Holiness,” Clementine said. The silver platter she held had a glass of milk, fruit, and two peanut butter sandwiches. “I’m not much of a cook, but I managed.”
Will mumbled, “Your Holiness,” but kept his gaze permanently fixed on his feet. He seemed like he didn’t want to be here. He held a platter, too, with an identical meal; except there were two glasses of milk, and two cups of fruit.
“You made me breakfast? Not the kitchen?” Felix asked.
“Seemed simple enough. The Mother Abbess said this was your favorite.” Clementine walked past him, set the platter on his desk.
Will lingered near the doorway. He started to scratch at his side. He winced when he did it.
“Oh, Will, come here,” Clementine said, brushing past Felix, the fiery ends of her hair grazing his arm. “I’m sorry, your Holiness. He’s a little star-struck.”
“Felix is fine—”
Will dodged his mother’s grasping hand. He went to the desk, dropped the platter next to the other one and, still not looking at Felix, said, “Mother Abbess said we should eat together.”
“Wants us to get cozy,” Clementine.
She went around the room, gathering up chairs, until there were enough for all of them so sit at the desk, albeit awkwardly and cramped, to eat together. With three in tow, she set them up. She snapped her fingers, and Will sat. Then, nudging Felix gently with her fist, Clementine got him to sit, too.
“I usually eat breakfast with the Mother Abbess,” he said. They were sitting so close to him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d sat this close with anyone else. Maybe that time with Audra, when they’d been in the empty bathtub, sharing their souls. “Is she okay?”
“Yeah, she’s fine.” Clementine stared at the food on the platter meant for her and Will, but it didn’t seem like she was really going to eat it. “Truth to be told, Felix, we asked her for something to do. We were with the Cabal because of my husband, but he’s gone now, so… might as well make ourselves useful.”
Felix grabbed one of the peanut butter sandwiches, hesitated to eat it.
“It’s not poisoned,” Clementine said, her freckles coming together as she smiled. “Atticus used to say you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference with my cooking. He’s an idiot, though.”
“Uh, Felix?” Will asked.
Surprised, Felix put the sandwich down, said, “Yes, Will?”
“Does, uh, god ever say anything about my dad?” Finally, he looked at him. “Anything?”
“I can ask,” Felix said. “I’ll ask for you.”
“Thanks—”
The notebook slipped out the back of Felix’s pants, smacked against the chair, and landed with a loud smack on the ground.
Will looked at him, at the notebook, and back at him, again. Snorting, he laughed and said, “What the heck?”
“Honey, if you can make a steak fall out the back of your drawers, I’d do it,” Clementine said. “The same old, same old here isn’t much.”
Felix tried not to blush, but that only made him blush harder. Quickly, he took a big bite out of the sandwich and said, “S’good. S’real good.”
“Well, I mean you can’t really mess it up, can you?” Clementine grabbed her sandwich and chomped into it. “Adding jelly would do it, wouldn’t it?”
Felix nodded. Mouth gummed up, he said, “Jelly ish the worsht.”
“Finally, someone agrees,” Will said. He let out a nervous laugh and took a drink of milk.
Clementine finished chewing and said, “Mother Abbess said you used to have two companions, Avery and Mackenzie. Said something bad happened to them.”
Yeah, that’s it. This is just like them.
“We’re not trying to replace them. We don’t know each other, but I don’t rightly think hanging out with those little kid statues all day is good for anyone.”
“No,” Felix said, “I hate them.”
“Me, too,” Will blurted out.
Clementine shot him a damning look.
Will ignored her, chugged his milk, instead.
“What do you think of the Mother Abbess?” Felix asked, digging into the assorted fruit.
“Well, I don’t think anyone in their right mind thought she was all human,” Clementine said. “Don’t think anyone really thinks you’re all human, either.”
“Mom, stop,” Will said.
“Whatever she is, we don’t care. I’m sure Gemma’s gone and flapped her jaws to you about us.”
Felix nodded, said, “Your husband brought you out of the Membrane, back to life.”
“That’s right.”
“With god’s help,” Will quickly added.
Clementine shrugged. “Nevertheless, we don’t care. My husband’s a bag of bones. We spent time with vampyres and a giant mosquito and who knows what else. It’s hard to keep track. And Will and I? I guess we’re undead, or the re-dead.”
Instead of taking another bite of her sandwich, she regurgitated what she’d swallowed of it into her hand and plopped it onto the platter.
“We’re all messed up. Can’t eat or drink. Don’t need to. But we put on a good show.”
Will coughed up the milk back into the cup.
“We’re good company. Some would say we’re monsters. Maybe so. Don’t know, don’t care. I think the Mother Abbess wants you to spend some time with real folk. I know a mother when I see one, Felix. That part of her name is there for a reason. She cares about you. Don’t think she’s ready to let the world have you just yet.”
“That’s why you’re here,” Felix said.
“Yeah. Marrow Cabal, too. The Holy Order wanted nothing to do with the world for so long. I get it. The Marrow Cabal is the people’s religion, if you will. I guess she thinks we’re ‘the people.’ She reminds me of Atticus. Does things all roundabout-like.”
Felix took a drink, thought for a moment about what Clementine had said. Then: “You’re a mother.”
“I’m a something,” she said.
“Did you let Will be alone with strangers?”
“In Gallows?” Clementine laughed. “Didn’t have a choice. That was the way of things. Everyone knew everyone. Kids went everywhere. But if you were my boy…”
If I were your son…
“… I wouldn’t let just anyone be alone with you. Especially not anyone from some rebel group, who was your enemy not but a few weeks back. You’re the Holy Child.”
Not really, he thought. I’m not. Not anymore. Not to a lot of people. I’m not as important as I used to be, I guess.
“But we’re not bad,” Will quickly added. “Mom, stop.”
Felix stared at the lump of regurgitated sandwich on the platter. “Why can’t you eat or drink?”
“Because we’re not supposed to be here,” Clementine said, “just like, all things considered, we really shouldn’t be here with you. It might be the Podunk shit-stirrer in me, but the best things in life are the things you shouldn’t be doing. Not killing or things like that. But taking risks. Making changes. Loving. Loving is scary.
“I was happy when Atticus saved us. And then I wasn’t so sure he should’ve. But now we’re here, and I can’t say where I stand on the subject of god, but maybe this situation that shouldn’t be happening is happening for a reason. So, what I’m rambling about is this: We’re here for you, and not because we have to be or its off with our heads.”
“Thank you, but you guys don’t even know… me.”
“You’re the most powerful kid in the world,” Clementine said. “Don’t need to know you to know you got needs. And everyone needs someone.”
“I’m fine,” Felix said.
Neither Clementine nor Will looked convinced.
And then Will said, “You look like you’re wearing baby clothes. And a notebook fell out of your butt. Is that what passes for okay around here?”
Felix’s mouth dropped open, ready to reprimand him, but instead, he just laughed. And laughed. And it wasn’t all that funny, but even then, he couldn’t stop laughing.
When breakfast was over and Clementine and Will were gone, Felix changed into an outfit that fit him and put on some shoes that didn’t look like something a fabulous genie would wear. He knew Justine’s schedule well enough to know that right now, quarter ‘til noon, she would be getting ready to leave her quarters, to make her necessary appearances around Cenotaph, before retreating back into her room an hour later to be alone. He didn’t know what she did during this time, but he would soon enough. And thankfully, he didn’t need to break or sneak in, because she’d given him the skeleton key for almost the entire cathedral. It’d been a sign of trust, she’d told him. That’s exactly what he’d tell her, too, if she caught him spying on her. A sign of trust.
Felix had some time to kill. He picked his notebook up off the ground and, standing at his desk, started a new page. This one would be for Clementine.
He wrote: Clementine is the Skeleton’s wife. She’s not really alive. She has a son named Will. They were both rescued from the Membrane. The Holy Order of Penance doesn’t recognize the Membrane as part of its teachings. I’ll have to be careful about what I say when they talk about it.
Clementine is nice. She’s smarter than she acts. I think she misses her husband. She called herself a monster. I wonder what she’s done in the past. She treats me like I’m her kid. I kind of like it, but I don’t know if I should. I barely know her. I barely know any of them. It feels really… forced? I shouldn’t trust them, like she said. Is Justine testing me?
I don’t want everyone new I meet to be another Audra.
Felix stopped, chewed on his lip.
On Will, he wrote: I guess I don’t really have any friends my age. Will seems cool, but I think he’s scared to be himself around me. Me, too, I guess. Yeah, I don’t think I ever talk to people that are as old as me. I didn’t feel like a teenager talking to him. I felt like I was his boss. Is it always going to be that way?
Realizing he didn’t have an entry on Gemma, Felix flipped to the next page and penned her name there. But afraid of what he might write, he stopped himself, stowed the notebook in his desk, and hurried out of the room towards Justine’s quarters.
The sounds of Cenotaph swelled around him as he stalked the halls, bouncing back and forth between corners and alcoves, sticking to every shadow, nook, and cranny, afraid that he might cross paths with Justine. No one was allowed in this part of the cathedral but given that parts of the walls opened up and looked out into the main thoroughfare, Felix found himself catching praise as if it were the cold.
“Your Holiness!”
“My Lord!”
“The Voice!”
“A thousand blessings!”
All kinds of creatively uncreative spiritual utterances were hocked up from the first floor every time someone spotted him here on the third. He waved and nodded his head and wrote holy symbols with his finger in the air, and they all swooned and held their hands to their hearts, and went down so far on the ground, they might as well have made out with it. But when his back was turned, and he was glancing at them from out the corner of his eye, it was a different story. They leered at him. All of them. All at once. In silence, they stared him down and moved their mouths like angry cows.
Passing a large window, Felix paused, stared out. He knew what this was all about. Thick condensation covered the pane, but he could still recognize the red, blurred smudge beyond. The Vermillion God. When was he going to do something about the Vermillion God? When was he going to reward his flock for their loyalty?
Felix balled up his sleeve around the heel of his palm and wiped the condensation away. The Vermillion God was still a red, blurred smudge on the horizon. Like the shapes he saw on the back of his lids when he closed his eyes, It wasn’t going anywhere. Maybe that was how they were going to deal with It. The Vermillion God had always been here, in one way or another. They just needed people to take It for granted again.
Heavy footsteps from below pulled his eyes from the glass. Narcissus’ soldiers closed in on those who’d given him the stink-eye. He couldn’t hear what the soldiers were saying to them, but it made him smile.
Justine’s quarters, much like the overly-locked gate that’d led to Penance’s rooftops, was guarded by a similarly fashioned gate. He started from the top, unlocking each lock—there were eight in all—from top to bottom, until after undoing the last one, the gate popped open and invited him in. Carefully, he closed the gate behind him, locked it back up. He’d rather be stuck in her quarters for hours, waiting for the right moment to escape, than to have her find the gate unlocked. It was better for everyone that way.
Even if he didn’t know where the door to her room was, he’d still be able to find it with his nose. There was a stench in Justine’s quarters that hadn’t been there before.
“Ugh.”
He recoiled. He pinched his nose shut. It stank, but it wasn’t Justine’s usual aroma of lilac and wine. Something was dead inside her room, or rotting; but it didn’t smell like death, either. At least, not the death of anything natural. Not that he was an expert on that stuff. It smelled… fake. What was the word? Chemical? Skinthetic. No, synthetic. And sickening, too. Like when he’d meet with the people in Penance to hear their requests and prayers. The way their breath reeked, when their gums were bleeding.
Making all kinds of overly dramatic sounds, Felix gathered himself, slipped the skeleton key into the lock, and pushed into Justine’s room.
Aside from the horrible smell, not much had changed. There were still pink, yellow, red, silver, white, blue, and green pastel sheets dividing up the room into what reminded him of the infirmary in Pyra. He didn’t notice any new furniture or documents, or even any new dresses, which Justine sometimes wove for herself from herself. It was weird, but now that he was here, able to have his way with the room, he didn’t know where to begin, and he felt kind of badly about it, too.
“Ugh,” he said again, rubbing the back of his neck. The Mother Abbess was his friend. This didn’t feel right.
Breaking out into a guilty sweat, Felix backed up towards the door.
This is a bad idea.
Then, he had an idea. If he went anywhere in her room, it should be her bathroom. That’s where he’d seen the mouth in her chest, talking to her. That… was messed up. He had to know more about that.
Felix weaved through the room, careful not to disturb anything. He avoided crossing into the areas sectioned off by the pastel sheets. He even looked behind him as he walked, making sure he wasn’t leaving dirt or footprints. He was being a bad friend, a bad partner-in-crime. He didn’t want her thinking badly of him.
The bathroom door was shut. He turned knob, put his body into opening it. It creaked, and he gasped.
Justine lay on the floor, naked. Her body was not one body but many—a pale mass of skin and limbs and tentacles thrashing against one another, spraying the walls and the floor tile with opalescent blood. In her chest, between her breasts, the hole that’d been burned there from wearing her own sealing stone for centuries had been torn open further. Inside it, beyond a nation of muscles and bones, a green eye stared outward—eldritch runes seared into its flaring iris.
Justine’s head and face formed at the top of the trunk. She fought against the rebelling flesh when she cried, “Don’t look at me!”
Felix shook his head violently. He reached for the sealing stone around his neck. It was always there, even when he thought it wasn’t. Crying, teeth chattering, he took the necklace off that the stone was attached to. He couldn’t let her live like this.
“No,” Justine said, squeezing her eyes shut.
With a colossal amount of effort, she began to rein in the appendages, stuffing them back inside herself and smoothing out the places from which they’d protruded. Her flesh bubbled. Ripping sounds rumbled inside her, as she willed the limbs back to where they belonged deep inside her.
“M-Mom!” Felix belted. He dropped to his knees, reached for the swollen knob that’d been a foot.
Justine sucked the leg into her pelvis. Like an octopus spilling over itself, the glistening Mother Abbess dragged herself towards him. She wasn’t fully formed, only her arms and half her chest. The rest was like a pile of noodles covered in curdling milk.
“What the… what the fuck?” Felix spoke, but no words came out. Then he managed: “Are you… are you dying?”
Justine heaved herself closer to him. Inches away, she rested, while the rest of her congealed into something more human in appearance. The gaping hole in her chest, however, stayed, and so, too, did the glaring eye within.
Felix squealed, “What the hell is that?”
“It’s Lillian,” Justine said, gripping the ground to stop herself from being flung around the bathroom.
“She’s dead!”
“No, she’s inside me. She’s been inside me ever since she summoned me after the Trauma.”
When Justine had knees, she brought them around and collapsed over the top of them. She sank slightly into herself, like a mold that hadn’t finished cooling.
“God’s awake,” Justine said, weakly. “My job is done, and now she wants out.”
“No!” Felix took her four-fingered hand; her thumb regrew in response and looped around his. “No! That’s not happening. No!”
She lowered her head and said, “I know. I know what we have to do.”
Hot, snotty breath in his mouth, Felix babbled out, “W-What?”
“We have to go to Eldrus and see King Edgar. The both of us. Did you find my box in the basement?”
Felix gasped, nodded.
“Audra’s plant is inside.”
“The Bloodless…” Felix whispered.
“Yes. Edgar killed Geharra with the Crossbreed. It’s only fitting we should kill Eldrus with the Bloodless, don’t you agree?”




CHAPTER XX

Audra had a garden nobody knew about. The shadows tended it when she couldn’t.
Ikto, Edgar’s supposed Arachne spawn, stared at Audra across the carriage’s cramped compartment. Heavy globs of drool dripped from his fangs. At seven feet tall, the albino man-spider was almost too large for the space, so he’d spun a web in the corner and collapsed himself within it. Where the webs had attached to the seat’s cushions or the wooden framework, there were dark marks and the smell of burning. The strands were eating through everything they touched. Audra knew that Arachne encased their victims in webs, to slowly melt them until their entire bodies were nothing more than pools of gore. Occassionaly, Ikto would launch a web at Audra’s face, just to see if she was paying attention.
And she was. Ever since Edgar came into her room that night he’d killed their family, she was always paying attention to violent whims of men.
Beside Ikto, and about as far from him as she could manage, Lotus sat in the corner of the compartment, wedged between the corner and the small window that kept fogging. Like Audra, she never slept; unlike Audra, it wasn’t because of the Arachne. Lotus didn’t sleep because she didn’t need to, it seemed. Years of living in the Nameless Forest would do that to a person, Audra figured. How much of a person was Lotus anymore, anyway? Shaved and scarred, the wild-eyed woman seemed stripped down to the barest of wants. She looked at Audra with starvation in her eyes, the kind of starvation where hunger, thirst, lust, and the need for power had become one unsustainable, unobtainable craving. Years of living in the Nameless Forest would do that to a person, Audra realized. She’d gone for so long with nothing, that now, she wanted everything, all at once, any way she could get it.
“I bet if we get to know each other, we’ll find we have a lot in common,” Lotus said, as if she were reading Audra’s mind.
Audra didn’t say anything. Instead, she turned her head to the window and stared out. Nyxis had come and gone. They were taking the highway, the Spine, to Eldrus, and it wouldn’t be long now. The countryside between Nyxis and the city-state used to be treacherous to travel through. The witch covens that’d sprung up in the area would capture merchants and sacrifice them in their rituals or infect them with sexually transmitted diseases and peddle them, like weaponized prostitutes, to “cull the herd.” These days, thanks to her father, the late King Sovn, the countryside was quieter, the merchants were safer, and Nyxis bore the brunt of the coven’s insanity, rather than Eldrus itself.
“Someone will always lose,” she remembered her father telling her once, when she and her twin, Auster, had been fighting over who had the right to the throne, should King Sovn and their other siblings pass away. “Because someone always has to win.”
That’d stuck with her for a long time, until Edgar got older, and his open mind began to open theirs. He’d always argued to the contrary. Whether or not he’d done it on purpose, he’d adopted the Night Terrors’ idea of balance, except taken one step further, beyond the scales of right and wrong, good and evil. He believed in social justice and the welfare of all. People didn’t have to win or lose; or be one way or the other. He’d believed that people could do good and be good in return—two perfectly balanced scales measuring the exact same thing, yet in completely different forms.
Her father had moved the horrors of Eldrus’ countryside to Nyxis’ streets, and he was praised for it. Looking out the window now, Audra saw his efforts, and more. Gone was the violence, the macabre madness. Stayed, the merchants and caravans did, and then came the vermillion veins. Out of the ground, in brambles and bushes and red swathes, like woods, they’d emerged and settled in this world. And changed the world, or at least this part of it, that was. There was no blood on the air, no discharge of spells stinking up the currents. There were no screams or clashing of iron. Riding the Spine, for her, made each checkpoint—the figurative bumps and depressions—like surmounting ridges into another place, another time. This world was less theirs, more Its. Reformed, refined, and redolent… of hope.
Like waking on an autumn morning to a cool breeze and a cooling sun, it felt right.
Ikto spat a web at Audra’s face.
She dodged it without even taking her eyes off the roadway. The illusion was dispelled, and out of her reverie, she did finally hear something other than the clap of the hooves and the groan of the carriage: Deimos’ screams from the wagon behind them, as the soldiers went to work on him.
The Crossbreed and Bloodless are from the same Deep, Audra thought. God and Its vermillion veins are the same. Everyone’s equal now, Edgar. We’re all losing.
“I love your brother,” Lotus said.
“That’s good someone still does,” Audra snapped back.
“He loves you.”
“He didn’t kill me like the rest of our family. That doesn’t mean he loves me.”
“We all have our ways of showing love.” Lotus bit her lip. “You’re going to try to kill him.”
Audra stared at her, hard.
“That’s love, isn’t it? If you’re saving him from himself.”
Audra shook her head. “Would you let me?”
Lotus glanced at Ikto. “Beside the time Edgar coughed him up, he’s never met his father before. Being Edgar’s son, Ikto has a little more pull than I do with the Arachne.”
“What do you want from him?” Audra asked.
“Representation for my people,” Ikto said, each word a slippery hiss of syllables. “Answers, for their slaughter on the Divide.”
Grinning, Audra said, “I’m sure it was all part of God’s plan. I wouldn’t get your panties in a bunch.”
Ikto spit out a loogie of webbing.
It narrowly missed Audra, and what little splashed on her shoulder, she wiped off with a smile.
“I love it,” Lotus said. “Fighting like family, already.”
The carriage hit a bump in the road. They each jerked and bounced in their seats. Up front, the horses whinnied. A heavy crack of the whip later, and the horses picked up the pace again. Then, Audra heard screams. They weren’t Deimos’, but someone else’s, and that’s when she realized the driver had run someone over.
“Always someone in the way on the road to progress,” Lotus said.
Taking a page out of Ikto’s book, Audra lobbed a glob of spit at her face. It hit her right on the cheek, white and yellowed with snot, like an egg. Lotus took her time wiping it off, and when it was on her fingers, she shoved them into her mouth, and ate it.
“That’s what I love your brother. That’s why I’m going to marry him. Not for land or titles or coin, but because he’s done what no one else could. He doesn’t let the ghost chase him. He embraces it.”
Audra had a garden nobody knew about. The shadows tended it when she couldn’t. Retreating into the soft soil of her mind, she could see its image there. Dark, vaporous coils covered in thorns, reaching up to desert light. Bulbs covered in orangish etchings that were, in fact, gateways from a place the shadows called Exuviae. That’s where they’d found the knowledge to unlock the potential inside themselves. Their own hell had become so much like Hell itself, that Hell had found them. It gave them gifts, and they’d given that same gift to Audra. When the time came, she’d open it, and share in it with her brother. Someone always had to lose; after having lost everything, at this point, Audra couldn’t help but win.
The words of God ripped through Audra. She recoiled.
Ikto came out of his web, but Lotus held him back.
Its message was becoming clearer. She could almost make sense of the words. And for the first time, she felt emotion in Its voice. And in Its voice…
There was trepidation.




CHAPTER XXI

Adelyn had always stressed to Vrana the importance of being a healer. She’d done her best over the years to teach her daughter how to name, identify, classify, and administer plants for a curative purpose. Most of the time, it was like pulling teeth. Vrana’s interests, from the time she could walk until the moment she walked out of Caldera to kill the Cruel Mother, had lain in the study of hurting and all the instruments that caused it. The only plants that she’d shown any attention towards were the mythological ones, like the Crossbreed, the Bloodless, and the Shadow Bladder. They were mysterious and dangerous, and far more seductive than the ochre stalks of Reprieve, the white coils of Solace, or the yellow-coated petals of the antibiotic Purity.
Back then, Vrana had thought all those lessons with her mother in the garden and the basement were torture. She could recount counting the seconds until she was able to get back to the sparring yard, watch the watchers come home from their hunts, or bug the crap out of Bjørn while he busted out another piece of weaponry. Her mother had seemed so lame.
She didn’t understand Adelyn’s efforts then, but she did now. It was one of those life lessons that don’t make much sense, until you’re picking out which flowers to leave atop your friend’s grave. Those rare, wrenching moments that exist outside of everything, as if time had plucked them like beads from a string and set them aside, away from noise and expectation. These moments can’t be changed, merely observed. They are molds, finally cooled after a lifetime of shaping. They do not bend or break or accommodate.
This realization hit Vrana the hardest when she laid R’lyeh’s dead body down in the center of the dead village of Alluvia. Adelyn had feared the Night Terrors’ past as flesh fiends and the Blue Worm’s assistance in her fertilization would awaken a bloodlust in Vrana that should’ve been bred out. Every step of the way, putting aside her own hunger for battle and danger, Adelyn had tried to steer Vrana clear of hurting. She’d given her plants in the place of weapons, the ability to heal instead of maim. The world and the people in it could be rehabilitated, not raptured.
With handfuls of the ashen flowers, Serenity, and the aquamarine ivies, Silence, the irony was not lost on Vrana. She spread the plants over R’lyeh’s body, the same way her mother had for the wounded after Pain’s attack on Caldera. You couldn’t heal the dead. Everyone knew that. But that’s what it felt like she was doing, putting Serenity, an analgesic, and Silence, an anesthetic, on R’lyeh’s corpse. It was like she was prepping her for surgery. Take two. Count back from ten. Close your eyes, and when you open them again, it will be as if it were all a dream.
Vrana went to her knees and built up the dirt around R’lyeh’s body. The Earth would be the last bed she, or anyone else, would ever rest in. The rest was much needed for the girl who’d been through so much, and who’d gone through a little more on the Skeleton’s behalf with all the importance of an afterthought; because, after all, that shell in the Keep had only been her afterimage. R’lyeh had died the day Penance’s soldiers came to Alluvia. Everything afterwards had been just that: an afterwards.
Standing, Vrana evened out R’lyeh’s earthen shroud. She fiddled with the tentacles of her octopus mask, which she didn’t wear but kept over her chest. Her face was just as important as her disguise; neither one should hide the other.
Taking out the Red Worm’s necklace, she opened R’lyeh’s mouth, lowered the jewelry in until it hit the back of her throat, and closed her jaws. The Skeleton was right. She should have it. No one else deserved it as much as her. Someone might find it one day, when the little girl was nothing but bones amongst the grass, and try to summon the Red Worm once more, but in the end, objects of the Worms of the Earth would always be found. It was better for them to be discovered and discarded as useless trinkets, than on someone like her, fighting tooth and nail to stop anyone else from getting their hands on it. Sometimes, the best way to protect something was to make it unremarkable.
Vrana took a step back. She put R’lyeh’s grave in frame with Alluvia behind her and was pleased to find she fit. The empty village belonged to no one anymore. Grass grew where it willed. Trees obscured houses. Stuck for the longest in the deepest depths of Death’s shadow, it struck Vrana how green the village had become; how brightly it shone beneath the sun. There were no vermillion veins here, nor flesh fiends. Eldrus and Penance had not yet claimed the place, and the Scavengers hadn’t bothered to make the trip. For now, it was untouched, unspoiled. For now, it would be R’lyeh’s heaven, until a better one came about.
Not sad, not angry—not anything at all—Vrana bowed. She never knew R’lyeh that well. Neither of them had really let the other in.
Something caught Vrana’s attention. She turned westward, towards the fields of Elys. There, behind the thin veil of rain, a lone horse stood, its head hung low. R’lyeh had told her about a horse that used to come around the village. It belonged to no one, and she was the only one allowed to pet it.
Vrana nodded at the horse and got out of its way.
Aeson, Elizabeth, and the Skeleton waited behind her, beneath the wings of the lounging Camazotz. The flight between here and the Keep outside Skygge had a blur of Elizabeth’s sobbing and the Skeleton’s apologies. It had only taken them a handful of hours to get to Alluvia, and most of the journey was done at night. The world below them had been dark, but Vrana knew rot when she saw it. And the source of the decay couldn’t have been more obvious.
What good was healing something that was already dead? Vrana’s mother might’ve thought all her training had been for nothing, but that wasn’t true. Vrana had committed to memory every plant and its curative qualities. She’d just locked that information up so tight with stubbornness that no one could’ve been the wiser. In these last few months, however, that knowledge was the very thing she’d been relying on to heal Aeson. The poor guy had been subject to every powder, paste, and potion she’d managed to cobble together to address his physical and mental symptoms. Even then, she still had a sneaking suspicion that she was trying to heal something that was beyond healing. Was he like R’lyeh as she was today? Was she merely putting flowers on his grave to pretty up his passing? She could give him the attention, or she could make him unremarkable. There was a fine line between closing a wound and tearing it apart, and she wasn’t sure her talons could tell the difference.
Maybe he could be healed. Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe the same could said for her, for Elizabeth and the Skeleton. But she knew when she looked to the heavens and saw the Vermillion God there, watching them from Its crimson throne, there was no healing to be had there. It was the Silence and Serenity before the surgery; before the excavation; before the infestation. She’d been too late for the Red Worm, too late for the Blue; and the witches had eons on her. But there was still hope for healing the land. There was still a chance to stop It. To bring the “Balance,” whatever the hell that meant anymore.
Hearing the horse approach R’lyeh’s grave, Vrana went to the others. She said to the Skeleton, “Take us to the Ossuary,” and didn’t look back. The moment that had been set aside for her was gone now, just another bead upon an endless string. To protect something, you had to make it unremarkable.
The farther south they flew, the worse everything got. Kistvaen behind them, the southern tip of the continent had been transformed from a parched expanse to a burning garden. Great, arcing highways of vermillion veins formed a lattice over the land, and upon them, new villages and towns were being built. In between the veins, where the ground could be seen through this crimson jungle, massive pyres burned, adding more heat to this already nightmarish hellscape. When Camazotz flew lower to let them have a better look, they saw that not only were Corrupted and Night Terrors being burned, but so, too, were other “unnatural creatures”—beasts like ghouls, lamias, Arachne, and sandwraiths, and anything else that’d climbed into this world from the Membrane during the Trauma.
What made Vrana sick to her stomach and caused Aeson to look away, were the Lord animals fixed to the pyres. The overgrown birds and wolves and mountain cats; the bound, human-sized insects; the dried-out fish succumbed to flames and flies that feasted on them. There were so many of them. It was hypocritical, Vrana knew, to be upset by what she saw. Her people killed the Lords, too. But not like this. There had been respect and meaning, and a careful consideration into their selection. The Corrupted didn’t care. At this rate, in a year’s time, there’d be nothing left of Night Terrors or Lords, or things that went bump in the night—but only that which the humans could passively dominate.
I could be wrong, she thought, because it seemed wrong to judge the world from her place above it, where everything was rendered in broad strokes. Amongst the clouds, even R’lyeh’s grave would appear to be nothing more than a pile of pretty flowers.
I might be wrong, she thought, staring at Aeson, clinging to Camazotz’s fur, wearing his skull mask, like some groupie of the Skeleton’s. They hadn’t had a chance to sit down and speak to one another about anything that’d happened. They were all following her lead.
I can’t be wrong, she thought, and Elizabeth glanced back at her, face screwed up and sunburned, with an expression that read, “What the fuck are we doing?” Or, actually more like, “What the fuck are we doing, yeah?” Vrana didn’t know Elizabeth well enough to know what was going through her head, or what she was getting out of this. None of them did, though, did they? Know each other, that is. They were strangers. Even she and Aeson were, in some respects, brought together by what amounted to nothing more than an over-the-top suicide pact.
Tasting sand, seeing a desert like a shimmering splinter on the horizon, Vrana said, “Set us down. Let’s stretch our legs.”
The Skeleton, straddling Camazotz’s neck, gave the bat a tug on its ear. “Good idea,” he said. “Got to drain the lizard.”
He howled with laughter as they made their spiraling descent.
Camazotz cleared several valleys before landing atop the lone butte that stood watch over the otherworldly frontier beyond—the Ossuary. Sienna-shocked, the rocky guardian had somehow staved off the vermillion tide. From it to the sandy shores of the Deep, there were no veins, nor signs of God. The way was clear and open to them from here on out. God could’ve swatted them from the sky at any moment, but instead, It let them fly to the outskirts of heaven unscathed. Vrana didn’t know what to make of that.
“I got you,” she said, hopping off Camazotz and holding out her claw for Aeson to take.
He took it. When his legs hit the ground, they buckled, and he squealed. “Shit, shit.”
“What?” she cried.
“They’re asleep. Oh, man.” He bent over, rubbed them raw. “Goddamn it. I hate that feeling.” He took off the skull mask. His face was dirty and red underneath. “Fuck, it’s hot.”
“Doesn’t seem like it’s still March, yeah?” Elizabeth said. “Never thought—”
With his gloved hand, the Skeleton spun Elizabeth around and walked off with her.
Vrana plucked loose feathers from her body until she was sure the two of them were out of earshot, and then said, “Aeson, what’re we doing?”
He threw his hands up in the air. Going to the edge of the butte, he sat down and threw his legs over the side.
Vrana joined him. She pressed her body into his. They sat like this for minutes, staring into the blinding depths of the Ossuary.
“You know, the sands are bone-white because the sands are actually ground bone?” Aeson said.
“Makes sense. From the Old World?”
“One of them. All of them. Who knows how long this has been going on with the Vermillion God? How many Traumas there’ve been. Here. Elsewhere.” Aeson tapping his fingers on the skull mask in his lap. “It’s never going to stop.”
“It could,” Vrana said. “He could stop it.”
Aeson snuck a peek at the Skeleton, conceded with a shrug and a nod.
“How’re you doing?”
Aeson stared through his legs, at the plummet below, as if he were considering jumping.
“That bad?”
“Better, oddly enough. The farther away we are from everything, the easier it is. Being out of the woods, not around the constant reminders… I feel alright. Didn’t know I’d have to go to the end of the world at the end of the world to get this way, but I feel alright. Feel like I can breathe. What about you?”
What about me? Asking herself, doors were opened. Pain returned. Partially digested and stitched together like some mad scientist’s greatest achievement, the witch threw herself down the corridors of Vrana’s mind, rending the walls with her claws, disemboweling every defense mechanism she’d put in place to keep the memories at bay. Out they spilled on a steaming wave of hate and debauchery, the corpses Vrana had made. Then Pain dug deeper, into the soft, festering darkness of Vrana’s own personal Geharran pit, and there they were—the women she’d kidnapped, the children she drugged; the crying incubators for the Choir’s stinking seed. Pain went further, where Death dare not even go, to the fragment of the Void she carried, where she lay shackled to Joy’s desires, tonguing and tasting her dead holes.
“Vrana?”
“N-Not so good,” Vrana said, taking a deep breath. “It’s like Pain and Joy are still with me. And I can get by as long as I pretend they’re not there. But once I make eye contact…”
“It’s all over.”
“Yeah.”
“Same for me. They’re not going anywhere, the witches or my flesh fiend. But they can’t get us out here. For now, that’s good enough for me.” He smiled. “I guess.”
“Is that why you decided to come?”
He shook his head. “I came for you. This peace of mind of mine is just icing on the cake. You were so gung-ho about doing this.”
“I am, but at the same time… It’s so ridiculous, killing God.”
Aeson picked at the plateau, filling his hands with rocks. “I’m going to be honest. I wasn’t really on board until I saw Him.”
Vrana stole a look at the Skeleton. He stood against the sunrise, his cloak—when had he gotten another one?—swaying gently in the wind. Around him, in subtle reverberations emanating from his ribcage, reality bent. It was both terrifying and amazing to think that all that was stopping chaos from consuming the world was some shitkicker pile of bones from the ass-end of nowhere.
“Also,” he said, “I never thought you cared about people that much.”
“Thanks a lot.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I’m a part of this,” Vrana said.
Aeson cast his handful of rocks to the dusty depths below.
“God’s just another Worm to me, I think, and… it’s like you being an Archivist. No matter how hard I tried, I could barely get you to give it up. That’s what you were used to, you’d been doing it so long.”
“Yeah, but Vrana, if you think about it, your initiation was what? A year and a half ago? Two? That’s not that long.”
“No, but everything that’s happened since… I can’t see myself doing anything else. I like this. I’m good at it, and no one else’s doing it. But I do care about people. They may not be at the top of my list, but they’re there.” She laughed. “Mom would be so pissed if she saw where we were right now.”
“You don’t even know,” Aeson said. “As soon as you’d have your back turned, she’d run me into a corner and chew me out. ‘I can’t believe you let her do this’ and ‘If you were my kid, I’d tan your hide so bad, you wouldn’t walk right for a week.’”
Vrana croaked out shrill laughter. “Shut up. My mom never talked to you like that.”
Cocking an eyebrow, Aeson said, “Want to bet? When I gave you your second trial to go to Ødegaard’s Hospital, the first thing she did after you left was hunt me down and say that if anything happened to you, she was going to tan my hide so bad—”
She checked him with her shoulder, saying, “Dude, shut—”
Aeson fell forward. In grabbing the edge to stop himself from falling, the skull mask rolled off his lap and fell, end over end, through the air, before finally breaking on some rocks along the way.
Vrana stared at him, her inky black eyes sinking into her skull.
“It’s alright,” he said. “I didn’t need that, anyway. I appreciate you playing along in Formue, skinning that guy’s head and all, but I was just… so scared out of my mind. I don’t want to be that guy.” He paused, then: “I’m more pissed you just tried to kill me! What the hell, woman?”
Vrana tried to smile, though, like the Skeleton, it wasn’t a gesture anyone could see. It was something else they had in common: their inability, at times, to be human, no matter how hard they tried. Like the deaf learning to sign, they’d have to figure out another way communicate.
“I’m okay,” Aeson said. “At the moment.”
She believed him. He was acting more himself. How long this would last, she couldn’t say, but it was good enough to cast aside her doubts about his stability for now.
“I do want to see how this plays out. I blame Bjørn. Despite… everything… it was fun being on the road, going on a… fucking adventure.” His eyes started to water, and then they stopped. “And I am an Archivist, whether I’m a Night Terror or if Caldera’s around or not. You kill shit good, and I be smart good.”
Vrana nodded at him in agreement.
“I do want to see how this plays out. I want to be with you. And I’m not sure I can do that anywhere else but here. I don’t know what God’s going to do. King Edgar’s Great Hunt is going to make it even harder for us to live. I know that we might not make it there—” he pointed to the Ossuary, “—but I know I won’t make it back there,” he said, pointing to the north, to the rest of the continent they’d left behind. “I say that, but I hate to ask: God’s right there. Why the Ossuary?”
“That’s where the Deep is,” Vrana said. “I don’t think God’s in one place at one time. I think the Deep is like the Void. If we fight It head-on, it’s just going to cause another Trauma and go back to sleep. We have to kill It where It sleeps. I guess. I hope. If not, then, I don’t know.”
“Makes sense,” Aeson said.
“Those two…”
Vrana stared at the Skeleton and Elizabeth. Their arms and legs were slowly becoming the color of the plateau—that harsh brown that called to mind biblical wastelands and hard times ahead. They stood close, but not that close; they were close by association, but there was a rift, be it the Black Hour or something else, between them.
“… I wish I knew them better.”
Aeson whispered, “I don’t think anyone in their right mind would be trying what we’re about to try.”
“We hear you, yeah?” Elizabeth said.
The Skeleton turned, drilled into their skulls with his lidless gaze. “If you got questions, ask them. We’re not shy. We’ve been around the block and back.”
Vrana came to her feet and stretched her wings. Aeson followed her lead, stretched his arms instead. The wind whipped up, pressed into them. It smelled of flowers, and the cloying warm aroma of sunburns. The day was getting on, and as it got on, it got hotter and hotter. Vrana could literally feel the water being sapped from her body, the calories drying up; leaving her drowsy and slow. This was a prelude to the desert to come; the scorching promise that this wasn’t going to be easy, that getting to the Deep, even if they got to the Deep, was going to take everything they had, and some.
Elizabeth, with a desert-drunk swagger, went over to Camazotz and rested her head against the bat. “Did you miss me?”
Panting, Camazotz glanced back and rolled her eyes.
“Sorry about leaving.” Elizabeth patted her. “It wasn’t you, it was her, yeah?”
Blood bubbled out from Camazotz’s mouth, and she fell asleep, content.
“I’m sure you want to know why I always say yeah, yeah?” Elizabeth mopped her brow. “I was a vampyre, I told you that. We lived at Our Ladies of Sorrows Academy with the others. Camazotz was our master. First, Eyota ran the place, then Gemma took over when Eyota finally died. Gemma was an idiot. No adults were allowed at Our Ladies, and yet she let an adult in. A demon. We called her the Bad Woman. She promised to get us out of the Nameless Forest, to restore Camazotz to her former glory.”
Camazotz snored in her bloody nap.
“She didn’t. Instead, she abused us. Tortured us, in the name of some place called Exuviae. Whenever the Bad Woman asked or told you to do something, you had to say yes, or she’d beat you to a pulp. Me being me, I thought I’d be a smartass and instead of saying yes or no, I’d say yeah. I was too afraid to say no, and too much of a shit to fall in line.
“She still beat me. And it became a game. I got so used to saying yeah, getting beat, getting torn apart, that I guess it stuck. It’s a nervous tic, yeah?” Again, she wiped the sweat from her face. “Things linger.” She started to lift her shirt, to show something on her side, then stopped. “I don’t let things go.
“We kept the Dread Clock at the Academy. We were its protectors, yeah? Then this guy—”
The Skeleton licked his non-existent lips.
“—came in and took it. The last time anything could touch the Clock was the Maggot… the Maggot that said it was going back to the Ossuary after dropping it off on our doorstep.
“Exuviae… the Deep… I don’t know if they’re all the same, yeah? But I don’t have much love for things that think they can get away with whatever in the name of some higher purpose. And if Exuviae has something to do with the Deep, I’d like to know where the Bad Woman came from, what she wanted. Why she hurt me and my friends so much.” Elizabeth closed her eyes, steadied her breathing. “That good enough for you two?”
Vrana and Aeson nodded in unison.
The Skeleton strolled over to Camazotz and mounted her. “As for me, I’d like to die right. This heat isn’t agreeing with Cammie here. She’s been good to us. We ought to be good to her. Let’s get, so she can do the same.”
Camazotz carried them for another hour southbound, before her wings began to give. Beneath them, the sparse prairies gave way to cracked earth, to an immutable stretch of bone-white sand that seemed to swallow the distant sky. There were no landmarks, manmade or natural, by which to measure their progress, to gauge how deep they’d gone. Before them and behind them, there was only the Ossuary. They’d crossed the forbidden frontier. They were no longer of their world.
Failing, Camazotz slowed. She beat her wings as she lowered herself onto a gleaming dune.
The Skeleton hopped off first. Impervious to the heat, without need for drink, there was a pep in his step that made Vrana want to slap him.
“Thanks, Old Girl.” The Skeleton took Cammie by the jaw, opened her mouth, and wiggled the fang he’d used to summon her before back into its place in her gums. “Go on, now.”
Before Vrana, Aeson, or Elizabeth could react, Camazotz launched off the dune. Quickly, they jumped from her back and crashed to their knees in the sweltering sands.
“Kres,” Aeson rasped. “It has to be close.”
Kres was the only known village in the Ossuary. Without it, and the resources the people had there, Vrana had no idea how they’d survive the night. There was no water or game here in the desert. There was nothing. And why should there be? In the wilds of Heaven, what need for God of sustenance?
“It is,” the Skeleton said.
Vrana and the others lumbered towards him.
Past the dune and the cliff it stood upon, at the center of a perpetual avalanche of sand, a twelve building village stood. A single sign forged from dried-out vermillion veins formed the word ‘Kres.’ And all about it, mummified figures stood; their wraps unraveling in the greedy wind.
The people of Kres were waiting for them.




CHAPTER XXII

Isla stood outside at her pulpit built from the wreckage of the house of the elders and shouted to the whole of Rime, “I’m only going to say this once! It shouldn’t have to be said at all. It should be understood, the same way you understand you have to breathe to live and do it every day without thinking. The only time you notice your breathing is when there is something wrong with it. When you’re too scared, or too exhausted. When you’re bleeding out. Today, you should be scared, you should feel exhausted. I am going to bleed you out, and if you want to see tomorrow, it’s time to change the way you think.”
Winnowers on horseback corralled the ninety Night Terrors in attendance. There were far more Rimeans than there were Winnowers, but after having been prisoners for months, the fight and the energy to fight wasn’t with them. They were malnourished; their bodies were hunched, almost too weak to hold up the furs and the masks they wore. It was twilight, too; and though they seldom slept, being awoken at this hour meant they’d slept even less. Two-thirds of the ninety were propped up against their neighbors, fighting to stay awake. The other third was constantly shifting to beat back the frostbite that kept testing their limbs with its icy teeth.
“God has come. The world must change. It must be better. You, demons, must change and be better. Any other time in history, you would be massacred for the crimes—micro, mezzo, and macro—you’ve committed against humanity. Humanity stands on trial as well, and when their time comes, I will judge them, too. But you’ve already been found guilty, demons, and so begins your sentencing.
“Night Terrors are Neo-Nazis; alt-right conservatives who would engage in any act of violence, abuse, or discrimination to propagate their sick ideology. You have appropriated our culture, and the culture of the animals you wear on your head, and you have diluted them. You murder humans for weak justifications and ignore your hypocrisy in doing so. You call us ‘Corrupted,’ and refuse to accept us as anything but the faults you perceive in us. I see more men than women in this village, and your elder is a man. As I understand, your elders previously were all women. Where is the outrage? There is none, is there? Because the patriarchy is alive and well in the dead heart of Gelid.”
The snowfall, which had been mostly flurries, picked up into fluffy flakes as large as the tips of one’s finger. Sensing it would obscure the audience’s view of her, Isla signaled to her guards to light the torches around her. She already knew many of these Rimeans didn’t understand the words she was using, and that was fine. They’d learn them regardless, or they’d spend the rest of their short, miserable lives comprehending the errors of their ways at the bottom of a mass grave.
“In my time here, I’ve seen no indication that your people have invested in the trials and tribulations of those who identify as asexual, bisexual, gay, genderqueer, lesbian, or transsexual. Many of you may identify as this, but no one is talking about it. This is a crime. I perceive this as nothing more than a cisgender, heteronormative agenda. We should wear our qualities on our sleeves, not hide within them. If people have no issue with who you are or who you sleep with, they are lying to you. You are lying to each other and the rest of the world. Your hate runs deep. I know it is there. I am an augur. I’ve read you all and labeled you, like an anatomical chart.
“God has come. The world must change. I’m going to change it. If not by words, then by force. The Night Terrors have bent the world and fucked it over and over for so long that it doesn’t even see your actions as rape anymore. I want outrage. I want vengeance. I want the steps to Ghostgrave in Eldrus to be awash in the blood of men and monsters. The Old World was rife with discrimination, persecution, marginalization, and institutional oppression, and just when the augurs of old, like Lux, were about to change it, the Trauma ruined everything. There isn’t going to be a Trauma this time to save you, demons. I’m going to bend you all over, and when you like it, you’ll have learned.”
Isla, practically on fire with rage, stopped and steadied her breathing. Her hands were fists and sweat was dripping from them. That last line might’ve been a bit much, but horror was all that these demons knew. It was okay to approach them with prejudice. She’d known enough of them to know they were all the same.
Joy made a noise behind her. The kind of noise that said wrap it up. And she was right. This couldn’t run too long, or the effect would be lost. Plus, depending how this went, they might have a busy day ahead of them.
“The Cult of the Worm lives in Rime,” she announced. “Many of you know Joy. She is an angel sent by God in the form of a beautiful missionary. Here are your options, demons. Be saved my way and join the Cult, or die. This offer is extended only to the men. The women, I order, because they are women and inherently smarter, though their decision-making is compromised due to oppression, will automatically join the Cult. Trust me, it is for the best. And one day, we may even be sisters.”
The Rimeans woke. They screamed and shouted at Isla that she was a monster, that they would not join her. Children, and adults acting like children, gathered snow and hurled balls of it at her. But their aim wasn’t true, and their strength sapped, and so few made it to the pulpit. The Winnowers, on horseback and foot, pinched the gathered Night Terrors closer into one another, preventing them from breaking free into a riot.
Joy made another sound. Isla turned around to face her.
Forty, she mouthed.
Isla stared at her, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. Forty. That was so many. They’d agreed on the number, but she wasn’t sure she agreed now. She felt good about her speech, and she had so much more to say. She felt like she’d gotten through to some of the Rimeans, that there was still hope for them to be like her.
Isla mouthed back Twenty.
Joy’s face darkened until it was nothing more than Void and stars.
Isla knew her place in the world. It was at King Edgar’s side. Until she got there, however, she had to make Joy happy. It was okay that she was being taken advantage of. She’d consented to it. Even if it’d been out of fear of death, she’d consented to it…
Isla made a circle in the air with her finger. The Winnowers closed in on the Rimeans. Those closest and those that fell were the first to be pulled from the group, beaten until the snow around them was bloodied, and shackled.
Isla waited on the shore of Onibi’s lake while ten of her Winnowers and Joy guided the forty Night Terrors onto the ice.
“It’s best to wait outside when Onibi is feeding,” Joy had told her. “An empty stomach doesn’t discriminate. You should try eating less.”
Joy brought the procession to a halt over the place where Onibi’s outline, the burning headstone, rested deep below the ice.
Isla pulled her legs in to her chest. It was such a waste. All this time, Joy had been on her about writing a speech and spreading belief, and now she was just going to throw it away. Forty Night Terrors here, another thirty to be used for the Cult of the Worm and Joy’s “children,” though everyone knew what they really were: flesh fiends. That only left Isla twenty sad, pathetic Rimeans to work with. They weren’t enough to change anything, except maybe her bedsheets.
Give her what she wants, she thought. Once she’s done what she has to do, it’ll all be about you. She helped Lux. You can be like Lux.
“Onibi!” Joy cried. “A deal is a deal. I have brought those who’ve dared lived in your woods all these years. They have grown immune to Rime Rot, but they will not be immune to your hunger. Take your dead and lend me yours. In their eyes, waters are chronicled.”
Purple light shot through the cracks in the ice, like blades of butchers’ knives. The Rimeans and Winnowers panicked. They should’ve known this was coming, but like most animals, they were too stupid to see it until they were on the slab.
Green, amorphous swells of tortured spirits rose from the ice. There were hundreds of them, reaching and swinging to the scattering sacrifices on the lake. No matter how far the Rimeans or Winnowers went, or how fast they moved, the spirits were faster. They washed over the fleeing masses and stuck to them like an adhesive. Once latched on, they reared backwards, like chains, dragging the prisoners and guards across the ice, to the cracks from which they’d emerged. Then, the spirits retreated into the icy depths, taking their catch with them. Through the cracks. Some of which were no wider than a hair.
All across the lake, people were being pulled into the ice. They were being shredded to fit the fractures. Entire bodies were degloved.  Torrents of blood exploded from the lake. Sheets of skin smacked against the frozen surface. Hands, reduced to nothing more than a few tendons and hunks of muscle, held on to the ice, but the spirits were stronger. Heads, trapped inside the larger fissures, wailed for help, but the spirits were louder. Like a musical fountain, geysers of blood accompanied notes of discord to this choreography of pure carnage.
In a matter of seconds, the Night Terrors and the Winnowers were gone. Their blood and entrails that lay steaming atop the ice seeped into the lake. Not a single drop or crumb was spared.
Isla realized she’d backed much farther away from the lake than where she’d been. Every part of her was tensed. There was a warning, but before she could heed it, she was heaving and vomiting everywhere. She was disgusted, not just by what she saw, but what by what she’d wrought. For the first time in a long time, she felt badly for her actions.
Joy waved at her from Onibi’s lake. “Come,” she said. A dark portal took shape beneath her, in the form of rotted lily pads. “I want to show you where I live. And it would be nice to get a good night’s sleep in my own bed, before the real killing begins. I want to be in top form when they see my face.”




CHAPTER XXIII

Justine was Lillian.
Lillian was Justine.
Two parasites feeding off the other, neither one trying to be the first to go.
Felix ran out of the bathroom, hyperventilating. He careened through Justine’s room. Body catching on the multi-colored sheets strung across the room, claustrophobia took over. He stopped, tried to untangle himself. Mouth webbed with spit, he cried out. Eyes wet with tears, he squeezed them shut. Cheeks hot and red, he collapsed, and the room went with him. His head hit the floor; and the stone it was made of put him to sleep.
He woke ten minutes later, not on the floor, but on a couch, Justine kneeling beside him, tending to the small cut on the side of his head. Still coming to, he whimpered as she ran her fingers over the wound, rubbing a clear goo into it. She smiled like he imagined his mom might smile if she were here doing this for him, instead. It was meant to be comforting, to let him know he was okay and everything was going to be alright, but that wasn’t true. None of it was true. Not their heaven, nor their god; and now, not even her. She looked herself, but really, she was someone else, instead.
Felix jerked his head away and sat up on the couch. He stared at Justine, and all the love he had for her left him. He didn’t know her face. He only saw the one he’d never seen.
“You’re not you,” he said.
Justine didn’t respond. Her pale blue irises split apart like dividing cells, and then came together, colorless. She lingered on his neck and the chain of the necklace around it. Her lip quivered. She was staring at the sealing stone through his shirt. He couldn’t tell if she wanted him to use it on her, or if she wanted to take it for that very reason.
“I wish you’d wear the robe I made for you.” Softly, weightlessly, she sat down, her legs folded under her, and said, “Will you hear what I have to say, just one last time?”
No, he thought, but didn’t say. He never said it. He couldn’t. Not to her.
“Darlene Lillian Cross, that’s her full name, and in the Old World, she lived in Bedlam—”
That still exists.
“—in a subdivision called Six Pillars.”
Oh my… That’s what we used to call Penance.
“Amon Ashcroft, God’s Harbinger, had thought he’d prepared the world enough for Its awakening, so he sent his own cult, the Disciples, to find the Speaker. They identified four children in Six Pillars as possible Speakers, and they… tested each of them. Darlene was the only one to pass their test, and when she did, she emerged with a direct line to God.
“But Amon hadn’t prepared the world as well as he thought he had. Millions embraced Lillian and her people, the Lillians, and millions rejected her and them. A holy war was fought, both in person and across the Internet, until God, sitting on Earth like It is now, decided It’d had enough. It marked Its followers with Corruption, to spare their bloodlines because of their dedication, and those that went unmarked were ravaged by the plagues of the Green Worm.
“The Trauma tore the Earth apart. God left, and the humans were looking for anything to blame. At first, they blamed the supernatural creatures that’d entered the world in droves with God’s awakening, and then, over time, they turned on the Lillians. The Lillians were forced from cities, killed on sight. Many bloody battles were fought for nothing in particular.
“Then, one day, Lillian herself attempted to reclaim Bedlam, her home, to make it the new holy capital of the Lillians. Others who lived there, and soldiers from Vold, fought her and her people. Almost everyone was killed in Bedlam.
“Lillian wasn’t, nor were a handful of her trusted advisors. She was desperate. Her whole life had been dedicated to religion and God. To give up was to commit suicide, and she was so righteous in her beliefs, so absolutely convinced they were right and necessary for the world, she sacrificed everything to have a chance at a little more.”
Felix remembered to breathe. He took a few deep gulps of air. His head hurt from where he’d split it, but the pain was background noise. “How did she get your n-necklace?”
“Ruth Ashcroft, Amon’s niece, had it. A long time ago, she, her brother Edmund, and her mother, Amelia, were being investigated by a man named Herbert North in Cairn, a European village. They were trying to spread the vermillion veins into the country. For a moment, Amelia took control of Herbert, and for whatever reason, stored my necklace inside his neck.”
Felix touched his neck, cringed.
“Many, many years later, cursed with a long life from exposure to the veins, Ruth found Herbert North and cut it out of his neck. She wrongfully assumed the gem was the Gray Worm’s and intended to one day use it for her own means to strike back at her uncle and God. They’d both abandoned her, you see.
“It was not the Gray Worm’s necklace, but my own. It merely needed years of cleaning, being that it hadn’t seen use in quite some time.”
“Do you know where the Gray Worm’s is?”
“Yes,” she said, “I did find that out, eventually. It is trapped inside the achromatic tower the Scavengers worship. The tower was made from melted down firearms. The Worm lives inside it, partially awakened. It represents technology, or the dangers of it. When they created that monument unknowingly to the Worm, technological knowledge was scraped from humanity’s collective mind. That is its power.
“Ruth was killed shortly before God awoke. She left behind my necklace. Lillian and her followers rediscovered it in the ruins of Brooksville, a city neighboring Bedlam, when they were moving through, taking over the area. Immediately, Lillian knew its purpose, and began to consider making use of it.
“With the Lillians decimated, she used the corpses of her allies and enemies in Bedlam as offerings to me. Unlike the other Worms, I require a host. Lillian was my host. She gave up her dead, and herself, to give rise to me. I took over her body and mind under the condition that I use my powers to restore the Lillians and, one day, awaken God.”
Felix, leaning forward, whispered, “But you decided not to.”
“I knew that if I did that, the point of my existence would be realized, and I would be no more. A Worm’s only purpose is to lead those who summon it to ruin. I did not want to go back to sleep, and I had developed a fondness for this world. I did not want to see it in flames. I thought that if I betrayed my nature, I could live forever, and this world be a little better for it.”
“But…” Felix closed his eyes; her previous transformation in the bathroom slithered in the darkness there. “God’s awake.”
“And so is Lillian. She believes it is time for her to emerge and resume what she started so long ago. I am almost useless to her now. That is why she is tearing me part, trying desperately to kill me.”
Felix, gripping the sealing stone, said, “There’s other ways? Other than this?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “A Worm has never been anything but what it was intended to be before. She may kill me. I may die without her. We may die together once we’re separated. The stone’s effect could be the same.”
“We have to kill God,” Felix said, hurriedly. “We have to kill It to save you.”
“Yes.” Justine bit her lip. “We do, or we have to reverse the progress King Edgar’s made. Something just short of a Trauma. The farther I am from completing my goal, the deeper a slumber Lillian will fall into.”
“What’s Edgar missing?” Felix wiped his eye. “What could he get to make Lillian stronger than you?”
“The Speaker. God’s Speaker. That’s all he’s missing.”
“You said we could convince him I’m God’s Speaker.”
Justine smiled. “Yes, that would end his search for a time.”
“But Lillian was the Speaker.”
“I’m not sure she would be still if she were to overpower me,” Justine said. “I don’t know what would happen if two Speakers were to exist, if such a thing were possible.”
“So, we have to trick Edgar. We have to do everything we can to stop him from finding the next Speaker.”
“We have to work together. With him.” Justine finally stood and then sat beside Felix, her carapace-like dress draping over his feet. “War won’t get us anywhere. It will only force God’s hand eventually. We have to lie our way into the throne room. We have to strike an allegiance.”
“But… God will know.”
“Maybe. I don’t know what the Vermillion God is truly capable of, except slaughter. Religions thrive on devouring those faiths that came before them. We must possess The Disciples of the Deep, the same way I possessed Lillian, and devour them, when the time comes.”
Heart beating a mile a minute, Felix asked, “Can we do that?”
“We can do anything,” she said, placing her hand on his ankle. “We are our own gods, aren’t we?”
“Yes,” he said, unsure if he should laugh or cry. “Yeah. Yeah.”
“I can’t be seen like this. Lillian’s attacks are unpredictable, and they are getting worse. After revealing my powers on the Divide, I’ve lost a lot of trust and respect amongst our followers. You will need to truly be the figurehead of the Holy Order for the time being.”
“Okay,” Felix said, without thinking of what he was agreeing to.
“You must be wondering why I forged an alliance between the Marrow Cabal and the Holy Order.”
This time, Felix did laugh. “Yeah, what the hell?”
“Three reasons,” she said, holding up three fingers, one of which began to split into a fourth, or rather, a sixth. “The first was for the Skeleton, but he escaped our grasp. The second was for the Cabal’s reach and influence. The third… is for you to decide.”
Felix’s stomach turned.
“We can continue using them as allies, or we can lie to them, take them to Eldrus, and then turn on them, offering them up as gifts to Edgar. They fought him years ago. He would like to have all their heads.”
Felix’s face went pale; he bumbled out protests that went, “I… I…”
He heard feet patter outside Justine’s room, down the hall. Who else was out there?
“It is your decision. I know that it was a risk to allow them so close to you, but I am not your keeper. I am your partner and your friend. You can tell me if they are worth saving. But if they are not, we will hand them over. And when the Bloodless is let loose in Eldrus, they will be the ones to take blame for it.”
I can’t do that to them, Felix thought. I can’t set them up like that. He didn’t know all of them that well, but he liked Will and Clementine and especially Gemma. If he gave them up, then the blood of everyone enlisted in the Cabal would be on his hands, too. He saw what Justine was getting at, but there had to be another way.
So, he said it: “There has to be another way.”
“Of course,” Justine said. “I stand behind any decision that you make. But if I were you, I would make a decision soon. Narcissus is here. We must do something with the army.”
“If we go to Eldrus, will you come, too?”
“I will,” Justine said, squeezing his ankle. “I will be by your side. Maybe wrapped in a blanket like a crazy old woman, but I will be at your side.”
Was that a joke? Did Justine just try to be funny? It was more awkward than amusing, but Felix cracked up, anyway. He didn’t want her first attempt to be her last.
“Can I tell you one more thing?”
Felix nodded.
“A man named Martin Zdanowicz, while on a business trip, purchased the Red Worm’s necklace from an antique shop owned by Gethin Yates. Gethin had procured the object and many others from a sale liquidating the Ashcroft estate. Other than owning my necklace, Gethin had also possessed, for a time, the Dread Clock.”
Gasping, Felix said, “That’s where the Black Hour…”
“Martin brought it back to Bedlam, and the Keeper that lived inside the necklace killed him and his family. Herbert North, once again, arrived with his protégé to retrieve the necklace. They failed. Ruth did track it down and brought it back to Brooksville with her.
“After I was summoned, I went back to Brooksville. The Night Terrors were in the ruins of Brooksville Manor where Ruth lived. One of the elders gave me the Red Worm’s necklace.”
“Why?” Felix cried.
“To see what I’d do with it. I took it, of course. It was better in my hands than theirs. But I never used it. And then, a few years ago, Samuel Turov and Alexander Blodworth, along with the Winnowers’ Chapter I now believe, conspired against us. Turov and Blodworth stole the necklace from my quarters in Pyra. Turov took you into the South. Geharra, and everything that Turov did to you… it’s my fault. I did not order them to do that. I think sometimes you believe that I did. But I didn’t. I was simply too trusting of those men. When we found you in Cadence, when you came back home, that’s when I decided I could only trust you. That’s when I knew it had to be me and you, and nobody else.
“Felix, I’m so sorry for what Samuel Turov did to you. I blame myself every day for it.”
Fighting the thoughts flooding his head—the old man’s hands, the cold floor of the house, and the stink of hot breath filling Felix’s mouth—he threw his arms around Justine and held her more tightly than he had before.
“I love you,” he said.
She made a sad sound, instead of saying anything at all.
For the first time in a long time—maybe in forever—Felix knew exactly what he needed to do. Running a religion was something his mind, “smart” as Justine said he was, couldn’t quite wrap itself around, even on the best days. But saving someone he loved? He could do that. He could do that with his eyes closed and his hands tied behind his back. He had so much love to share. It was all he ever wanted to do, all he ever wanted from anyone else.
Catching Commander Millicent in the hall, he ordered her to call together the rest of the council for an emergency meeting. He didn’t tell her the content of the meeting, but he had a sneaking suspicion she already knew. Most likely, Mother Abbess Justine had warned Millicent, but that was okay with Felix. This wasn’t something he was selling. He was the Holy Child. They’d either do it, or… they’d wish they had, whatever that meant.
“Barnabas and Sloane will take some time to track down,” Millicent said, turning on her heels, ready to carry out the order. “The Marrow Cabal is always just around…”
At that moment, Warren came running around the corner. Red in the face, smelling like a dog, as if he’d been outside, he belted, “Holy Child! I need to speak to you.”
Millicent gripped the pommel of the sword at her side.
Felix held up his hand, said, “It’s okay. Find the others, Commander. We’ll be along shortly.”
Commander Millicent let go of the sword, but her gaze firmly fixed on the big man. She brushed past him, pausing for a split second to whisper something in his ear. When she passed him, she left him with whatever she’d said. In a flash, his face went from panic to fear, and then panic again.
Warren’s heavy footsteps echoed through the second floor hall as he approached Felix. Onlookers from downstairs at the cathedral’s center noticed and started watching them. His shell necklace bounced against his chest.
“Turn around, you mouth breathers,” Warren shouted to them, a vein bulging in the side of his head.
Felix shushed him and said, “What’s wrong?”
“Put this on.” Warren reached over him, threw the hood on Felix’s cloak over his head.
Felix batted his hands away, but it didn’t do him any good. He was a but a fly to this horse of a man.
“She’s gone.” Warren tightened the hood, obscuring Felix’s face as best as he could. “They took her. The dumb little girl… You have to help.”
“Wait.” Felix jerked out of his grip. “Wait, who are you talking about?”
“Gemma,” he hissed. “One of yours took Gemma. She ran because of you. Now, come on.”
Warren led Felix around Cenotaph like he’d been staying there for the last few years. Under his robe and hood, and with an extra scarf wrapped around his mouth to be safe, Felix slipped past through the cathedral without drawing too much attention to himself. Those who had an idea of who Warren was seemed suspicious, but the vicious scowl he wore kept them from asking any questions.
Getting to the entrance, where five guards stood, carefully watching everyone who was coming and going, Felix lowered the scarf and showed his face.
“Step aside,” he said to them, so darkly brimstone was practically on his breath.
The guards didn’t hesitate. After all, he held their afterlife in his hands. Even if he was in danger, it wasn’t for them to say. They stepped aside.
Warren pushed through the gap between the cathedral’s large wooden doors, into the blinding light beyond. Felix took a deep breath, and he followed.
Cathedra’s white facades and winding streets had caught the afternoon light, and it seemed they had no intention of letting it go. Outside Cenotaph, at the top of the twisting path that led to the town, the new crown jewel of the Holy Order looked like just that—a precious stone, rigid in its form, upon a band of earth still speckled and slick with remnants of winter’s snow. Even though his eyes were still adjusting to the light, he could tell the town was packed with people, seemingly going more places than there were places to go. It was like everyone was walking around, waiting for something to happen. He felt like they were waiting for him; waiting for him to tell them what to do.
Warren started down the hill into town, waving for Felix to follow.
“What’s…” He lowered his voice as two people who’d come up the hill passed him. “What’s going on? I didn’t do anything.” Was it March? Or April? It couldn’t have been more than forty degrees out, but under all these layers, Felix was melting.
“She said you sold us out,” Warren said.
Felix, catching up with him, slowed down. He remembered hearing feet pattering outside Justine’s room. Had that been Gemma? Did she really hear that whole…?
Warren reached back, grabbed Felix’s hand. Warren’s fist wrapped around his fingers with all the texture and coldness of a rock. Felix didn’t even try to break free. The fact that Warren had the nerve to hold the Holy Child’s hand in broad daylight told Felix he was serious and, at the moment, had nothing to lose.
“She went running around the deeper parts of Cenotaph, picking fights, telling anyone she could she was a vampyre. I don’t know what you did, or she thinks you did, but you triggered something in her.” Warren and Felix, hand in hand, made the wide turn down the hill. Cathedra wasn’t far now. “She attacked one of the guards.”
Felix stammered, “W-who?”
Warren shook his head. “Another guard nearby saw. He’d been following Gemma, I think. Bashed her over the head. Bagged her up and ran out of the cathedral with her. He’s one of King Edgar’s. A subscriber to the Great Hunt, I think. Trying to make a few coins off Gemma’s head.”
They reached the end of the hill, passing the statues of Mother Abbess Justine at the bottom. A second statue, one of Felix, was mid-construction. It hadn’t been touched in a while. Weeds grew round the base of it.
“If you know all this… why didn’t you…?”
“I was too late. The guard Gemma attacked told me before they died. I put the rest together. King Edgar’s put a good bounty on monsters.”
“Yeah, but how are we going to find her?”
“I run the Marrow Cabal in this city,” Warren said. “You don’t think I don’t know where assholes like myself would stay?”
Felix braced against the statue of himself. From atop the hill, Cathedra had been packed, but down here, amongst the roaming crowds, the white streets were completely congested. All these people were his people, but how long would that last? How long would loyalty outweigh a fat paycheck?
Shallow breaths. Beads of sweat. A warmness behind his skin, like stagnant bathwater. The anxiety built inside Felix like blood behind a zit. He needed his contrition knife to break himself open. It was the only way he was going to find any release…
“She’s only going to listen to you,” Warren said, waiting for a break in the crowd.
“Why?” he said, whining.
Warren, looked at him like he was an idiot and said, “Because she likes you.” He rolled his eyes. “And if things go wrong, it’ll be nice to have you there as a bargaining chip.”
Felix’s jaw dropped open.
“Everyone’s got a price, Kid,” Warren said. “Maybe you should think about the Marrow Cabal’s before you peddle us off to the lowest bidder.”
“I didn’t… I wasn’t going—”
Warren ran into the crowd, dragging Felix behind him. People didn’t get out of the way; they merely conformed to Felix and Warren. The people of Cathedra weren’t moving for anyone today. And it wasn’t until Felix heard screaming and smelled fire that he understood why.
A gap in the masses: a crude stage, clearly just thrown together, and on it, a roaring fire inside which a pole had been fixed. Attached to the pole, a Night Terror, barely blackened by the blaze that had likely just been started moments ago. At the bottom of the stage, more creatures shackled. Night Terrors, two Mer, an Arachne, and a man-sized jellyfish that floated on the currents of the air itself.
Then, coming atop the stage, hands in the air, Sloan, the head of the Compellers. One of Felix’s supposed trusted councilmen. She’d orchestrated this whole thing.
Religions thrive on devouring those faiths that came before them. That’s what Justine had told him. They were going to kill the Disciples of the Deep by being just like them. It was happening, and he hadn’t even given the orders out yet.
Giving him a mild case of whiplash, Warren wheeled Felix around to a squat building coughing black smoke out of its chimney. The sign above the door read “The Lord’s Pantry.”
Warren finally dropped Felix’s hand. He ran to the door, kicked it open. The door slammed into someone behind it, sent them skidding, on sweaty elbows and knees, across the floor.
Felix ran in after Warren, pushed the door shut behind them.
The Lord’s Pantry was a bar. Five Cathedrans and twenty or so soldiers from Narcissus were parked here, foaming mugs in their hands. Closest to the door, a guard bearing the Cenotaph symbol—a chevron over stained glass—sat. Between him and the black-eyed peddler on the other side of the table was a writhing, Gemma-shaped sack.
The bartender, a woman with a cauldron for a body, shouted, “Now, you just wait…!”
But apparently Warren didn’t hear her, or care.
In a mad dash, he thundered across the bar, grabbed the soldier by the neck and lifted them out of their seat.
The peddler pawed for Gemma’s bag.
“Leave it!” Warren growled.
The Five Cathedrans booked it out the backdoor.
The twenty or so soldiers remaining drew their swords in screeching unison.
The guard in Warren’s grip, choking, said, “S-S-stop. I-I-I c-can’t…”
Every muscle in his body tensing, Warren reared the arm that held the guard back and slammed him into the ground, face first. The guard’s nose broke on impact. His head snapped back. Then Warren stomped on the back of it, breaking it open under his boot.
The soldiers surged towards Warren, but he wasn’t looking at them. He was too busy working at the sack, trying to free Gemma.
“Do the right thing,” he muttered, twenty swords a few feet away.
The sack tore open. Out of it, on a tide of strange charms and herbs, Gemma fell out, off the table, and onto the dead guard’s body. She caught herself, leaned back against Warren’s meaty leg. Her terrified eyes met Felix’s terrified eyes.
“Stop!” he screamed. Tearing off the scarf and hood: “Stop! Your god commands it!”
Swords seconds away from splitting Warren and Gemma in two, the soldiers stopped, crashing into one another with their maddened momentum. They gasped, stared at one another in disbelief, and fell to their knees.
Gemma, using Warren for support, clawed her way up to her feet. Her hands were covered in blood from where she’d attacked the other guard back in Cenotaph. Hundreds of years old, and she didn’t look anything but like the thirteen-year-old she resembled.
Holding out her hand, the mouth inside her palm flexing its hungering muscles, she mumbled weakly, “Do you trust me?”
Felix stared at her hand, at the soldiers prone before him; at Warren, unraveling from relief, like a father who’d thought he’d lost his daughter forever. All humans, no matter how inhuman; not pawns.
Felix took her hand. The mouth in it clamped onto the flesh of his palm but didn’t bite down. A coolness escaped from the wound in his head. He imagined it was the all anxiety inside being let out, like air. “Do… do you trust me?” he asked her back.
She let go, went to the table, and climbed back into the sack. Warren sealed it up the best that he could, slung it gently over his shoulder, and said to Felix, “Now that that’s taken care of and you’ve had some time to think, let’s get you back. Wouldn’t want to be late for the meeting.”
Warren stepped past him.
Felix caught a glimpse of Gemma’s eyes pressed against a rip in the sack, wide and fearful. He mouthed Are you okay?
Gemma closed her eye, and then moved away from the rip.
Felix turned, muttered to the dead guard some gibberish the fools on the floor would convince themselves was a prayer, and hurried out the door.
A point had been made, and Felix felt it in his side. He thought of Hex beating Ichor in the abandoned chapel, and imagined himself upon the altar, Gemma and Justine above it, each taking turns with the whip.




CHAPTER XXIV

The ashen walls of Eldrus ran red with God’s voracity. The disconnected slabs that split the city-state from each perimeter spire were infested with vermillion veins. They poured over the walls and into the districts, rich and poor alike—a flood of crystallized faith with a slow drip of sugary salvation to satisfy the masses. Ramshackle buildings bearing counterfeit signs, like the tentacle-wreathed eye of the Disciples of the Deep, were built against the densest growths, and people were mining the veins, selling God’s blood like the drug it was. The operations were quick—they went up and down in a matter of minutes—and those that weren’t quick enough to scatter were scattered by Eldrus’ soldiers, sometimes to pieces. It was clear the church wanted the people to partake in God’s bloody communion, but only by their rules and regulations. It was about control, and also, avoiding having a city slow to a crawl because its citizens, with their vacant expressions and vermillion-stained lips, were too hopped on the Holy to do anything but mill about, lost in an endless daze of hallucinations.
Worse yet, though, were the mutated people. The walking, talking vermillion vein-human hybrids; forced to live out the rest of their lives in agonizing adoration for their God below because somehow, someone had convinced them to suck on Its seed. There were so many of them in Eldrus; it was like another species was taking over.
You’re an idiot, Edgar, Audra thought to herself, seeing all of this as the carriage sped down Eldrus’ streets. And you thought I was being ridiculous when I showed you I’d made the Crossbreed. Hypocrite.
It was hard to be mad at her brother, though. He’d accomplished what they’d initially set out to do in the dark—him, her, and Auster. Back then, before Edgar had murdered their family, the idea had been simple: control the population with the Crossbreed to make the changes needed to improve everyone else’s lives. She hated to admit it, but she was itching to see the statistics.
Lotus had stopped speaking an hour back, and Ikto had run out of spit to spit at her sometime before sunrise. Now, the two of them were sitting there, staring at nothing in particular, content—the rocking of the carriage calming in a way that called to mind a mother carrying a child. It was too sweet a comparison than what this fly-infested, sweat-drenched, and feces- and piss-stained dung heap deserved, but that’s how these things went. The Balance, as the Night Terrors were so quick to preach. On one scale, beauty, and on the other, brutality; and the equilibrium, both present in the other.
People darted out of the carriage’s way. Others stood as close as they could, pointing, slack-jawed. They knew it, which meant Lotus had made this trip many times before. She carried a reputation Audra read on the gawking faces, and it read like a sordid thriller: mild intrigue, terrified repulsion. Audra wondered what the people would do if they knew she was in here, but truthfully, she already knew the answer. They’d turn the carriage over, drag her to the nearest alley, and kill her, rape her, or some combination of the two, until Death’s wings closed around her. Everyone knew the rumors about King Edgar killing his family, but that didn’t matter anymore. He’d brought God to the world. Anything that threatened their generous ruler, including a vengeful sister, wasn’t going to sit well with the rest of the populace. And vengeful she was. She admired what he’d accomplished in the same way she would’ve admired it had they accomplished it together, but they hadn’t accomplished it together. He’d killed everyone she loved and sold her to Blodworth as a bargaining chip to what he’d done. He was the pot in which she’d plant her finest creation.
It’d been a long time since she’d last heard Deimos scream. He wasn’t dead, that much she was certain of, but she didn’t know how much of him was left. She wasn’t a prisoner. She wasn’t even shackled. But they’d given him the works. Someone had to be punished, and like Lotus had said, she was too “precious” for something like that. Nevertheless, Audra hoped he was okay. The most she could hope for was that the torture had roughed up his smoothed edges. She needed the killing machine his people were known as being. The days for diplomacy were over.
The carriage’s wheel caught in a rut. The horses neighed. A whip cracked against their hides. Once, twice: finally, with a tug that sent its crew reeling, the wheel was yanked from the hole in the street. They passed another ashen wall, one of Edgar’s suffer centers; then, turning, the road widened to a boulevard and beyond: Home.
Ghostgrave. There it was. Audra thought she was prepared to see it, but she wasn’t. Its sight swept through her, stole everything inside. Hollowed, a nagging feeling of emptiness like a cavity in a tooth, happiness and sadness welled inside her, anxiety and anger the foam that collected on the crest. Home. She didn’t approve of the things that’d happened in it since she’d last been there, but all the same, it was still the same. Headstone gray shards held together by spit and sweat and eons-old Old World grit and grime. There, the balconies. There, the towers—even Archivist Amon’s, though she’d heard he’d died. There, the royal family’s quarters, blooming outward, an architectural marvel of sculpted stone—petals fallen from a stem left upon a forgotten plot.
God, she felt drunk seeing Ghostgrave. Poetic, even. It made her regret the thick hair growing on her legs, under her arms; the menstruation collected in her undergarments, like filtered pits from a fruit. She felt like she needed to be herself, and sitting here, she wasn’t herself. She wasn’t royal in the slightest. Superficial, sure, but at least—she sighed, wiped her eyes—she could admit it.
“Almost there,” Lotus said, droning. “He’s very excited to see you.”
Ikto, taking apart his bed of webbing, said, “I’ll be watching you. Don’t even think of laying a hand on Father.”
“Have you even met him?” Audra asked.
Ikto clicked his pincers.
“Temper your expectations,” she said. “Just when you think you’ve got Edgar figured out, he’ll turn into someone else.”
Lotus said, “That’s calling the kettle black, isn’t it, Audra?”
“What’re you getting at?”
“I see a lot of myself in you, in more ways than one.” Lotus winked.
Audra ground her canines.
“I see a woman who everyone underestimates, even up until the day you’re standing on their throats. You have power. I can sense that about you. Being from the Nameless Forest, I have an eye for that sort of thing. Edgar warned me about you; said you might be quiet, timid. He said you didn’t think highly of yourself when he knew you years back. He said you were a bit of a show-off, but not in a bragging way. In that sad kind of way, like the kid who sits in the middle of the classroom who everyone knows but doesn’t really see. He said to be on guard around you, because you might try something ridiculous, but if we weather it, then everything will be alright afterwards, because that’s when we’ll be dealing with the real Audra.”
Red in the face and seething, she stared a hole through Lotus. Her gaze burned like a solar flare; it shot through the carriage and the whole of Eldrus; straight into Ghostgrave, to the throne room where an empty chair sat, the ghost of her “oh so benevolent” brother cowering behind it.
“He doesn’t know shit about me,” Audra said.
“Keep it that way,” Lotus said. “From one woman to another, keep it that way. Once they know you, they think they can own you.”
Ikto splayed his limbs, shouted, “What the hell are you getting at?!”
“Chill out,” Lotus said, indifferently. “Audra is your aunt. She means a great deal to your father. You should want the best for her.”
Drooling, Ikto mumbled, “She means nothing to me.”
“You think you mean anything to him?” Lotus laughed. “If you knew half the things King Edgar did to take the throne, you’ll find birthright and bloodlines mean dick to him. All those limbs, and you couldn’t be bothered to have a brain. Shame.”
Audra tried her best not to let Lotus’ words get to her, but they got to her all the same. It pissed her off that her brother would say those things, especially to this freakish whore who probably wanted him dead just as much as she did. Nobody, Felix withstanding, knew a damn thing about her. No one was going to own her. She wasn’t in this carriage as a prisoner. She was here by choice. They only caught her because she wanted to be caught.
One night, someone close to her had come into her room with a knife, and only through a change of their heart did she wake the next day. She wasn’t about to be in that position again. These were things she kept telling herself, because they were the person she had to be.
The carriage creaked as it made its ascent towards Ghostgrave. Guards shouted orders to the driver, and then orders to the guards farther along by the gates. The squeal of metal told her they were closing things behind her, sealing her in. The only way to get out was to go in.
Audra’s thoughts cleared, like two roiling clouds parting, and, where there should’ve been light, there was only the Deep. A bracing swell of screams drove itself into her mind. Her senses shut down, as if God’s words were blowing out all the candles in her brain. Deaf and blind, and unable to speak, the infinite blackness of Heaven seeped into her skull and began filling it, like a mortician would to embalm an organ in a jar, to preserve it; to see it unspoiled. But as a shadowy encephalitis set in, Audra, in indescribable agony, realized that wasn’t the case at all. The Vermillion God had assaulted her mind, and it’d refused Its advances. To own her, It had to know her, and then, unmake her.
The carriage stopped. A hand closed around her wrist. Cool air filled the compartment. Wrenched from her seat, the Will of God was ousted, and there, before her, cloaked and powdered, alone as always, even in a crowd: Edgar.
“Audra,” he said, his lower lip trembling.
She widened her eyes as if to confirm what she was seeing.
Edgar went to one knee, bowed his head to her, and said, “Forgive me, Sister.”




CHAPTER XXV

If the Ossuary was the frontier between Vrana’s world and the Deep, then the lone village of Kres was humanity’s terminus to a long, amusing history of trying to storm the gates of Heaven. It was enlightenment of a geographical kind—the thin sliver of a passage that, like a splinter, protruded from one body to be caught on another. It was a gateway whose sole purpose was to bleed Heaven dry, drop by drop, until nothing remained but the hollow husk of something holy—vindicating, in a way, of all those hucksters who’d sold knockoff afterlives just as empty as the Deep might soon be.
But to call it a village seemed a stretch, or at least it did to Vrana. Kres was twelve buildings, all the same shape and sandy color, gathered around a large lake with the shade and consistency of moss. Crops were grown inside four of the buildings, but they weren’t of any species Vrana knew. In another four buildings, which were larger on the inside than the previous ones, were animals. These she did recognize. Pigs, cows, goats, sheep, chickens, horses—all the makings of a traditional farm. And they weren’t being kept inside these buildings. They were living within them. The buildings’ floors were carpeted in grass; the walls were vistas and skies, and the ceilings, clouds and the sun. It was like being on the other side of a window, looking in rather than looking out, and yet being behind the window all the same.
The remaining four buildings that comprised Kres were for the creatures who’d created and maintained the village: the mumiya. Like mummies, the mumiya were covered from head to toe in dusty, sun-bleached wraps, with no holes left for eyes to see out of or for mouths to breathe from. Averaging at about six feet tall, and all being equally frail, the only way to distinguish one mumiya from another were the markings burned into their bindings. Vrana had assumed that those with more markings were more distinguished than those with fewer, but Neksha, who’d been the first mumiya to greet them an hour ago when they came into the village, was now telling her it meant the opposite.
“Fewer markings, the better,” Neksha said. “Less to the Abyss.”
He led her, Aeson, Elizabeth, and the Skeleton to the lake and gestured for them to have a seat on its banks. With thirty other mumiya watching (maybe less, maybe more; their numbers fluctuated, and it was too hard to tell who was who and if they’d seen them before), the gesture didn’t seem optional. One by one, baking under the bright, sunless sky, they sat.
“The bindings are our bodies. Without them, we are not.”
Elizabeth, hunched over and panting, took off her shoes and slipped her feet into the lake. The green water congealed around her feet, and she let out a euphoric moan. The splotches of heat left her skin. The sweat retreated into her brow. Her lips healed. And her blisters each popped, one after the other, but the flesh underneath was healthy.
Neksha nodded, pleased. “The bindings are those of us who have died. Each one that dies leaves their mark on them. Then, Death.”
Aeson took off his shoes, too. He’d been quiet since they’d first arrived. The resolve Vrana had seen and he’d spoken of before didn’t seem as strong in his demeanor. As he stretched out his legs and the water reached out to take his toes, she noticed he shook. His eyes—there was something in his eyes. A thought, a fixation; she couldn’t see it, but she knew it was there, because the same, like a mote of light, was often in her eyes. He was regressing.
“They go to the Abyss, like all dead things. We take their bindings. A mumiya is its bindings. When a mumiya dies, a link is forged between the bindings and its previous owners’ souls in the cold Abyss. These bindings are the only way to survive the heat of the Ossuary.” Neksha walked slowly around them, leaving trails in the bone-white sand. “The dead make life possible.”
The Skeleton hiked up his cloak and slipped his bones into the lake. His crazed eyes lingered on his chest, where the Black Hour’s heart resided, as if it were speaking to him.
“Rest,” Neksha said, crossing his arms—the loose wrappings around his wrists catching in the wind. “Take your time. We are not going anywhere.”
While Neksha bowed and began to walk away, Vrana fell back on her hands and slid her legs into the lake. The surface parted, closed around her limbs. The gelatinous water moved with soft sentience across her scaly skin and feathers. In an instant, the heat left her body, and the ache was doused in her muscles. Her body temperature fell steadily, until she was no longer doing her best impression of a boiling thermometer. At first, she thought the lake was a luna lake, but it seemed more than that. It wasn’t a pool to increase fertility, but to rejuvenate. She wondered where it came from, then decided she didn’t care.
Relaxed, at ease, she closed her eyes and convinced herself she was back on the shore outside Nora, when she’d first touched the ocean. Those had been better times. Not for everyone, but for her. She didn’t have wings then. She hadn’t been covered in feathers. Aeson was still innocent. Mom was still alive. The Red Worm’s necklace was still nothing more than a trinket she’d found on some dead corpse by the side of the road. Beneath the cliff, her feet in the sand, Lucan yelling at her to hurry it up because Deimos was getting impatient, there had still been a chance to turn back. She wouldn’t have saved R’lyeh, but she wasn’t sure she had, anyway.
God, what a fucked up thing to consider.
Mumiya went about their business around the lake, not paying these new visitors much mind. The perpetual avalanche of sand that partially obscured Kres wavered behind them in a beautiful kind of way, like the skirts of Calderan dancers on initiation night. Where the avalanche came from, Vrana couldn’t tell; it poured from a pocket in the sky. She’d thought it might’ve been a protective barrier, but they’d crossed it easily enough. It was only now, looking upwards into the eye of the cone of ground bone, that she realized that, for a place as alien and desolate as the Ossuary, this was the closest anyone could get to lighting a torch or building a landmark. The mumiya meant to draw people here. But why? For what reason? To kill them? To enslave them? Somehow, given the mumiya’s indifference, she doubted it. All of this—Vrana and the others arriving, Neksha giving them a tour and telling them about their bindings—felt so routine, so rehearsed. Kres was less a village and more so a precipice, a point of no return. The staging area for all wayward travelers on their way meet the thing that claimed to be their Maker.
Vrana stopped thinking. The lake’s cooling touch, in combination with her body’s belief that she should practically be on fire given the weather, caused her reason to short-circuit. She could hurl a thousand questions at the situation, but given how badly her mind was sweating, not a single one of them was going to stick. Always planning. Always considering. Always smashing the past into the present to get some semblance of the future.
For now, Vrana’d had enough of herself. She laid on her back, wiggled closer to the lake until the waters were up to her thighs, crossed her arms over her chest, and let whatever sorcery the water possessed go to work on her.
“Fuck it, yeah?” Elizabeth said, lying on her back beside her, eyes to the sand-spewing sky.
Aeson didn’t lay down, but he did inch nearer to Vrana. “The Night Terrors have been to Kres. I read that in The Blood of Before. The elders knew it had something to do with God. I think King Edgar’s been here, too. It doesn’t seem like a well-kept secret. Were we even looking for it? Or did the village find us?”
“Found us, I reckon,” the Skeleton said. “I guess it remains to be seen if we and them mummies share similar interests.”
“Missionaries and murderers… Hard to tell the difference between the two,” Elizabeth said.
Vrana rubbed the feathers on her breasts. They came away in a molted clump. “What’s the Heart say?”
“Not much. It’s only whispers. Can’t make them out.”
“We shouldn’t have let them catch us off-guard like this,” Aeson said, worry in his voice. He dragged his feet out of the lake; and when the effects of the Ossuary set upon him like a yawning furnace, he quickly submerged them. “Vrana, doesn’t this seem wrong?”
“Any other time, I’d agree.” She sighed. “When it comes to deicide, I think we’re all in uncharted territory. I’m just trying to roll with the punches.”
“Yeah, b-but—”
Vrana brushed her talon against his leg, telling him to Breathe.
He did, and: “The village found us. This place has all we need. If they’re missionaries, then they’ve got us. And if they’re murderers… if they want what we want… Why didn’t God destroy Kres the moment it was built?”
“Maybe It doesn’t feel like it. Maybe It can’t.” Elizabeth stared at him. “Bones over there says the Heart’s gone quiet, yeah? We’re not in the Deep yet. Maybe we’re somewhere in between.”
“The Membrane,” the Skeleton mumbled. “I’d seen something like this place when I was there once. Looked… a hell of a lot like…” He trailed off, looked around. “Son of a bitch. Is that where we are?” He wasn’t asking them; he was asking the Black Hour. “No shadows, though.”
Vrana sat up. Shadows? She knew about shadows. She’d seen them before, from the Black Hour, and also, the witches. They hated them; said the Holy Child and some “whore” had invaded the Void with them.
“What do you know about—”
Out of the avalanche, three mumiya emerged, each towing a netted creature behind them. Barbed spears jutted out of the beast, which was still fighting in its fetters, making wet, guttural sounds as it did. Vrana couldn’t tell what they were bringing in, but she could see that these mumiyas’ bindings were so covered in markings, they were blinding in the way they overlapped.
Neksha stepped next to Elizabeth. Startled, she sat and stood in one motion, and stumbled into the lake.
“You…” she started.
Neksha held up his decrepit hand. “My apologies.”
She trudged to the shore. The tattoos across her body glowed vibrantly, their inks renewed by the water.
“It would be best to come inside while the hunters deal with the Viracocha.”
Vrana glanced back at the rioting creature in the mumiyas’ net. A cloud of sand built around them from its violent thrashing.
“The Skeleton need not worry,” Neksha said, “but it can smell the fat of you three. Please—”
Vrana, Aeson, and the Skeleton came to their feet.
“—come inside. We have much to discuss, and it would be best to send you on your journey sooner than later, before we lose the Maggot in the dunes.”
Neksha led them into one of the buildings where the mumiya lived. Inside, it was more so an ossuary than the Ossuary itself. The entire interior was crafted from bones and cobbled together in the style of cyclopean architecture. Rough hunks of bone fused into pale boulders were the walls; and the floors, uneven stretches of bones that’d been pounded and pressed into flat shapes that resembled scales. The ceiling was comprised of thousands of ribs that narrowed into a point at the ceiling’s center; from there, a sarcophagus hung, and out of it, bindings spooled.
“Is that your master?” Elizabeth asked, pointing at the sarcophagus. “Getting some Orphanage vibes, yeah, King Boner?”
The Skeleton grunted in agreement.
“Not our master.” Neksha led them to a long table, also bone-forged. “The only constant open gateway to our homeland.” He went around the table and pulled out four chairs.
“Where’re you from?” the Skeleton asked.
“Exuviae.”
Elizabeth gasped.
Neksha said to the Skeleton, “You’ve seen it, I’m sure. Golden fields beneath a red sky; a monastery, and nuns clawing across the roof.”
“Yeah, that sounds like something.” The Skeleton took a seat. “What do you know about the Black Hour?”
Neksha waited until the others sat, and once they had: “It is from Exuviae, or Exuviae is from it. I know what the Black Hour is capable of. I know you carry the heart.” He finally sat, stretched his arms across the table; started picking at the bindings on his wrists. “I know you’ve come here to kill the Vermillion God.”
Aeson’s leg began to shake. A vein bulged in the side of his head. He worried at his clothing, wringing the sand from their creases. He stopped sitting and almost came to a crouch, as if he were ready to book it at any second.
“How do you feel about that?” Vrana quickly asked.
“Yeah,” Elizabeth said.
Neksha said, “More enthused than usual. The Ossuary is not only filled with the bones of those the Vermillion God has killed, but those that have tried to kill It. But you, Skeleton, bear the Black Hour. If anything can destroy the embodiment of order and tradition, it would be chaos. Your company is a vampyre—”
“Former vampyre,” Elizabeth said.
“—a Night Terror—”
Aeson’s leg stopped shaking.
“—and you.”
Vrana nodded, said, “Yeah, one of a kind.”
“You smell of the Void.” Neksha eyed her with suspicion. “Skeleton, do you trust this creature?”
Aeson cried, “What the hell are you getting at?”
“Me and mine are none of your concern,” the Skeleton said.
Vrana, clicking her talons against the table, said, “Thanks.”
“I do not mean to offend,” Neksha said. “The witches of the Void are not known to let their creations go.”
“I’m not a creation,” Vrana said. “I ate Pain. She’s nothing more than a pile of shit outside Communion. And Joy? As far as I know, her sister sucked up all the belief, so most likely, that bitch is trapped in the Void and won’t be getting out anytime soon. I’m not a creation.”
“Okay,” he said. “Knowing that, this group seems even more formidable.”
“To kill God,” Aeson grumbled.
“Yes.”
“Why do you want It to die?”
Neksha thought for a moment, and said, “We know better than anyone else the gluttonous cruelty of the Vermillion God. For as long as It has been, we have, too, on this forsaken frontier. I overheard you theorizing about whether or not this place is part of the Membrane. It is. The Ossuary is a bridge between the Deep and the elsewhere places. During the last Trauma, God’s wrath was such that this place was torn from the Membrane and forced into your reality. Now, the Ossuary is a bridge only to the Deep and, at times, Exuviae.”
“At times?” the Skeleton asked.
“It comes and goes, but since the God has awoken, the connection to Exuviae has been severed. No new mumiya enter here by way of the sarcophagus. For as long as God is awake, we are a dying race. That is fine, as long as we finally serve our purpose.”
“To kill God,” Aeson said again.
“Yes.”
“Your purpose… That’s… someone else’s words in your mouth.” He laughed. “Who do you serve?”
Neksha shook his head. “We do not know.”
“And God hasn’t stopped you all this time?”
“Everyone that has tried to kill God, or even discover Its secrets, has died. The allure of being able to challenge God draws Its enemies. The Vermillion God does not have to lift a tentacle to see nations destroyed. They destroy themselves, instead.”
“So, what’re you going to do for us, yeah?” Elizabeth asked.
“We will give you food and shelter; weapons and armor. You are fortunate. Our scouts spotted the Maggot not far from the village a few days ago. If you leave tomorrow, you may still be able to find it.”
“Your Maggot,” the Skeleton said to Elizabeth.
“Yeah. The Maggot. The Dread Clock. Exuviae. The Bad Woman…”
Vrana, plucking feathers from her arms, said, “What is the Maggot? It carried the Dread Clock to the Nameless Forest, and now it’s here.”
“The Maggot was fostered in the Old World,” Neksha said. “It was a part of the Vermillion God’s innards. A failed Worm, perhaps. A woman, Ruth Ashcroft—”
Aeson gasped, mumbled, “Shit.”
“—grew the Maggot, fed it through sacrifices. She believed it would have the power to kill the Vermillion God before It was awoken so long ago. But she misjudged its power. The Maggot turned on her. It carried the Dread Clock to the Nameless Forest, thinking that God would awaken there again after the Trauma, but upon realizing the Ossuary had fixed itself to the continent, the Maggot came here, to cover more ground.
“The Maggot cannot kill the Vermillion God, but it will be your guide. It will take you to the Deep and show you where best to strike God. You were wise to bring the heart of the Black Hour. Had the Ossuary not linked the Deep and your continent, the Nameless Forest would have been God’s only entry point, and It may not have been able to emerge with the Heart sealing the gateway.
“But it will not be easygoing. The beasts of the Deep roam the Ossuary. The viracocha serve the God. They roam the sands in search of travelers, to kill and strip them of their fat, to offer it up to the Vermillion God. Once you leave this village, the viracocha will hunt you endlessly.”
“First shepherds, then viracocha.” The Skeleton shrugged. “Tell them to get in line.”
Aeson leaned into Vrana and whispered, his breath hot and stale, “Get. Me. Out. Of. Here.”
Vrana stared into his pleading eyes and nodded.
He slipped back into his seat, slouched.
“But what things live in the Deep, not even I can say.” Neksha stood. “We will prepare your provisions. Your rooms are being readied. You will be given the necessities to stave off the heat. Four of own will join your journey.”
Sarcastically, Aeson said, “Is that what you did for King Edgar when he came through?”
“More or less,” Neksha said.
“Thought you wanted to kill God, yeah?” Elizabeth said.
“We do.”
“Why did you help him, then?” Vrana chimed in.
“As far as we could tell, King Edgar summoned the Vermillion God without securing the Speaker to receive God’s will.” Neksha scooted his bone chair out and stood. “Sometimes, the best killer is carelessness.”
Nightfall came quicker than they expected. The solar and lunar cycle on this displaced plane of the Membrane was much shorter than their own. Also, while the day had gone without a sun to lay claim to the light that scorched the desert, the night sky was far more crowded. Twelve faint moons in various stages along the cycle crowned the sky. When Vrana asked Neksha what this meant, he told her that this wasn’t natural, which to her seemed a bit of an understatement.
“We’ve never seen this before,” he said, staring out the cyclopean window with her. “It is a good omen.”
Vrana shrugged. “If you say so. Hey, how do you know the witches?”
“All things old know Pain and Joy. We lost many mumiya bindings because of their meddling with the Abyss.”
“Their mother is Death.”
“Yes. She comes here from time to time to collect our bindings. She outfits her shepherds with them.”
“Shepherds. The Skeleton mentioned them.”
“They collect souls that have escaped the Membrane of the Abyss. We do not know why the shepherds need our bindings to do their work. I expect it is, in part, a form of punishment that Death takes the bindings away from us. She does not look kindly on creatures with long lifespans. I think She takes it personally.”
Vrana laughed. “She must hate the Skeleton.”
“I do not know his story, but if he holds the heart of the Black Hour, I am not sure Death would begrudge him for his immortality. I expect She pities him.”
“I still don’t get why you’re helping us kill God.”
“We are caretakers of an idea,” Neksha said. “Nothing more. We have no ambitions beyond the notion that the Vermillion God must be destroyed.”
“But you’re aware of that.”
“We are.”
Vrana stared at him in disbelief. “You remind me of something else.”
“What’s that?”
“Homunculi.”
“The name sounds familiar…”
Vrana considered getting into the Night Terrors’ history but stopped herself.
“… but most things do, when you’ve been alive as long as we have, and have heard as much as we have. Do not pity us.” He tightened the binding around his waist as if it were a belt. “We know how to have fun.”
Vrana snorted, shook her head. “Yeah, I’m going to have to see that to believe it.”
Neksha said, “Knock, knock.”
“You fucking kidding me?”
“You’re supposed to say ‘Who’s there?’.”
Vrana stared down her beak at the mumiya. “Who’s there?”
“Amos.”
“Amos who?”
“A mosquito.”
Vrana stared at Neksha.
Neksha stared at Vrana.
“Heh, heh, heh,” Neksha said, laughing at his own joke, and walked off.
Vrana stayed where she was, speechless, as if she’d just been told the meaning of everything.
The room they were staying in was on the second floor of one of the mumiya dwellings. Equally outfitted with bones as the floor below, this room’s walls were unique in that they depicted, through hieroglyphics that looked vaguely Egyptian, what appeared to be a history of the people and the region. Vrana couldn’t make sense of most of it. Only some symbols spoke to her. Four buildings. A tornado of sand. The red line that ran through every depiction—a vermillion vein. And what appeared to be a winged insect framed against a moon.
With no doors, the room was open to any visitor who might wish to enter. And enter they did, in intervals. Now, four mumiya were coming through. Two were sharing between them a long package wrapped in a chitinous material, while the other two were hauling an ornate chest. The package clinked and clanked as they moved, and Vrana quickly identified that there were weapons beneath the wrapping. But when it came to the chest, which comprised of interlocked hands and fingers, and hinged jaws that served as the lid, she had no idea.
“These are your weapons and armor,” Neksha said.
The mumiya bearing the wrapped package laid it down on a table and, carefully, pulled the chitinous wrapping apart. Underneath, as Vrana expected, were four weapons: a dagger, a sword, a machete, and an ax. Each weapon was intensely black, except for where red runes had been carved into their hilts and blades.
Aeson, who’d kept to himself this entire time, and who was posted up across the room, shaded by the curtains hung there, said, “Are t-those Red Death weapons?”
“Yes,” Neksha said.
Elizabeth, lounging on her bed, sprung up, saying, “Oh, shit.”
Only the Skeleton was less than impressed. He stayed at his small reading table, slouched in his chair, unmoved. For a man who couldn’t die, he didn’t need fancy weapons to do what needed to be done. All he needed was persistence and patience, and, being immortal, he had those in spades.
Vrana stepped away from the window. Fallen feathers had bunched up around her feet. Noticing she was molting, she said, “Aren’t those rare?”
“Yeah, they are,” Aeson said, an expert on the matter. He was the only one here to have wielded a Red Death weapon. Death Herself had made it for him to kill the witches from Bjørn’s rib. “Do you just… hand them out to everyone who comes through?”
“Not everyone. Only those who look as if they might succeed.” Neksha nodded at the mumiya with the chest for them to set it beside the weapons. “The Red Death weapons are easy enough to retrieve from the Ossuary. The viracocha will not touch them.”
“It doesn’t kill them in one hit?” Aeson asked.
“It does, but hitting them is the hard part. And there is a chance the weapons will be destroyed. They are very old. Death’s Essence within them has grown weak and volatile. But they will serve you better than any weapon from your world.”
The two mumiya with the chest laid it down carefully beside the weapons. Taking turns, they each lifted the hinged jaws in a specific pattern. The bones were both the lock and key. After a moment, something clicked inside the chest, and the lid rose on its own.
“Keep what you wear,” Neksha said, “but wear us over you.”
Neksha went to the chest and removed four bundles of bindings that were held together by a tendon in the place of rope. Each one was dirty, blood-splattered, and so covered in markings that the bindings were no longer white but black. They’d been used, and they’d been used hard.
“For you, Elizabeth, Epsust’s bindings. She was the first to wear the bindings. She was said to be the one who built this village.” He handed the wraps to her. “Two thousand have worn it since.”
Elizabeth gulped, and took the bindings into her arms. “T-Thank you, yeah?”
“Aeson,” Neksha said, going to him at his hideaway, “these are the bindings of Nakht. She was said to be the one who discovered how to grow the crops and animals within our buildings. One thousand and seventy-three have worn it since.”
Aeson, staring at Vrana, took the bindings.
Neksha picked up two bundles of bindings and said to the Skeleton, “They would be wasted on you.”
“Most things are,” the Skeleton said, “but thanks for saying it.”
To Vrana, Neksha offered the two bundles of bindings. “You’re a… big bird.”
The Skeleton cackled.
Elizabeth bit into her thumb.
Even Aeson cracked a smile.
“Two will be needed to cover you.”
“Thanks,” she said, taking them from him. “Sure know how to make a girl feel good about herself.”
Sarcasm lost on Neksha, he continued on. “These bindings belonged to Rai and Mer-Neith. Those women discovered the lake outside and made contact with Earth after the Trauma. Combined, over ten thousand have worn those bindings since.”
“Ten thousand…” Vrana thought of Geharra and the ten thousand who’d died there to see the Red Worm summoned. “Most cultures would keep things like this locked up.”
“We should not hide what we are proud of,” Neksha said. “We should share our accomplishments. We should bear the lives and deaths of those who’ve come before us. Our choices will be better for it.”
Another mumiya entered the room bearing a bowl of water that appeared to have been drawn from the lake. They set it down on the Skeleton’s table, and then promptly left.
“What’s this, anyway?” the Skeleton asked, stirring the water with his finger.
“We don’t know, but we call it sanies. History tells us the first mumiya found the corpse of a creature near the lake, but all traces of that creature have been lost. We have tried to find the bottom of the lake, but it appears to be bottomless,” Neksha said. “It reinvigorates the body and heals minor wounds. It can provide protection from light and heat, if you stay submerged within it. It is addictive, though. We will provide you with more than enough sanies for your journey, but you must manage your intake. Too much will send you into a slumber from which you will not awake.”
The Skeleton cackled. “Not only will we have things after our fat, but our water will try to kill us, too?”
“Like you have to worry,” Elizabeth said.
“Real delightful place this Ossuary.”
“Well, if killing God were easy, It’d be dead by now,” Neksha said. “We have never had anything like you, Skeleton, come through Kres. It almost seems selfish to bring these others with you.”
“They brought me here, in a way,” the Skeleton said, “or she did—” he cocked his head at Vrana, “—at least. They’re my amoral compass. I expect, without them, I won’t find my way. Don’t worry, Rags, I’ll keep them safe.”
Neksha stared him awhile longer and turned away. Heading out of the room, he turned, said, “Get some sleep. We will chart your course tomorrow and explore further the ‘delights’ of the Ossuary. And whatever you hear outside, do your best to ignore it.”
With that ominous warning, Neksha nodded and left.
Silence rushed into the room and didn’t waste its time submerging those within it. As the seconds passed, Vrana, Aeson, Elizabeth, and even the Skeleton started to find themselves growing anxious, fidgeting with the bindings gifted to them, or, in Aeson’s case, flat-out gasping for air. They held their words the same way the drowning held their breaths. No one wanted to be the first to say it, to admit defeat and let the truth of the matter fill their lungs, but it was inevitable. Someone was going to choke, and all their insecurities were going to spill out.
Unsurprisingly, Aeson was the first to croak, and croak he did, this obvious question: “Are we really going to fucking do this?”
But surprisingly, it was Elizabeth, not Vrana or the Skeleton, who was the first to answer. “Yeah, why not? We got this far. These guys are willing to help. I know there’s some weird shit with Vrana and the Skeleton meeting, yeah? But hey, look, we’re not the only ones who’ve had this idea. I mean, I don’t know what the hell else I’m going to do. I’m here. You’re an Archivist. I know you’re scared—”
Aeson grumbled.
“—but isn’t this exciting? Trust me, I’ve spent my fair share of time with Boner over there, yeah? We’ll be fine. And if we’re not, well, shit. Could be worse company to spend my last days with. Kind of wish Warren was here…”
The Skeleton’s jaw clicked as he laughed.
“… and maybe Hex, but I like you guys. Pretty sure I wouldn’t have made it out of Communion alive without you, yeah? Like Vrana said, got to roll with the punches. I get the feeling time’s running out. I don’t know. Kind of nice knowing that, yeah?”
Aeson furrowed his brow, said, “Not for me.”
“You went through a lot to be with Vrana, yeah?” Elizabeth got off the bed and went to the bowl of sanies. “Think of it this way: You’re still fighting to be with her.”
Vrana spread her wings and let their shadows fall over Aeson. “Unless, you’re think of dumping me.”
“Goddamn it,” Aeson said, smirking. “Goddamn…” He stood, threw up his hands. “You look just like the Cruel Mother when you do that.”
“I’ll show you Cruel Mother, mother fucker,” Vrana said, hurrying towards him.
Aeson snorted and ran across the room, crying, “Get away from me you weirdo.”
As they regressed ten years, the Skeleton threw his legs up on the table, put his hands behind his skull, and said to Elizabeth, “Know anything else about this Exuviae?”
“No,” she said, “you?”
“Not as much as I’d like. Going to have to remedy that situation tonight.”
Elizabeth dabbed her finger in the sanies, brought the liquid to her lips, and tasted it. “I’m sorry about Clementine and Will.”
“Don’t be,” he said. “I’m sorry enough for everyone. Save your sorries for those two grab ass’n over there.”
Vrana swept Aeson off his feet and body slammed him into one of the beds.
“If you knew they were alive, you’d still be doing this, yeah?”
“Yeah, I probably would be.”
“You really want to die?”
The Skeleton had himself a taste of the sanies, and then spat it out. “No, not really. But that’s the only thing I got to start living again.”
Vrana didn’t realize she’d fallen asleep until she started dreaming of the Void. She knew it was a dream and that she wasn’t visiting the place as she had done in the past because of what she saw there. In the dream, in the Void, there were two women walking along a ridge, the one in the lead pointing to something on the other side, where green light bloomed on the air, like lichen or moss. The woman in the lead wore a white satin dress, and she walked with that same self-righteous, desperate to be sexy strut characteristic of Joy. Vrana didn’t recognize the second woman, but there was no doubt in her mind that it was Pain, because there was no other explanation.
“Get out of my head!” Vrana screamed at them.
Joy, turned, a huge grin on her ghastly face, and said, “You first.”
A piercing scream shredded the dream.
Vrana sat up in her bed, a cloud of feathers drifting over her. She turned over. Aeson, who’d been by her minutes ago was gone.
“Aeson?” she called out, getting off the bed.
Elizabeth grumbled, “Shut up, yeah?” from her bed and deep slumber.
“I’m here.”
Vrana turned to the window. Aeson was standing there in the shadows.
Another scream. Now that Vrana was awake, it was obvious it wasn’t coming from anything human. She went to the window. Outside it, two mumiya were stabbing repeatedly at the viracocha they’d seen earlier. It was too dark to make out what the creature looked like, but it seemed as if they weren’t trying to kill the creature but torture it.
“You okay?” Vrana said, wrapping her arms around him from behind.
“Yeah.”
“What are they doing to it?”
“I don’t know. Neksha said not to go out tonight. I think there’s something out there, beyond the sands.”
Vrana strained her eyes. There did appear to be things moving behind the sand avalanches that surrounded Kres.
“They don’t seem so civil after all,” Aeson said.
The mumiya drove their spears into the viracocha’s head, twisted. The creature stopped wailing.
“Neither do Night Terrors,” Vrana said. “We spent our whole lives judging Corrupted. I’m not sure we’re in the position to judge anything anymore.”
“We’re judging God, aren’t we?”
Vrana poked his back with her beak. “No, God’s already been judged eons ago. We’re just here to make good on the sentencing.”
“The screaming outside didn’t wake me up.” He touched his temple. “The screaming in there did. Every time I think I’ve got it together, I lose it. I know I’m a burden.”
“Aeson…”
“I am. I know I am. I can tell. You’re tired of dealing with my shit. Elizabeth probably thinks I’m being ridiculous. The Skeleton… I’m no use to him.”
Vrana stammered, “L-Listen, shut up for a second—”
“But Elizabeth was right. I want to be with you. That means I have to keep fighting. I think I thought when I got you back, it’d be over. I keep trying to make it be over. When I do that, all this… shit in my head comes out.”
“It needs to,” Vrana said. “It is. It is right now. It’s a process. You keep trying to make it all or nothing. You ignore it, you try to wear some Corrupted’s skull. You say you’re in this with us for what you’ll learn about the Vermillion God. Aeson, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to help you.” Her voice cracked; she held him tightly. “I feel like everything I do is making it worse for you.”
“Just…” He sighed. “Just… tell me you won’t think less of me. That they won’t think less of me.”
“We’ve all been through something,” she said. “No one’s going to think less of you. Don’t just fight for me, though. Fight for yourself. I know you are. I mean, look where you are, but… you know what I mean.”
“Yeah.”
“I love you, Aeson.”
“I love you, too, Vrana.”
They stood there for several minutes, holding one another, not saying anything at all. Eventually, the mumiya dragged the viracocha’s corpse away. Shortly thereafter, the sanies lake took on a gentle glow. It flickered off and on, like light from a candle caught in the wind.
“Maybe it is something like a luna lake,” Vrana said.
Aeson laughed, covered his mouth.
“What?”
“Sanies is a real word.”
“Really?”
“It’s a fluid that has blood and serum and pus in it. It comes from wounds.”
Vrana shrugged one shoulder. “Sad that that doesn’t even gross me out anymore.”
Aeson took Vrana’s hand and kissed the top of it. “I’m just going to watch the lake a little longer, clear my head. Get some sleep. I’m sure I’ll spaz out and you’ll have to carry my ass tomorrow. You’ll need all your strength.”
Vrana said, “Shut up,” nudged him with her head, and climbed back into bed. She was asleep before she knew it. When the screaming started, she didn’t bother waking. Instead, semi-conscious, she rolled over and reached out for Aeson on his side of the bed. A hand, cold and clammy, closed around her own.
“How are you freezing?” she said, slurring her words, eyes shut tight.
If he told her why, she hadn’t been awake to hear it.




CHAPTER XXVI

Joy called her home the Void, and now that she was standing in it, Isla could see why.
It was a gray place amongst unrelenting darkness; a piece of mold stubbornly growing on the underside of the Abyss. Like an island at the bottom of the deepest oceanic trench, the carved, pitted, and jagged piece of nightmare country floated, and though it never moved, itself was moved. Parts of the ground, which alternated between rock beds, pale grass, and solidified bands of water, shook, swayed, and surged to an invisible finger stirring the currents. Where there were pits, and there were many, noxious clouds rose and billowed, like the smokestacks attached to some hellish workshop. Beyond, the bruised sky fell with the land, as if being fed into it, and it was in these thorn-choked gulches and ravines hundreds of thousands of birds—ravens—had been thrown, either whole or in pieces—forming what looked like a mass grave, or a monument to the sadistic stirrings of extinction.
Isla, breathless, because there was no air here to breathe, knew there was more to the Void than what her eyes could see, but until she could mine its depths for deeper horrors, there were only two other places of interest she’d made note of. One was a house upon a hill which, given the debris strewn around it, looked as if it had been recently torn apart in fit of rage. The second was at the bottom of a valley, where a beacon of light cast its beam into the Abyssal star fields. Surrounding this beacon were ghosts, hundreds of them. Ghosts of people she knew or had seen; Winnowers and Rimeans, and then others; more Night Terrors, more humans. At first, she thought they were those who Joy’d fed to Onibi, but no, the dead and still living alike were here. And running between them, from their mouths and asses and the holes in their sexes, was a feasting umbilicus that snaked and twisted through the ghosts before finally connecting to the beacon.
A second passed. Another ghost, a child, stepped out of nothingness and joined the others. The umbilicus rammed itself into her ears and came out her belly button.
Isla glanced back the way they’d entered this place, but the way was shut. She was glad Joy was in front of her as they walked along this cliff, so she couldn’t see how frightened she was. Isla’s uncle, the Exemplar of Innocence, had always claimed to be somewhat of an expert on Old World mental illnesses. He told her many times she had an impulse disorder, that she didn’t think things through until it was too late, until all the damage that could be done, had been done, for the sake of some inconsequential satisfaction. When she got older, he added to her diagnosis. He told her she had fixations, delusions, too. He told her impulsivity and erroneous beliefs about the world led her to making poor decisions to fix things that were simply not true. Finally, a year before Isla joined the Winnowers, her uncle Augustus accused her of being a sexual deviant, after having found her in bed with Joseph Cleon, the Demagogue, and a mousy maid who knew a thing or two about candlewax. When that happened, Augustus put it all together, said she was an impulsive, delusional sexual deviant who, by delving into the Old World’s problems, especially through Lux, had helped him rediscover the dangers of liberalism and homosexuality. He’d told her he’d use every power he had to make the Mother Abbess and Holy Child hear his concerns and act upon them, because after all, he was the Exemplar of Innocence, and that meant he was gatekeeper for all things pure and right.
Her uncle Augustus had never managed to convince the Mother Abbess or the Holy Child, but he had convinced someone in the end that something needed to be done.
Isla.
And now, here she stood, on the edge of an unknown universe, Death’s twinkling domain calling her into its undertow, because of what he told her she was, and how she’d decided to rebel against that, becoming the very thing she’d never intended. Isla had issues, she knew that. But she believed what she believed with all her heart, and yet her heart spoke to her at this moment and suggested that she may have taken things too far. When the Winnowers’ Chapter assaulted Rime months ago and that little shit Audra had escaped their grasps, it’d been easy enslaving the Rimeans and ensnaring their village in vermillion veins. In the months that’d followed, it’d been easy torturing them, toying with them; molding them to fit her message. But hours ago, seeing them on the ice, seeing the fruits of her labor consumed by a creature far more powerful and capable than herself, for the will and hidden whims of a woman just as powerful and capable, if not more so, Isla began to have her doubts. The methods didn’t seem to justify the results. Lux had taught her through her teachings that you had to change the word with ways as subtle as a sledgehammer, but how could that be? If you break everything, and you have nothing of your own to put the rest back together, then you have only yourself. And this wasn’t supposed to be about Isla. It was supposed to be about social justice, bringing equality and fairness to an unbalanced world. She had tried to heal with hate, and having failed, now she hated even more. It was always about her.
Her stomach turned. Her body tingled with nervousness. She thought of her uncle, and the last time she’d seen him. He was probably still in Pyra, running the show with the other Exemplars, while the Mother Abbess and Holy Child were doing whatever they were doing in Cathedra. He knew how to play the game. He probably got what he wanted. Isla had gotten what she wanted with Rime before ever learning how to play the game, which led her here, to the Void, with another adult (was it sad she saw herself as a child?) who’d convinced her of her worth and used her for it. When she got to Eldrus, things were going to be different with King Edgar. She was sure of it.
Joy, ahead of her, turned sideways and stared into the gray distance. She appeared to be listening to something. Excitedly, she cried out, “You first.”
Isla couldn’t see who she was talking to, and maybe that was for the best.
Joy led them to the end of this hill. It dropped off into a craterous lake filled with icy blue and white water.
Unable to follow any longer, Isla took the lead and asked, “What’re we doing?”
“One last thing,” Joy said, “and then it’s off to Eldrus.”
“Why did you kill my people?”
“The Winnowers or the Night Terrors?”
“Both.”
“They weren’t your people,” Joy said, smoothing out the wrinkles in her white satin dress. Abortion blood flaked off the fabric. “It takes time to build a cult, trust me.”
“I’m not building a cult. I’m building a wave for change.”
“Until you’re mainstream, you’re a cult. And once you’re mainstream, you’re not changing anything.” Joy waved her hand. “Come here, Sister.”
Isla ignored that. She didn’t like it when Joy called her sister. It sounded like a curse. She joined her at the edge.
“Pain was much better at controlling and maintaining the Void. She had amassed quite a bank of belief that funded her activities. I spent too much time in the Nameless Forest, watching my sons. It made me soft.” Joy bit her lip. “Pain’s gone. When God awoke, It nearly wiped out all our believers. All our work, and we were nearly forgotten again. But still some remained, and then there was you, Isla.” She smiled. “You kept Lux’s ideas alive, and her ideas lived because of us.
“I need you to remain relevant. And I needed those we sacrificed on the ice to give to Onibi.”
“Why?”
“Onibi is the spirit of the dead. It is connected to everything that has died on this planet. It knows every time and place and cause of death. Onibi is a keeper of records no one else will ever read. This grants it the sight to see everything on this planet, at all times, because death is constant.
“Pain was taken from me. It’s only fair that I take something from the person who took her to balance the scales. The whore should appreciate the irony, but I doubt she will.”
All Isla could do was nod.
“Onibi searched the lakes for me and soon—”
The icy blue and white waters began to churn and foam.
“—we will find her.”
Entranced by the bubbling waters, Isla took a step back. The sight of them was dizzying. She said, “Why lakes?”
“Our mother tried to kill Pain and I by drowning us in a lake. It didn’t work. And now lakes are the way by which we leave this Void into your world. That’s just the way things work for things like us.”
Gone were the colors; from blue and white, to a mossy green.
“Come with me, Isla, and do this last deed.”
The craterous lake calmed. The waters settled. The color remained. On the surface of the lake, there was a reflection. A twelve-moon sky above pale dunes.
Joy took Isla’s hand and squeezed until it hurt. “‘I will show you fear in a handful of dust.’ And we will fill our lungs with it. And fear is what we’ll breathe.”
Joy pulled Isla into her arms and walked off the hill. Together, Isla screaming, they plummeted towards the waters.
“If you’re having doubts about how far you’ve gone, always take solace in knowing you can go farther.” She kissed Isla’s sweating head, then clamped her hand over her mouth. “Now, shut up, and see. The bird’s asleep in her cage. We don’t want her to wake. Not yet.”




CHAPTER XXVII

It wasn’t until Felix made it into the cold, stony embrace of Cenotaph that he realized he smelled like burnt flesh. With Gemma rescued, he’d followed her and Warren back to the cathedral in silence, but all the while, Cathedra had been anything but silent. In that time, Sloane’s Compellers had fed to the pyre several more Night Terrors, and it was the Cathedrans, not the flames, who really ate them up. They cheered and cursed and clamored for more; and in between burnings, they raised their hands and lowered their heads and gave thanks to god on high. It was like a sacrificial offering in reverse, as if god were doing this for them, to make them happy; as if god owed them anything at all.
You don’t deserve anything, Felix thought as the cathedral’s guards closed the front doors behind him. None of you do.
Warren eclipsed Felix and said to him, “Come with us.”
Felix side-eyed Gemma, who was doing the same.
“I’m not going to hurt you. I have a thing for down-and-out orphans.”
Gemma let out a sharp laugh.
“You know what I mean.”
Felix thought, I’m not an orphan, but he didn’t say it, because he knew it was true.
“We need to get on the same page.” Warren stepped closer, his barreled chest about to pop the buttons off his shirt. “Your Holiness.”
Sensing he didn’t have any say in the matter, Felix took off with Gemma and Warren through Cenotaph. Commander Millicent caught sight of him from the second floor and waved him down. He’d called for a meeting between him, her, the Marrow Cabal, Barnabas, and Sloane, and it seemed as if she’d managed to wrangle everyone together for it. But instead of going to her, he mouthed at her, “Hold on,” and disappeared beneath the balcony she stood on. Part of him hoped she’d follow after to save him from whatever Gemma and Warren might’ve had in mind, and part of him didn’t, and for that exact same reason.
A minute later, and they stood outside the abandoned chapel. Hex must’ve been upstairs with the others, because approaching the doorway, Felix couldn’t hear her laying into Ichor. Gone were the cracking whips and pounding nails, and the heavy breaths after each beating. No more sobbing, no more swearing. Just the sounds of growing.
“Anyone going to bother us here?” Warren asked.
Felix shook his head, said, “That’s the point of the place.”
Gemma slipped into the dark chapel and said, before they entered, “Your god cool with this?”
I’m not, Felix said to himself, going in. I’m not at all.
Hex had taken Ichor apart and redecorated the chapel with his pieces. Her brother was still bound to the altar, and still breathing, but the husk that was his body had been hacked apart, stretched to its limits. Vermillion veins had been pulled from his every pore. They ran from the altar, across the floor; formed an ever-tightening lattice around the walls and ceiling. Thin, hair-like versions of the veins blanketed the pews, and when the draft caught them, they shivered with the sounds of shaking icicles.
Felix felt sick. It was made worse because he knew what it meant. Gemma and Warren probably thought these were God’s veins, that It was finally making Its move on Cathedra. But this was Ichor all over the walls. Hex had done this to him. She’d tortured him so much that he was tearing himself apart to reach God, to beg for revenge or release.
I have to stop her. I can’t let this keep going on. Seeing this, seeing the Compellers burning monsters at the stake… It was too much. He and Justine were god now, and these things shouldn’t be, couldn’t be, happening under their watch. There had to be other ways.
“Ichor you’re looking icky,” Gemma said.
The lump that was Ichor rattled. Wet crunching sounds came from his underside as he wiggled his belly into the top of the altar.
“I’m not going to turn on you,” Felix said, to both Gemma and Warren.
“You’re not going to offer us up like ‘gifts’ to Eddy?” Gemma snapped.
Warren, still in the doorway, leaned against it, blocking it. To get out, Felix would have to go through him, and going through Warren was like going through puberty: one awkward, voice-cracking battle cry followed by four years of fighting a fight that he was never going to win.
“No,” Felix said. “No, damn it. I’m not.”
“That’s what Justine suggested,” Gemma said.
Hot as the pyre outside, Felix cried, “What about you two, huh? What’s the Marrow Cabal really trying to get out of this? I’m not stupid.”
Warren crossed his arms, tapped his fingers against his biceps. “Protection. Intel. The same things you’re getting out of us.”
“The difference is we wouldn’t team up and turn you in to King Dingus,” Gemma said. “Fuck that guy, and fuck you for—”
“Stop,” Warren said. “Stop with the act, Girl.”
Gemma crossed her arms and twisted her mouth.
“I’m a self-employed man. I never saw myself working with anyone. As far as I’m concerned, we’re contractors,” Warren said. “Give us a job, and we’ll do it. We’ll do it right. You gave us our lives, but now you need to pay us. This uncertainty between us isn’t going to work if we’re constantly suspecting each other. You see what I’m saying?”
“Yeah,” Felix said.
“Sparing someone’s life isn’t payment enough, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“No, that’s not—”
“You’re grateful up to a point, and then it’s time for everyone to move on.” Warren scratched the side of his face, thought about what he was going to say next. “You treat us right. You don’t fuck us over. The Marrow Cabal is yours. Justine could’ve killed us but she didn’t. We appreciate that. But we’re mercenaries. Treat us like mercenaries, so we don’t have to do anything to make you want to fuck us over.”
Felix wandered deeper into the abandoned chapel. Minding his step, making sure not to crush Ichor’s veins—he’d been through enough already—he bought himself time with nods and hums. It wasn’t that he had any problem with what Warren was saying. It made sense. He wasn’t going to betray them unless they gave him a reason to. He didn’t mind paying them. It was that he could feel a change inside him, like a door opening in his stomach, letting a cold draft in. This was it for him. Justine’s life was on the line. Everyone’s was. The fate of the continent was at stake, too; and though he’d have her help, before others, he’d be alone. He couldn’t call himself the Holy Child anymore, because he didn’t feel like a child anymore, and the things that needed doing were hardly holy.
It was time to act grown up, and act like the god he was supposed to be.
“We’ll negotiate terms with Hex and the others after the meeting today about getting the Marrow Cabal on the payroll,” Felix said, channeling “god” in his word usage and tone. “We’ll draw up a contract. No harm will come to you, I swear it.”
“Alright, then,” Warren said.
Gemma held up her hand, where the mouth in her palm drooled a pink discharge. “That’s all well and good, but I don’t trust Justine. She really is a Worm, Warren, and she’s got fucking Lillian inside her.”
“Huh,” Warren said, “well that’s something to consider.”
“Felix, she’s going to get you to do anything…”
Felix said sharply, “So? You had parents once. You loved them didn’t you?”
Gemma’s eyes narrowed on him. She shook. Her pale skin broke out into a sweat, as if she was back in Cathedra, her back to the pyre, facing a wave of faceless faces screaming for her death. Felix knew an anxiety attack when he saw one; had the scars to show for each fight on his thighs, too. Gemma always said she hated adults, but he didn’t buy that, even if she was giving it away for free.
“They… turned… on me,” she said.
“You said the Black Hour did something to them.”
“Killed them.”
“But not at first.”
“Listen, Holy Shithead, I went into that damn clock and I saved their asses, and what did they do?” Gemma took a deep breath. “Shipped me off to some fucking vampyre academy, like I was in some dumbass Young Adult book.” She closed her eyes; the mouths in her hands wept for her. “So, what if I loved them?”
“I love Justine, okay?” Felix said. It felt strange saying it aloud. “I’m going to do what I have to do to help her. I know I can. I know god will.”
Gemma rolled her eyes.
“If you have to choose,” Warren said, “between her and everything else.”
“Everything else,” Felix blurted out, not giving himself time to think about what Warren was asking. It was better that way. “But I’m still going to try to save her.”
“What if Lillian wins and takes her over?” Gemma asked sincerely. “What if it was a waste?”
“I’m still going to do it.” He stared at her, wanted to hug her. “You’d do the same again, wouldn’t you? For your parents. If you knew there was a chance?”
Gemma shrugged, mumbled, “I guess.”
From the altar, Ichor mewled. He jerked his body, and the vermillion veins attached to him that enveloped the chapel tightened, tugging at the stonework. Crumbling sounds came from the hole in the altar beneath him, as if he’d decided to keep digging deeper for Heaven below. Here and there, in whispers that barely registered as whispers, from an appendage that looked like a rotted apple core, Ichor would call out to them with one simple request: “Bring Hex back.”
“I don’t mean to tell you how to do your job,” Warren said, “but this—” he twirled his hand around, “—is a serious security issue.”
“Hex is trying to get Ichor to connect with the Vermillion God, so we can find out some of Its secrets.”
“Hex is off her rocker,” Gemma said.
“But she’s usually right,” Warren added.
“Whatever.”
Felix, remembering and needing to attend the meeting he’d called, left the chapel. Gemma and Warren followed behind him. It was good to know that, despite all their fire and brimstone, they could still fall in line and take orders when none had been issued.
Halfway down the hall, Felix turned to Warren and asked, “Why’d you say you had a thing for down-and-out orphans?”
“Yeah, that was a poor choice of words.”
“I’ll say,” Gemma said.
“Well, uh,” Warren began, “I guess because I am one. Was one. Hard to say when you stop being one. Grew up in this no-name village called Communion in a Holy Order-run orphanage. When I was old enough to stand up for myself, I got out of there. Told myself I was going to make it on my own. Did odd jobs.
“There was a lot of fighting going on back in those days between Penance and Eldrus, especially over the Divide. I wasn’t as big then as I am today—”
“And here I thought you were born a roided-out mongoloid,” Gemma said.
“Heh, anyway. When I was about your age, Felix, I started smuggling goods between the two cities to whoever would pay the most. I did that for a while. I was good at it. Other kids saw me do it and they wanted in on the action. It just sort of went from there. We kept collecting orphans. You know, there’s so many of them. I’m not a reputable man. I’m not going to pretend all the stealing and killing is good. But my people were fed and as safe as they could be. It was that or let them roll the dice. I never forced anyone to join. We had Night Terrors for a while, too.”
“Really?” Felix asked, thinking of Vrana.
“Yeah. They were probably spies, all things considered, but R’lyeh wasn’t the only one.”
He didn’t know that name, but couldn’t help but ask, “What were the other Night Terrors’ names?”
“Uh, shit. It’s been so long. One of them couldn’t speak. Had no tongue. What was his name, Gemma?”
“How the hell am I supposed to know?”
“Deimos. That was another one of them. Deimos.”
Deimos? No way. Deimos? Felix laughed, said, “Wow, okay.”
“How’d you hook up with Elizabeth, Miranda, and Jessie?” Gemma said.
Warren stammered. He started walking ahead in the hall, stopped. His cheek sank in from where he chewed on it.
“I, uh, had just come back from a job in Angheuawl. That’s where I met Hex. We were busting up some protests over her husband, Hannover, putting in a drift mine. Few days out from there, somewhere around Formue or Hvlav, we run into the girls. They’d been on the run from the Nameless Forest non-stop. They’d looked bad. Said they’d formed their own mercenary group, the Deadly Beauties. I told them they could join up with us. They told us to go fuck ourselves.”
Felix and Gemma both laughed.
“We left for Skygge. They followed. They were part of our company before we knew it. Just… kind of…” He got choked up, played with the seashell necklace. “It just kind of happened that way. Few years later, found Francis. She really made the whole business as legitimate as it could be. Then Hex hired us awhile back to track Ichor there.”
Ichor cried behind them: “Bring. Me. Hex.”
“Then she showed up with the Skeleton. Nothing was the same afterwards.”
Felix smiled, said, “I bet,” and then: “What happened to them? The Deadly Beauties? I can tell you really—”
“Jessie died at Carpenter Plantation. We burned that place down, but I still see it when I look out the window sometimes. Breaks my heart. And, uh, Miranda died at the battle on the Divide.”
Suddenly, Felix remembered seeing three women inside the encampment that day on the river. One had been heavily tattooed, the other about his age; the last woman they’d been holding back. She looked as if she’d lost her mind.
“I’m sorry,” Felix said. “Is Elizabeth dead, too?”
Warren threw his hands in the air. “Dead… Alive… I just hope she’s happy. She deserves that, doesn’t she, Gemma?”
Gemma wouldn’t make eye contact with him.
“I’d do it again, though. Loved those crazy-ass women. I’d do it all again, same outcome or otherwise.” Warren nodded, agreeing with himself. “Yeah, I would, Felix. I would.”
Felix smiled. He thought: I’m an orphan.
Felix, Gemma, and Warren made it to the meeting on the second floor fashionably late. Hex, Commander Millicent, Barnabas, and Sloane looked as if they were ready to kill each other when they came strolling in. They each rose, bowed, and bumbled out a reluctant “Your Holiness,” all the while their stomachs growled for the dinner they were missing. Felix waited until Gemma and Warren were seated and, not sitting himself, got started.
“I am sorry for the delay. There were other matters I needed to attend to.”
Sloane perked up. It was clear someone had told her about Felix’s involvement in Cathedra about the bar, but for now, she kept her mouth shut.
“God is going to Eldrus. The Mother Abbess and myself will be taking a sizable portion of Narcissus with us to Eldrus to meet with King Edgar.”
Commander Millicent sat back in her chair, shocked.
Barnabas, who’d been annoyed with the Conscription and army being here, couldn’t help but smile.
Sloane started: “But why must you both…?”
“Cathedra will continue to run as it always has without the Holy Order present. Exemplars will arrive in time and assist where needed. We will appoint trusted officials as well. Have you forgotten, Sloane, that we are god’s projections? We are appendages of god. We will not be harmed by any mortal. If the Impostor God wanted to strike us down, It would have done so already. Going to Eldrus will make no difference in that regard. But if we go to Eldrus, we can speak with King Edgar directly. Our presence will prove a much-needed distraction, and the people will fight harder knowing that myself and the Mother Abbess are on the frontlines as well.
“We will continue to have soldiers stationed across the Heartland. Commander Millicent will continue to use the Conscription to halt the Nameless Forest’s growth. We are not giving up. We are merely joining the fight; something which our predecessors never understood. They isolated themselves in Penance for years and years. If they had not, then perhaps the Disciples of the Deep would’ve never had the chance to take root. But now they have, and now we must rip them from the soil, once and for all.
“The Marrow Cabal and the Compellers will join us on our journey. Each village and town we pass through will be an opportunity to gather intelligence. Sloane, you will infiltrate the churches. Warren and Gemma will manage the low-places. We will continue to detonate the suicide bombers on Edgar’s soldiers, to show the horror and hypocrisy of the Disciples.”
“Of course, we will,” Gemma said under her breath.
“Hex will stay in Cenotaph to coordinate with the Marrow Cabal network as a whole. We have hired the Cabal now. They are not simply bound to us. They work for us. We need to take full advantage of their abilities.”
Hex raised her hand as if she had something to say.
But Felix was on a roll. She’d have to wait.
“Clementine and Will accompany us to Eldrus. Can that be arranged, Hex?”
She nodded.
“As for the burning in Cathedra today…”
Barnabas cut him off with: “The burning raised morale greatly.”
“To fight the Disciples of the Deep, you must normalize their behaviors,” Sloane said.
That sounds like something Justine would say.
“How about we burn you?” Gemma snapped. “Normalize that, bitch.”
“No more burnings,” Felix interjected, before the two of them could get going. “Find other ways to raise morale.”
“But they will say you’ve aligned yourself with demons,” Sloane said.
“They’ll say whatever they want to say. No more burnings.”
“But Mother Abbess…”
“No more burnings, Sloane.”
“Yes, your Holiness.”
Felix steadied his breathing. His heartbeat slowed. He’d have to keep a close eye on Sloane on the road. She had Winnower written all over her.
Hex cleared her throat, said, “Can I?”
Felix nodded.
“Ichor’s made contact with the vermillion network. Word in the blood is Audra’s on her way home.”
Audra…
“And she’s God’s Speaker.”
All at once, Millicent, Warren, Gemma, Barnabas, and Sloane looked at Felix.
And to them, he said, his voice cracking, “We leave for Eldrus.”
Felix ended the meeting before anyone could ask him any more questions and hurried back to his room. Audra was God’s Speaker? It made so much sense, what with her ability to grow the Crossbreed and Bloodless and to communicate with the shadows, and he hadn’t even considered it. Did Justine know? Is that why she let her go? Did she know she’d end up back in Eldrus? Was that a good thing? A bad thing? Audra would beat them there by weeks if she was coming from Nyxis. He was running out of time.
Sprinting through the hallways, trying to get back to his room before a full-blown panic attack cold-cocked him into a coma for the rest of the night, he heard someone following him. Stressed, pissed, he spun around, crying before he saw the person, “Go away!”
It was Hex who stood behind him.
His door was only a few feet away, and he had half a mind to ignore her completely.
“It should’ve taken longer.”
He didn’t know what she meant.
“For Ichor to tap into the network. Warren said you were in the chapel.”
“You really hurt…”
“Those are his veins, but in the walls? In the ground? It’s God. Cathedra is ripe with the Vermillion God. I wouldn’t be surprised if Edgar is using the Anointed One to spy on us with all these veins coursing through the place.”
Felix shook his head. “They don’t grow where there’s no belief.”
“I don’t know about that. And Eldrus had dug very deep to mine the veins in Carpenter Plantation.”
“What’re you saying?”
“Cathedra’s rotten. It’s no good. God’s been here for a long time. They’re all impostors.” Hex pulled her blue hair back into a bun. “I’m saying it’s good you’re leaving.”
“Well, it’s good to know someone agrees with me.”
“But you’d be safer surrounded by new company…”
Felix turned away, took out his key, and put it into the door’s lock.
“Also…”
He unlocked the door, let it open on its own.
“… there’s someone who wants to meet with you.”
“Not now, Hex.”
“He’s already in your room.”
Slowly, Felix turned. There, sitting on his bed, hands on his kneecaps, legs swinging like a happy child, sat the massive mosquito, Mr. Haemo.
“Hey, Boy,” Mr. Haemo said. “I heard you’re going hunting. Want to buy some guns?”




CHAPTER XXVIII

Audra had come bearing gifts of hate, but in the space between a second and a sigh, came up empty-handed.
She was happy to be home.
It hurt to think it, but she thought it; it hurt to feel it, but she felt it; it hurt say it, but there it was, on her lips, a precious whisper between a hidden smile—unfathomable, incurable; unexpected, and yet welcomed.
She was happy to be home.
Edgar sat beside her on the balcony. Not before her, above her, or behind her, but beside her; inches away. From the night he’d killed their family, the day Alexander Blodworth had abducted her, and until this morning just an hour ago, she’d thought of nothing else but ways to murder him. By knife she’d stab him, by sword she’d gut him; by fire she’d melt him, by shadow she’d consume him. She’d mapped Ghostgrave’s rooms and halls in her mind, and in each one, imagined a scenario in which she could take him down. If they’d left Lena’s room alone, then there were more than enough vases to break on his head and have him seeing stars in the sunlight. If Horace’s room was untouched, then all it would take was getting Edgar in the doorway, because Audra’s eldest brother had so many blades in his quarters, she could throw all of them, miss ninety percent of the time, and still turn Edgar into a soggy pincushion. If nothing else, she’d banked on getting Edgar to go down into the nest of subway tunnels beneath the keep, where once they’d dreamed with brother Auster of an Eldrus made better by the Crossbreed; down there, yes, in that nest of darkness and glass, where anything could happen, and if it couldn’t, would happen a little farther down the line, where Vincent’s torture chamber resided.
But she was happy to be home, and happy enough to sit here and finish off this sprig of grapes with her would-be victim. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to kill him. The jury was still out on that one. It was that she didn’t need to kill him just yet.
She knew this because she was here, beside him, no shackles on her wrists, nor a knife in her neck.
She knew this because Eldrus was before her, a coiled kingdom laid like coral in an oil spill, its numerous buildings, severe and sharpened, forming a black reef that ran along the land as far as she could see. Once it’d been held together by the walls that ran between the districts, and the towers that kept watch over them, and now it seemed the city-state owed its stability to the vermillion veins, which threaded through it with the careful precision of a seamstress’ needle; going everywhere they needed to go, and making themselves needed in the process, so that if Edgar were to pluck these veins, everything would unravel.
She knew this because the Vermillion God was watching her, not smiting her, from atop Its volcanic throne. When It beat Its ephemeral wings, it wasn’t to cause a windstorm strong enough to hurl her into the atmosphere, but to catch the rising sun and color the waking world in accordance to Its namesake. When It stretched Its limbs, it wasn’t to tear her away and force her down Its throat to be the voice It lacked, but to consider Its kingdom, damming rivers here, parting forests there. When It cast Its gaze her way with Its spiderous eyes, it wasn’t to threaten or intimidate, but to plead and beg for an audience in the empty auditorium in her mind—the one It’d put there; the one she refused to visit.
Audra was happy to be home, but it was more than that. For the first time in her life, she was in control. No one was going to make her do anything anymore. They would try. She wasn’t stupid enough to think they wouldn’t. But they assumed the sum of her worth came from her ability to be God’s Speaker. It was that myopic view of things that would leave them in the shadows, to the shadows, for good.
“What do you think?”
Edgar’s voice had all the telltale signs of obsession: a distant voice warm enough to solicit any kind of validation. His body showed it, too. What was he now? Twenty-two? Audra couldn’t remember, and whatever she came up with, it was hard to actually believe it. For a man so young, he couldn’t have been grayer than the headstone-gray walls of Ghostgrave. If someone told her he was possessed by a ghost, she would’ve been first in line to sprinkle him with holy water. Pale and weak, Edgar seemed to have a second skin around him, or if nothing else, a second source of light, as if he’d gotten trapped in the middle of an out-of-body-experience
“Nothing’s the same,” she said.
Edgar leaned back on the bench they sat on and said, “It’s better.”
“For who?”
“Everyone.”
The wind kicked up. Audra caught a whiff of herself. She’d come straight from the carriage and had brought with her a fragrance formed from hangovers, bad sex, sweaty fear, expired food, and that cloying stink of Arachne web. It didn’t seem to bother her brother, but it bothered her. She was in control now, and the less Edgar knew about her, the better. She’d been open with him once when she’d showed him the Crossbreed. Never again. She had to be an unmarked tomb: hard as stone and sealed off to the world; scentless, emotionless; alluring in her mystery, disarming in her simplicity. When they searched her for her engravings, to make sense of what she’d become, they’d find only mirrors, and it would be in that moment they’d realize whose tomb she really was.
Audra smiled, but Edgar didn’t notice. Like herself of late, he, too, was lost in self-reflection. He’d apologized more times than she had fingers and toes—she’d kept count—but it was good to see that for all his efforts, futile as they were, he could recognize they weren’t enough. He hadn’t been prepared for her, Audra knew that now. Years after the murders, and he still hadn’t completely justified his actions. Audra wasn’t prepared for that, either.
“You’re not a prisoner,” he said, finally looking at her. “Come and go as you please.”
Cocking an eyebrow, Audra said, “You and the rest of the family never thought much of me.”
“I know you could kill me. I’d deserve it.  I can’t change what happened, or what happened to you. But we, together, can make changes, like we’ve always wanted to. This—” he gestured to Eldrus, but in actuality, to the entire world, “—is nothing more than our Crossbred on a grander scale. It works, Audra. God works.”
“What about the seed-junkies I’ve seen wandering around?”
Edgar grumbled. “Not my doing. Someone’s gone too far and…”
He paused. The ghostly sheen lifted from him. Warmth and excitement returned to his face, and now, yes now, she could recognize him. Edgar continued: “Take Nyxis for example. Crops are beginning to grow again in the fields. The swarms of mosquitoes that have been spreading diseases, regardless of the time of year, are gone. Prostitution has plummeted. The city is healthier than it’s ever been. The witch covens that resurfaced awhile back have been run out. They no longer control the local government or flood the city with would-be mercenaries to sow chaos. The people are eating.”
Nyxis had been a blur of bar fights and one-night-stands for Audra. The only things she remembered about the place were the crisp, cold mornings where she and Deimos sat outside, nursing their wounds from the night before. But it had been calm there, and now that she was thinking about it, not at all what people had played it up to be.
“Hrothas is experiencing the same moral renaissance, Audra. No longer are problems solved by murder. The corrupt mayor and his cronies have been taken out of office, replaced by loyal Disciples. A new wave of Feminism has washed over the city. Women are taking up positions of power once long-held by men. They have voices that are being heard, fists that are being felt. Women aren’t being traded and branded like cattle. Abortions are no longer happening in back alleys, but in sterile clinics.
“Islaos, far away as it is in the Blasted Woodland, has even felt the changing presence of the Vermillion God. Unions have formed to counteract the long work days. Alcohol use and mind-killers are at a record low. The Disciples of the Deep have eliminated all distributors of the substances. Schools have been built. Education has an emphasis on it that hadn’t been there before. No longer will the children there be forced into a life of lumbering, mining, or hard labor. They can dream beyond their parents’ achievements.”
Why did it seem as if this, not his sympathy, was the thing Edgar had practiced the most before Audra had arrived?
“Of course, we can’t forget Cathedra. The city is closest to God’s presence than anywhere else. Not only that, but the Holy Order is there, too. If there were any doubts about the legitimacy of God, then there is always their ‘god.’ But Cathedra hasn’t changed. It’s worse than it has ever been. We have many loyal followers in Cathedra. Our eyes are everywhere. Thanks to Penance’s army, Narcissus, and the Conscription being in the city and the outskirts, rape rates have skyrocketed. Men, women, children… It doesn’t matter. Domestic abuse hasn’t waned once the Holy Child and the Mother Abbess arrived but increased. More men are beating their wives and children, and many reports state it is because of the opposing faiths occupying the space. We received word that the Compellers have allowed our Great Hunt to continue there, but they weren’t just burning Night Terrors, but their own. They dressed them up as the enemy, and then they fed them to the flames. Dissenters, heretics, apostates. We do not do that in our cities of God. Free speech is everything. Is it not unreasonable to look at Nyxis, Hrothas, and Islaos, see all the good that is happening in those places, and come to the conclusion that Cathedra has not been saved because of the presence of the Holy Order there? They are closest to God, Sister. It should be a veritable paradise, yet it’s anything but. The Holy Order mocks God for not acting, but where is the Holy Child and the Mother Abbess? They have done nothing but move armies around maps, to fight things that will be of no consequence.”
Edgar stopped, took a deep breath. He went red in the cheeks, and then redder, as dawn crept up the back of God and the sun took its place in the clear, blue skies. He smiled, played with the embroidery on his pantleg, which was the symbol of the Disciples of the Deep—a lidless eye wreathed in tentacles.
“I had my doubts,” he said, his voice dropping. “I had… so many doubts. And not a day goes by that I don’t regret everything I’ve done. But… do you understand… everything It’s done? In one season, we experienced centuries-worth of change. The Marrow Cabal couldn’t do that. This didn’t even happen in the Old World when God first awoke. This is meant to be.”
“What about the rest of the Heartland?” Audra asked.
“Bedlam? Bedlam is bedlam. That’s never going to change. Gallows is gone. The Skeleton turned it into a giant pool of blood. We can’t even go near the area because it’s so badly infested with insects, especially mosquitoes. Cadence was destroyed by the Holy Order a year ago when they found the Holy Child there. In the Kistvaen range, Llyn was melted by the eruption, Trist was smothered in ash. Marwaidd, Rhyfel, and Angheuawl were wiped out by the Cult of the Worm. Flesh fiends raped Communion a month ago. Hvlav and Brann have received God’s grace; they flourish. But Formue and Skygge? You can thank the Skeleton for what’s happening there.”
“What’s happening there?”
“The Black Hour, at all times.” Edgar said this so hard, the sentence nearly snapped in half. “Or did you want to know about Nora? God is in Nora. They’ve begun to build ships to sail the sea again.”
“Edgar…”
“Or did you want to know about Nachtla? Yes, dead as that town may be, we’re going to fill it again. Or how about Flotsam to the south? The outposts on the coasts? We’ve crossed the Divide. Beneath the snows on Penance’s peninsula, the ground runs vermillion.”
“Edgar, stop. That’s enough.”
He bit his lip and nodded. As his defensive shell fell, the ghostly sheen returned, and he slumped beneath its weight.
“Every day, I have to explain myself to myself,” he said. “If someone who doesn’t believe in me could just believe… It would be so much easier.”
“I’m not going to be God’s—”
Vermillion words wormed through the soil of her mind. She screamed, bent over, and grabbed her head. The pain was unbearable. It coursed through her bones like they were conduits. She shook, this eldritch lexicon shocking her as it were lightning.
I’m in control. I’m in control.
She looked up, her eyes meeting with God’s, and from her mind, on a shadowy tide of Its condemned she sent one simple order: Stop.
With that, in a fraction of a second, the pain was gone. The storm cleared. And somehow, she felt better than before; felt like how it felt after a heavy, summer rain; cool, but warming, and resolved.
Edgar, pretending as if this hadn’t happened, said, “How did you escape Penance?”
“With Deimos,” Audra said. “Is he okay?”
“He’s fine. We are treating his wounds. Lotus’ people weren’t… kind to him on the journey. No one can know he’s a Night Terror. He won’t survive the night if anyone finds out.” He paused. “A Night Terror smuggled you out of Pyra? How is that possible?”
“The Holy Child let me go. He was a friend to me.”
Edgar drew a sharp breath.
“I owe him my life.” Sensing her brother was going to try to pry her open for everything she knew about Felix and Justine, she quickly changed the subject. “You gave Blodworth my Crossbreed.”
“Uh, yes.”
“Did you know he would kill Geharra?”
“No.”
“Did you know he would try to summon the Red Worm?”
“No, Audra, I didn’t. I would’ve never…”
“But you did.”
Edgar’s cheek quivered with anger. “Geharra funded the Marrow Cabal’s rebellion in the Heartland. They were attempting to assassinate me and overthrow Eldrus. My intentions were to have the Crossbreed planted in Geharra, to do exactly what you and Auster and I had in mind for our city, which was to make it a better place. Then Geharra would see we were not the enemy.”
Audra laughed, said, “How the fuck did you think that plan was going to work in the hands of a man named Blodworth?”
Edgar didn’t say anything.
“How did you take over the Nameless Forest?”
“That’s a long story,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.
“But the Skeleton still got ahold of the Black Hour’s heart, even though you did.”
“The Skeleton…” Edgar huffed, swallowed his hate. “Was locked up here. He escaped. You can’t fault me for that. The man is immortal. Lotus and I filled his head with stories about the Dread Clock. We were going to appeal to his need to save his family and get him to go in there and take the Clock out, because it was holding God back. Well, he went and did it, anyway. He’s not ours to control, but he’s clearly not in control of himself these days.”
“So, another plan that didn’t work out the way you wanted it to. But you still got what you wanted in the end.”
“God works in mysterious ways,” Edgar said. “As I said, God works.”
A shuffling of feet came from behind them. So lost in their sibling sparring session, Audra had forgotten they were on a balcony in Ghostgrave. She turned and blurted out, “Felix?!” but that wasn’t Felix standing there.
It was a child; a boy, and he was the right age, and even had the same hair color and complexion; and in the right light, meaning almost complete darkness, and if she’d been drunk enough, meaning she made others sloppy just passing by them, she might’ve thought this crude imitation was Felix. But it wasn’t Felix. And it was a crude imitation. Gangly limbs fixed to a doughy body with a swollen belly that looked as if he were simultaneously starving and overindulgent. The boy’s face had the appearance of a craggy rock over which a tanned hide had been stretched. His lips were thin, and the teeth behind them, too big. His ears weren’t the same size, and almost looked chewed up, like a stray cat’s might look. And then there were his eyes—those large and plotting orbs, constantly wet as if in a perpetual state of begging and flecked with chips of vermillion.
It was in this moment that Audra knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that God had not created her, her brother, or any other human that had ever existed. This boy was the Anointed One, the Holy Child’s opposite, and yet, this was the best It could do?
“No, I’m sorry,” he said, “not Felix. My name is Valac.”
Valac, in his robes that ran well past his feet, slithered over to them like a serpent and stood at Edgar’s side.
“But it sounds as if you will be reunited with Felix soon.”
“What?” Audra said.
“The Holy Child and the Mother Abbess depart for Eldrus.” Valac smiled, baring his bloodstained teeth. “I so look forward to having them for dinner.”




CHAPTER XIX

Vrana reached for Aeson in her sleep but couldn’t find him. Her hand closed around a pile of sand, and being so tired it hurt, that was good enough for now. Weakly, she called out to him. She didn’t expect him to respond, yet seconds later, he did. She told him to, “Cmbacknbd,” which, in the waking world, translated to, “Come back to bed.” Someone told her he would, and thinking it’d been Elizabeth who’d said it, she let out a contented moan and began to dream.
She dreamt of the Ossuary in the shape of an hourglass on its side. In each “bulb” the desert was divided, the narrow “neck” between them filled not with sand, but a black, twinkling fluid, as if outer space had been liquified. Beyond the Ossuary, there was nothing. It simply drifted in the churning, gray nebula that framed it, like a superimposed, blown-up picture of a cluster of galaxies. Vrana knew this because she was far above the desert, her bird eyes giving her a bird’s eye view of this strange and alien landscape. Her wings, acting independently of her mind, kept her afloat.
She couldn’t move. She didn’t want to. She was happy where she was, perched on the precipice of this ashen cosmos, watching the events play out in the hourglass. Everything that was going to happen had already happened, in some form or fashion. That was the beautiful simplicity of the device. There was no guesswork involved. No Worms of the Earth or Maidens of Pain and Joy; no demented kings; no holy children. There was no raven-headed Night Terror tearing across the sands with aspirations that promised only the messiest of obliterations. There was nothing in this Ossuary but bone, and balance.
Then, the hourglass moved. Upended, sand from the left bulb flowed through the neck. But when it crossed into that starry, abyssal substance, the sand was transmuted into earth and water. It reached the right bulb, displaced the sand there, forcing it to cross into the neck, where it was also changed; not into earth and water, but shadows and veins. They washed through the left-hand path into the Ossuary. Immediately, both sides began to fill and terraform what’d once been perfect and uncomplicated.
Vrana gasped. In the left bulb, she saw herself there, amongst the shadows and vermillion veins. To the right, suspended in the muddied water, was Aeson.
“She’s out,” Aeson said, in Elizabeth’s voice.
“Girl probably hasn’t slept a wink since Holy Child knows when,” the image of Vrana said, in the Skeleton’s drawl.
Vrana steadied herself in the nebula. These words were nothing new. She’d heard them before as she’d been falling asleep.
The dark liquid in the neck of the Ossuary hourglass began to part; not like an ocean, but like a comb through black hair. She could see the follicles of the liquid, and the pale bed to which it was connected, where it seemed the stars were being fed through.
Again, Vrana gasped. She didn’t steady but urge herself forward, giving her wings no opportunity but to carry her closer to the hourglass. The witches had abused Vrana’s abilities when they’d enslaved her; it made her a powerful lucid dreamer. But this right here? This, she couldn’t cope with.
In the narrow neck, centered on that celestial scalp, was the Blue Worm. The dark, bruise-blue tentacles weren’t wrapped around its body, but swirling around it, creating the fleshy whirlwind that’d parted the liquid. The Blue Worm’s body was the color of coal, and vaguely human in that it had two thick arms and legs attached to an equally meaty, sexless frame. Vrana had seen the Blue Worm’s face before: once on Lacuna before sealing it away, and many times after, when Pain had forced her to use the necklace to invade the minds of the Children of Lacuna. But this time, the Worm’s face was different; that is, it was smiling, and in its sockets where there should’ve been eyes, there were stones. The blue, white-shocked sealing stone, split in two and forced roughly into those cavities.
This isn’t real. This isn’t happening.
The Blue Worm held out several tentacles to the left, where Vrana’s image stood swamped by veins and shadows, and now, a blizzard of feathers falling from the bald ravens stitched by the millions across the sky.
You’re asleep. You can’t do this. I have the necklace!
The Blue Worm pointed its other tangle of tentacles to the right, where Aeson drifted in the earthy sea, except there was a shore above him, and on it, a small house with a large, wet, varicosed hand attached to it; the hand was reaching into the water, fishing with its hooked fingers for him.
Wake up, Vrana.
Behind the Blue Worm, there were snow-capped mountains bleeding lava, spewing fire. The hellish paints came together and formed a mural of Adelyn on the desolate range.
Wake. The. Fuck. Up.
The Ossuary was unbalanced. The shadow and veins and feather-choked side of it weighed heavier than Aeson’s. But the more the hourglass tipped, the closer the giant came to him in the water.
Stop it.
Inches away—the hand was inches away from snagging Aeson.
Stop it!
Her thoughts came down from the nebula like a guillotine and severed the Ossuary’s neck in two. The desert split in two. The balance was restored.
But then starry liquid started to pour out of the neck at an alarming rate. It fell into the ashen nebula, and soon the nebula was changing colors, growing darker. Soon, there would be nothing but darkness and stars.
The bulbs fell away. Remnants of the neck plummeted into the stygian cosmos. Still, the Blue Worm remained. Its eyes began to spark, like lightning dancing across sheets of ice, and it said, “Wake up, my love.”
Vrana shot up in bed, flinging feathers with her rising. It’d felt as if someone had been tugging on the Blue Worm’s necklace around her neck.
Wake up, my love.
Panting, she twisted her neck as she scanned the room, waiting for eyes to adjust to the desert darkness.
Wake up, my love.
It couldn’t have been any less than ninety-five degrees in here, but her blood was running cold. She turned over to Aeson’s side of the bed, but he wasn’t there. Just sand, or rather, bone.
Wake up, my love.
The Blue Worm had spoken the words, but it hadn’t been the Blue Worm’s voice she heard. She knew the voice, though. She knew it intimately. It aroused her in the worst way possible. It made her stomach burn and her throat tighten. The skin beneath her feathers became clammy. A nauseating injection of adrenaline turned her brain to noise. Like a child that may or may not have done something wrong, her instincts kicked in and prepared her for punishment.
And then, there they were, the voice and words: “Wake up, my love.”
Vrana got out of bed. Her talons clicked against the bone-forged tile. She couldn’t find Elizabeth, or the Skeleton. She knew he’d gone out to dig deeper on the mumiya. It only made sense Elizabeth was with him. But she wished they were here. Vrana was terrified.
“Come to the balcony, my love.”
Her blood finally froze, and she froze, too. Every scar on her body felt as if they were being pulled apart. She clenched her claws. The taste of blood and afterbirth filled her mouth. She could feel the nagging sensation of pubic hairs between her teeth. Her tongue prickled; phantom orifices ground into her taste buds. She retched; hugged herself. That was Joy’s voice. Joy was here.
Using every ounce of her quickly fading strength, Vrana went to the balcony that looked out onto Kres. Below the building, the restorative lake, Sanies, was changed. The waters were thick with moss and algae, and gray, and didn’t swirl but swell inwards, reaching a five-foot peak before breaking over themselves, like a fountain in reverse. Around the lake, where Vrana and the others had sat earlier in the day, were six piles of mumiya wraps, the bodies to which they belonged indistinguishable from the sand.
Vrana doubled back, grabbed the Red Death ax off the table, and hopped over the balcony. She glided down to the ground. Other than the waterfall of bone that showered around the village, there were no sounds out here. It was Vrana and her breathing, and the pathetic whimpers she was making, like the wild animal she resembled might when trapped.
The Sanies’ waters came together, fell apart; came together, fell apart; but this time, when they split, just like in her dream, something was left behind. But it wasn’t the Blue Worm that stood upon the lake.
It was Joy.
The Maiden. With her pale, wet skin and her disgusting satin dress. The Witch. With her cheerful eyes and corpse-colored lips. Crestfallen. With hair down to the small of her back, silver as a sickle. Death’s daughter. With her heaving breasts and swaying hips, and dainty, gore-caked fingers.
Joy stepped off the lake, a harrowing seductress, and onto the sand. Her bare feet sank into the pulverized bone. She wiggled her toes in, pleased.
Vrana couldn’t find anything to say, and then, staring at Joy long enough, had nothing to say. There was something different about the witch. From her time in the Void, she came to know every inch and imperfection of the sisters’ bodies, and something was definitely different about Joy’s.
It was her stomach, or rather, her pelvis. It seemed swollen, as if she’d managed to break all its bones.
Vrana squeezed the ax haft, took a step forward.
Joy grabbed the sides of her satin dress, began slowly raising it.
She showed off her bare feet and ankles.
Then, the dress went higher, to her calves and knees.
At her thighs, she stopped. Joy made a noise. A line of bright red blood slithered down both sides of her legs, dribbled off into the sand.
She kept going. As she raised the dress higher and higher, the stream of blood grew heavier, darker.
Stopping below that barren, cesspit of a hole between her legs, she kept the dress there, like a magician teasing her audience. Now, her legs were drenched in blood, and chunks of skin and muscle were coming down with the leakage and sticking to her.
“Where’s Aeson?” Joy asked, softly.
Vrana’s beak quivered.
“Oh, that’s right.”
Joy pulled back the curtain. She lifted the white satin dress to her belly button. Her pelvis was engorged. Stretch marks wormed across her skin. Her bones jutted out awkwardly. Her vagina was swollen and drooling the fetid mixture of blood and gore that now coated her legs. Long, stringy pieces of dark hair hung from it, like cobwebs.
Vrana managed a half-hearted, “No…”
Joy took the lips of her sex and pulled them apart. They peeled away like the sticky insides of fruit. Letting out a groan, she arched her back, pushed her ass out.
“Here he is.”
A red deluge dropped from her vagina and crashed into the ground. The stinking torrent spread across and seeped into the sand. Chunks of flesh and meaty bits of muscle fell out of her. Then came severed fingers and ripped-off toes. Then more hair. Teeth trickled down, and Joy quivered when they clipped against her clit. She pulled her lips farther apart, until they began to tear at the sides. There was a sucking sound that came from inside her, and an arm fell out of her, smacked against the sand. And then a foot. And another. The vaginal diarrhea worsened; bones rode on a tide of shit and piss and pink, battered organs. There was a lung. There was a liver. There was a heart. With one hand, Joy shoved a fist inside herself, gripped something, and pulled out a pair of testicles, which she hurled over her shoulder into the Sanies.
“Hold on a second.”
Vrana was dead on the inside.
Joy drove her fist back into her vagina, biting her lip as she did so. She grunted, groaned, and oozed mucus all over herself. Having finally found what she was searching for her, she nodded, yanked. Out came her hand, and in it, a hunk of hair attached to a head.
Aeson’s head.
Joy stood upright, Aeson’s severed head wedged between her legs, gripped by her sex. His lifeless eyes stared into Vrana’s.
“You took my Joy away when you killed Pain,” she said. “Now, I’ll take yours, and give you pain in return.”
Joy pushed Aeson’s head back inside her, closed her legs, and dropped her dress around her feet. Instantly, its hungry fibers began to soak up his remains.
“Now the scales are balanced, Night Terror.” Joy did a curtsey. “Enjoy the rest of your night.”
A door slammed back. “What the fuck is going on, yeah?” Elizabeth screamed from the nearby building.
Vrana saw her, Neksha, and the Skeleton in her peripheral. She whimpered, “She… She…”
And then Vrana charged forward.
Joy took one large stride backwards, onto the top of the lake.
Vrana kicked off the ground, flew upwards into the air. Directly over Joy, she reared the ax back and threw her body weight into the descent.
Joy blew her a kiss. She held out her arm. A woman materialized out of the lake. Joy forced her into her embrace.
“Say goodbye, Isla,” Joy said.
This woman named Isla stared at Vrana in such a way that, on any other day, might’ve made Vrana regret killing her, too,
But not tonight.
Tonight, she’d kill everything that stood in her way.
Vrana drove the ax downwards. About to hit her, Joy and Isla were overtaken by the water. The ax cut through it, Death’s touch murdering the very molecules it was made of. But when the water receded, Joy and Isla weren’t there.
Vrana crashed into the shallows of the lake. The ax slipped from her grip and went tumbling into the deep. On her knees, her hands holding nothing but water, she stared at the place where Joy had been standing. Then she looked at Elizabeth, Neksha, and the Skeleton, every piece of her about to burst into tears.
And then she looked backwards, to the beach, where the love of her life was smeared across it. Unrecognizable. Unreachable. Unsavable.
Gone.




CHAPTER XXX

Isla hurried out of the Void as fast as she could. Still hot with the desert’s heat, she floated like a runaway ember through the portal, destroying everything she touched. The gateway gave, and it heaved her out onto the top of Onibi’s lake. She fell onto her hands and knees and skated that way across the ice. Her body temperature plummeted as the cold crept back into her bones. Burgeoning clusters of Rime Rot exploded across her skin—her immunity, even after having been here for months, already compromised by leaving temporarily. She pulled them out. Blood dribbled down her arms and face. There was pain, but Joy was worse, and she had to get away from the woman as quickly as she could.
Making it to the snow-swept shore, she collapsed. The ice she’d struggled along sank into the waters behind her. Not looking back, she heard the portal to the Void beginning to close. It sounded like a muffled scream of someone held under water. Gritting her teeth, she came to her feet and trudged onto the tundra. She knew Joy would see her in the stark nothingness of Gelid, but she had to try. She wouldn’t live with herself if she didn’t, not that she expected to live at all; not after what she’d seen the witch do to that Night Terror.
Was it early evening or early morning? Isla couldn’t tell. The sky was overcast, and this frozen wasteland, a dismal gray. The snow was muted, more silent than usual. Overthinking, she wondered if the world was in mourning. She considered if, because of her actions, something had been put into motion that everything in this universe had given everything it’d had to bring to a stop. It was overdramatic, she knew, but this feeling of hers wasn’t wrong. Joy and her sister Pain had shared a portion of their power with Lux in the Old World, and in doing so, had created a social justice warrior who’d almost managed to bring Lillian down. Lux might’ve even been the one that’d caused enough outrage to force the Vermillion God to turn on the world.
What the hell was I thinking?
Isla stopped. Not because she wanted to, but because she had to. The wind had kicked up and brushed off the top layer of the snowpack. From a few inches in front of her to the place where the land met the sky, the tundra was completely covered in a field of Death’s Dilemma. To trample but one of them would see her soul snipped, and now, hearing but not seeing Joy approach from behind her, such a way to go didn’t seem so awful.
But Isla didn’t move forward, nor did she move backwards. She stayed where she was, steadfast as always; a weathered stone no storm could break. A lunatic on the lunatic fringe, she never knew when to give up, even when it grew before her, blue and beautiful, and unassuming. Weakness was a weapon, like anything else. Her uncle had taught her that. You just had to know how to wield it.
Joy drawing closer, Isla’s sudden surge of stubborn bravery began to wane. She could smell the woman, and the filth leaking from the folds between her legs. The Night Terror that looked like a bird hadn’t seen what’d happened to her friend, but Isla had. She’d seen it all. Every pinching finger, every wet bite. And the look on his face when he woke and saw the two of them standing over his bed? It was like he knew Joy was coming for him. Why did he smile? How could he smile?
“What’s the matter, Isla?”
Joy couldn’t have been but a few feet away.
Isla was shivering badly. She held herself through her furs. Sand from the Ossuary rubbed the creases in her palms. If she didn’t handle this right, that’s what she’d be: dust, in the palm of all her so-called allies’ hands.
“Nothing,” she finally said, turning around.
She’d expected Joy to be furious, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t have looked happier. In this funereal light, she was beaming. Her complexion was clear, her skin soft. Her hair was voluminous, nearly radiant. She carried herself with a kind of confidence Isla only managed to muster when she was alone, in front of the mirror, pretending to be anyone but herself. Of course, the front of her dress was still soaked in blood, and underneath her, from her leaking cunt, chunks of gore were piling up on the snow, but nevertheless, she was, perhaps for the first time in her life, Joy.
“I feel so much better now,” Joy said.
“What did Aeson… do?”
“Vrana killed my sister.” Joy pressed her hand to the bloody crotch of her dress. “Fair is fair.”
Isla noticed how the blood moved through the satin around Joy’s hand. “You’re not going to kill her?”
“Oh, but I did.” Joy pulled her hand away; it was clean. “She’ll never live again after this.”
Isla nodded, glanced back at the field of Death’s Dilemmas. Reservation gave way to revelation. She didn’t love him like this Vrana might’ve loved this Aeson, but maybe she could. Right now, she needed him for more than sex or sedition. She needed the Demagogue, Joseph Cleon, for validation. But not the usual kind of validation she sought from him. She didn’t need him to agree with everything she was saying, or to tell her everything she’d done or was going to do was justified. If this had been any other day, she would’ve gone back to him, scared and angry, and berated him with words until he told her the Rimeans deserved to die, the Winnowers had it coming, and this poor Night Terror, Aeson, had earned every ounce of suffering Joy had inflicted upon him.
She needed him to tell her that she wasn’t crazy, that this witch wasn’t the way. That in some way, somehow, all this death could be salvaged. She needed him to tell her, free of coercion, that somewhere deep inside her, she was a good person and that she could still do good things. She wanted him to be the augur she couldn’t be, and to flay her through and through, until nothing was left but her morals in their purest form—untouched by her Uncle Enfield’s corrupting beliefs, unaltered by Lux’s cruel tutelage.
She didn’t even like Joseph Cleon that much. He was just the only other living thing in this hemisphere at the moment that wouldn’t try to kill her at first blush. Maybe he could be the one to help her pluck the dark threads in her mind; figure out what they were, how they’d gotten there…
“Are you ready?” Joy asked.
Isla wiped the Ossuary’s sands back into her furs. They weren’t going anywhere.
“For what?”
“Eldrus.”
Isla stared at her in disbelief.
“That was part of the deal with Onibi. Come, let us return to Rime. We’ll get Joseph and take what’s left of the new Cult of the Worm to my nephew.”
“N-Nephew?”
Joy smiled, said, “Edgar, of course. A distant nephew. Not related by blood but bound by it all the same.”
“I didn’t…”
“Oh, yes. He knows me well. And for that throne, he owes me. Do you still wish to change the world?”
Isla gave her a weak nod.
“Good,” Joy said, grabbing Isla’s arm and jerking her forward as she began to walk away. “Because if our family is going to grow, I’m going to need you in Edgar’s ear. He’s an impressionable boy. He’d do anything for a pretty lady. Trust me, I’d know.”




CHAPTER XXXI

Felix took one look at the giant mosquito, and peaced out.
He pulled the door to his room shut, locked it. Hex, in the hall with him, bit down on the inside of her cheek, to stop herself from laughing.
There it was, that anxiety again. The kind that called for two slashings like servings from the contrition knife. Instinctively, his hand drifted to his thighs, to trace in the places on his skin where the scars would be had he the chance to make them. It wasn’t fair. Whenever he took one step forward, something new would be waiting for him two ahead. He just wanted what he wanted, and nothing more. Clear skies and no criticism. A plan without anyone’s input. Eldrus, and Justine, de-Lillianed.
“You can’t go into Eldrus unarmed,” Hex said.
Hearing buzzing coming from behind the door, Felix stammered, “I’m… I’m not. I’m taking Narcissus.”
“You’re taking some of Narcissus. Not all of your army. You’re going up against God—”
“We are gods,” Felix cried.
“Sure. And I’m a well-adjusted woman. You’re going up against God. You ever gamble?”
“No,” he said, annoyed.
“The House always wins. If you go into Eldrus with you, Justine, and some soldiers who’re going to high-tail it as soon as they realize their afterlife is on the line, you’re going to lose. What’s your plan?”
Jaw aside like a snake’s unhinged, Felix said, “To… talk.”
Hex laughed, ran her hand down her face. “You’re still so young. God bless you, Boy. From what I know, the last time God…”
“Impostor God.”
“From what I know, the last time… God… was driven back was with weapons. Guns. The world tore itself apart trying to kill It, so It just did the world a favor and tore it apart in a way it couldn’t begin to imagine.”
A mosquito buzzed past Felix’s ear. He said, “You want to cause another Trauma?”
“No, not while I’m still kicking. The Disciples of the Deep have taken over management of the continent, but I bet you the Holy Order still has more followers. I bet you a bunch of deserters might desert back this way if you offer them something sweet. Same goes for God. I have a feeling Justine wants you to team-up with Edgar.”
Felix kept his mouth shut.
“Thought so. I don’t think you should team-up. I don’t know how the Vermillion God works or what It thinks, but like anything with power, It’s going to want more power. Competition is good, but everyone wants to be on the winning side. Even God.”
A mosquito nipped at Felix’s neck. He smashed it.
From behind his door, Mr. Haemo said, “Hey now, keep your hands off my daughter.”
“You go into Eldrus with guns,” Hex said, her bright blue eyes penetrating him. “Not to kill God, but to scare Edgar. Absorb the Disciples of the Deep. That’s what the Lillians did back in the day, anyway. For now, we can’t fight God without It throwing a bitch-fit. Look at history, Felix, and all the gods from all the old religions. They’re nothing more than prima donnas that just want to be crowned queen at prom.”
What the hell are you talking about? he thought.
“Hold the Disciples at gunpoint. Take their God. Once It’s yours, you can tell the people whatever you want about It. It doesn’t matter. At the end of the day, everyone just wants to go to heaven.”
Glancing back at the door, cupping the knob, Felix said, “And Mr. Haemo’s going to help me get the guns?”
“Like I said, the Skeleton went into the Dead City and cleared the place out. They’re yours for the taking. It’s just a matter of finding a means of transportation.”
Felix cracked the door open, asked, “He can do that?”
Hex smiled. “Where there’s blood, there’s a way.”
He opened the door all the way. Mr. Haemo was still where he’d left him, on the bed, looking giddy. Lanes of mosquitoes flew back and forth across the room. He shifted, crossed his legs. He stretched his wings, which were almost large enough to touch the walls, and threw back the hood he had over his head. Now that Felix wasn’t running out of the room, he could tell the cloak he wore was made out of pieces of flesh that’d been stitched together. Several patches were fresh enough that there were still lines of blood at the corners.
“I’ll leave you to it,” Hex said, and then she was gone.
Mr. Haemo nodded, proboscis dipping down like the world’s longest knife. “Get the door, why don’t you?”
Felix shook his head. “This is fine.”
“Suit yourself.”
Felix’s heart beat hard in his chest. He wished he had some way to send a message to Commander Millicent. He didn’t trust this thing. And he could tell by the way Mr. Haemo was looking at him with his massive eyes that he had no fear of him, or respect. To Mr. Haemo, Felix was a bug.
“Why… why now?” Felix asked.
“What do you mean? Why meddle?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, the Holy Order’s been good to me over the years, shedding blood over stupid shit and all that. I’m not about to bite the hand that feeds me.” Mr. Haemo stood, dwarfing Felix with his grotesque frame. “Why now? Well, you have a need, and so do I.”
Felix stared at him in disbelief. After the battle on the Divide, they’d tracked the remnants of the Marrow Cabal back to Gallows. That’s where they’d high-tailed it to from Angheuawl after Kistvaen had erupted. With his own eyes, he’d seen what’d happened to the town. The Skeleton had killed the Red Worm there, and around the lake of blood that’d become its body, Gallows had been rebuilt. The stench of death and decay had been overwhelming, but ten thousand bodies’ worth of bodily fluids would do that. On that day, Felix had been convinced he’d never see anything as disturbing as that mass grave and the structures that’d been thrown up beside it, so coldly, so indifferently.
But, young as he was, Felix knew he’d made a mistake assuming things couldn’t get worse. Things could always get worse. And worse they were about to get. Because, like Hex said, power begets power, and blood wells were always better on the other side.
“No.” Felix shook his head. “I won’t help you.”
Laughing, the mosquito buzzed, “You don’t know what I want.”
“You want another blood well. You think I’ll say yes so I can use it to get Narcissus to Dead City for weapons.”
Mr. Haemo snapped his wrists and said, “Smart as a whip, this one.”
“Use the one in Gallows.”
“No can do, Hoss.” Mr. Haemo drifted around the room, fingering his belongings—a shirt here, a book there—with disgust. “The Skeleton passing through with the Black Hour did a number on it. Edgar’s veins are sapping blood from the well every day. It’s drying up.”
Calling upon the god inside himself, Felix, with a swell of confidence, said, “I remember reading in an Old World book that people talked a lot about how it would’ve been okay to wipe out all the mosquitoes on Earth. That they weren’t good for anything.”
Mr. Haemo stopped and tilted his head. “Huh, you got some stones on you. That’ll be a big day for you when they finally drop. Tell me, Felix, any of your good-for-somethings offering you the keys to the kingdom?”
Pretending he had a keyring, he jiggled his hand, said, “Already have them.”
“Yeah, but someone changed the locks on you, didn’t they?”
I hate you, Felix thought, the confidence waning.
“You got a whole conscription here doing nothing but nothing. Give me a thousand of them. I’ll take them outback, see that they’re seen off right. You can put it on Edgar’s tab. Every little terrible thing the Holy Order does, we’ll have him pay, instead.”
Felix stood his ground, said, “No.”
“Well—” Mr. Haemo ran his claw down his proboscis like a whetstone, “—no one ever accused you of being the Smart Child.”
For a moment, Mr. Haemo’s attention drifted to something behind Felix. He glanced over his shoulder, looked across the open space that let out to the main hall. One floor down, on a balcony, Hex was standing with Sloane, the head of the Compellers. There was no way the mosquito should’ve been able to see the two of them from where he was standing.
“But Kid…” He stepped up to Felix, inches away. “If you should change your mind, just remember—”
Mr. Haemo reached back, pulled the skin cloak’s hood over his bulbous head, and then he pulled it further down, past his face and shoulders; beyond his arms and the crooks of his elbows. The ends of the cloak pushed between his legs, wrapping around them as they did so; the sick, cracking patches of flesh worked their way up his pelvis, until finally, what’d been the end of the cloak met what’d once the top of the hood at the stomach. There, they fused together, swallowing the last hint of Mr. Haemo behind this egg-like sack.
Seconds, then Mr. Haemo began to struggle. Felix stepped back as the mosquito jerked to the left and right and bucked his head against the fleshy fetters. The skin cloak grew taught; it didn’t cover his arms and legs, but seep into them. He shrank two feet; and the hump in his back popped inwards before smoothing out into the ridges of a spine. The discolored lumps that’d been his hands and feet became hands and feet, and nails were painted on them as if by some invisible brush. There were kneecaps and the outlines of bones; a ribcage; and his head reconfigured itself into a skull. A light coating of white body hair dusted the frame, as if someone had blown a dandelion at him. Then came breasts, and a slit between his legs, which Felix blushed at. Then hair, blonde bordering on white, inched out of newly formed holes in Mr. Haemo’s newly formed skull. While the hair grew past his emerging ears, his face sank in like a melted candle, and out of the hot wax of human tissue, eyes, a nose, and a mouth pushed through.
“What was I saying?” Mr. Haemo asked, but this time, in a soft, sweet voice, like that of the woman he was coming to resemble.
“If I c-change my mind…” Felix said in a whisper, astonished.
Mr. Haemo waved his hands with dramatic flair. The nude female body he’d sculpted took another shape and shade. Fabric pushed out of the flesh. Pieces of armor were forged out of thin air. In the matter of a few seconds, he stood before Felix fully decked-out in one of the uniforms an officer of Narcissus would wear, sword and all.
“That’s right.” Mr. Haemo flipped his hair with his hand. “If you should ever change your mind, just remember…” Mr. Haemo walked past Felix, into the hall. He turned around, smiled a smile full of pearly whites. “That I’m always near. And if you can’t find me…” He stepped out of sight. “I’ll find you, in one form or another. You’ve got a hell of a poker face, Kid. If this all goes sour, jury might even fall for the act.”
Felix hurried to the doorway, leaned out. The hall was empty. The mosquito was gone.
In the days that followed, an operation that should’ve taken weeks to plan and months to execute was thrown together and seen through in such a blur that, most nights, Felix went to bed with a headache and a bad case of I Don’t Have a Good Feeling About This, neither of which a peanut butter sandwich or the contrition knife could solve. Instead of gorging or bleeding himself, he simply let himself be himself during those long, I’d-lose-my-head-if-it-wasn’t-attached-to-my-shoulders nights, trading sleep for some semblance of insight. The road to Eldrus would be long, and he had to get ahead of everything that might come at him along the way.
After his “meeting” with Mr. Haemo, he’d tracked down Commander Millicent and established exactly what the Conscription and Narcissus were doing, where they were doing it, and who from each could be spared to accompany him and Justine to Eldrus. The Conscription would continue to be given the choice to return home without pay, or to be sent to the Nameless Forest to beat back its growth for guaranteed admittance into heaven. Their numbers were at nine hundred and thirty-four a few days ago, but now, somewhere closer to nine hundred and twenty-three, give or take a few deserters and murders. Expecting more deaths between here and the outskirts of the Nameless Forest, Felix decided to sweeten the deal: Those who’d carried out their mission would be given a new home for themselves and their families in Cathedra; a clean slate.
“Barnabas will love that,” Millicent had said. “Never met a city-planner who hates city planning as much as he does.”
“If Cathedra wants to be the new capital, it needs to act like one,” Felix told her. “With Geharra gone, the land needs another city-state.”
“People in Penance are going to feel abandoned, your Holiness.”
“Not if we call it the Promised Land.”
That made Millicent smile.
As for Narcissus, the army was two thousand, five hundred, and seventy-six strong here in Cathedra. Another thousand was holding the Divide. One hundred were stationed in Bedlam. It was one of the few places where the Disciples had never really taken much hold, despite Eldrus once having a large presence there, and Edgar didn’t seem to have any interest in taking it back from the Holy Order. Another forty or so had been left in Gallows, to observe and quarantine the blood well. But that number was dwindling, as people kept going missing in the night. When it came to the rest of Narcissus, that three thousand was defending Penance itself. Leaving that many there was all Felix could do to stop the people in the city from revolting and burning the place down.
“Edgar’s not going to let you take two and a half thousand soldiers into Eldrus, your Holiness,” Millicent had said.
“I’ll let you decide how many we should leave in Cathedra, but the rest, we’ll take with us. As we go north, we’ll send soldiers to the places we pass along the way. By the time we reach Eldrus, we’ll have - what? - two hundred soldiers left?”
“King Edgar may interpret this plan as an act of aggression.”
“Has he attacked us yet?”
“Other than on the Divide, your Holiness? No. There have been Arachne attacks, and also, suicide bombers. A new drug market has developed with the presence of the vermillion veins everywhere. King Edgar has denied encouraging these suicide bombers, but regardless, they claim they are carrying out God’s will to remove the, uh—” she rolled her eyes, “—terrorists from the continent.
“Your Holiness, I’m not sure it is wise to split our army up. It’s likely Eldrus will have double the soldiers we send already stationed in Hrothas, Islaos, and especially, Nyxis. What do you plan for our people to do in these occupied towns?”
Felix didn’t have an answer to this question.
“If you and the Mother Abbess are not going to Eldrus as conquerors, your Holiness, then we shouldn’t have our soldiers attacking the towns along the way.”
“I agree. But we can’t leave them here, and we can’t send them back to Penance.” He had hated to ask it, but he had to do it: “Why’d Justine send for Narcissus?”
He could tell by the way Millicent was looking at him it was a stupid question with an obvious answer. Her armor began to squelch.
“Compellers are already going to be accompanying them into the towns. We won’t attack. We’ll support, especially those places where the vermillion vein addicts are the worst.”
Millicent nodded. “It’s been a long time since the Compellers did missionary work. It’ll be hard to shake their image of being spies.”
“The soldiers will keep them in check.”
“It may be the other way around, your Holiness.”
Felix said, “I don’t trust Sloane, either. Commander, keep an eye on your people in Cenotaph.” He called to mind Mr. Haemo’s transformation. “Edgar may have spies here himself.”
“Yes, and it’s good you don’t trust Sloane, your Holiness.”
“Why’s that?”
“I’ve seen Sloane and Hex speaking frequently with one another. Compellers are not that far removed from the Winnowers’ Chapter. The only difference is that these zealots are actually getting things done. Pairing them up with the Marrow Cabal may present problems… further down the line.”
She thinks I’m an idiot. She doesn’t take me seriously. She knows I have no idea what I’m doing.
“I have other plans for them,” Felix said.
Commander Millicent nodded, said, “They may, as well.”
“Speak plainly,” Felix said, agitated. “Just say it.”
“There is a lot of confusion in war. It’s hard to account for everything.” She considered what she was going to say next, then said it. “Loyalty goes to the highest bidder. The closer we draw to Eldrus, the surer you need to be the Compellers and the Marrow Cabal are still in your pocket.”
“God will protect us,” Felix rattled off.
“Of course,” Commander Millicent said, tapping on her scabbard. “Of course.”
“Just…” Felix looked at her, pleadingly. “Just do what needs to be done.”
She smiled, as if that’s all he needed to say.
The night that followed was so loud that, even if Felix’s head wasn’t filled with every possible way that this plan could go wrong, he still wouldn’t be able to sleep. Cenotaph’s halls were filled with echoing footsteps and voices, cracking wood, and things being dragged. Outside, Cathedra was no better: the entire town had to be awake, as the armies were constantly moving through it, transporting supplies and establishing squadrons; he could even hear Commander Millicent shouting orders somewhere beyond the mist that blanketed that village. It made him feel good to hear her at this hour, and to hear her carrying out every order he’d given her.
Felix lay awake beneath the cold, dead light of the stars, watching the flame of the only candle in his room work its way down the wick. To live, it had to destroy the thing that kept it alive. Being thirteen, the symbolism to himself stood out like a sore thumb, and it seemed like just about the deepest thing he’d ever come up with. He watched the flame until it’d all but died out, and then closed his eyes to it.
The next day, Felix, groggy and grumpy, rolled around Cenotaph like a handful of scattered marbles, constantly bumping into, bouncing off of, or getting tripped up by everything, everywhere. Furniture, crates, piles of who-knows-what bound in cloth. It was starting to look like less of a departure on their part, and more of a looting.
He finally found Sloane sometime after lunch, near the doors that led down to the catacombs where the Bloodless was kept. She was alone, and when he called out her name, she jumped, surprised. She did not bow, as others would’ve, and maybe she couldn’t. Not at her age, not in her condition. A few more years and a little less flesh, and people might start mistaking her for the Skeleton.
“Your Holiness,” Sloane said, touching her chest. “You startled me.” She sidestepped away from the door.
“Do you have the key?” he asked, playing with the skeleton key for the whole place in his pocket.
She nodded. “Of course.” She took out her own keyring. “I was just down there, taking inventory of some of the supplies. We don’t want to leave anything behind.”
So much for those soldiers who were supposed to be guarding it.
“Those supplies will go with the Mother Abbess and myself,” he said, voice deepened.
Sloane smiled, and now she bowed.
“There has been a slight change—”
“The Compellers are happy to take up missionary work again,” Sloane interrupted. “Your Holiness.”
He looked around, to see who was watching them talk in this part of Cenotaph. The answer? Everyone. And they weren’t even concrete—no, discreet—about it. They passed by, their jaws practically dragging on the ground behind them. Worse yet, they didn’t even bother looking away when he caught them. And why should they? He was leaving soon, and once he was gone, they’d need every morsel of gossip to see them fed through this war.
“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you’ve already heard.”
“We are good at our job.”
Felix took out the skeleton key, walked past Sloane, and slipped it in the lock. Watching her, he unlocked and opened the door. A musty smell, built up in the sweating tunnels beyond, pressed into him. It was heavy, sweet. Several flies he’d mistaken at first for mosquitoes flew out of the tunnel. She was lying. She’d hadn’t just been down there. No one had for quite some time.
Ever the gentleman, he said, “You first.”
She licked her lips—“Your Holiness.”—and went past him into the tunnels.
Felix hadn’t been down here since that day Narcissus had arrived. That was a screw up on his part. He should’ve been checking on the Bloodless every single day. But, in all honesty, the thought alone made his skin crawl. He’d been attacked once by the Bloodless back in Pyra, and he didn’t trust a box made out of bodies to hold the plant back forever.
Sloane walked quickly down the tunnel. She rounded every corner as if she meant to shake him. Felix kept pace. When they reached the first torch on the wall, he told her to take it. Hesitating, she did. It felt good to have someone like Sloane out of her comfort zone, yet, it would’ve been nice to have someone like Gemma here, also. She didn’t put up with anything.
“I still want the Compellers to do espionage,” Felix said.
The torch caressed the tunnel’s walls. The condensation on the stones hissed when the flames licked them. Ahead, small squeaks preceded scratchy skittering.
“That’s good, your Holiness.”
The tunnel split into a four-way, and Sloane went right—the right way. She knew where they were going.
“I want you to spy on the Marrow Cabal,” Felix said.
Again, the tunnel branched, and Sloane chose the right path. “We already are, your Holiness.”
“Is that why you’ve been spending so much time with Hex?”
Sloane lowered the torch past her knees. Darkness covered her face like a veil. She slowed down but didn’t stop. “Yes.” She raised the torch. “When you shared with us we would be working together at our first meeting, she took immediate interest in the Compellers. She brought me to her brother, Ichor. I must say, your Holiness, I am surprised you would allow her to do something so foul in these holy halls of Cenotaph.”
Felix rolled his eyes. The tunnel turned again. A few more feet and bends and they’d be face to face with the Bloodless’ box. Still, the two soldiers he’d put in charge of guarding it were nowhere to be found.
“A small price to pay for the intel he can provide,” he said.
“Oh, please don’t mistake me, your Holiness.” Sloane turned around. Her large spectacles caught the torchlight, setting her eyes afire. “It was a good decision.”
“God only makes good decisions.”
“Yes, and the list she provided yesterday will be invaluable.”
List?
As if she’d read his thoughts, she went on: “The list of names and places where the seeds of heaven are being manufactured across the continent. We can use Narcissus and the Compellers to act as aides in the towns, while the Marrow Cabal can infiltrate the sites. They did that once before, here, you know?”
“I heard.”
“I was here when it happened.”
Before they reached the final bend that would open up to the catacombs, he planted his feet.
She got the hint and stopped.
“They were manufacturing seeds of heaven in Cathedra then. Why didn’t anyone stop Eldrus?”
A piece of Sloane’s silver-streaked hair fell, fed itself to the torch. “We tried, but we did not have Narcissus or the Conscription here to help. Penance had made it clear over the years we were on our own.
“It was my Compellers that served as the distraction that allowed the Cabal to attack Carpenter Plantation with minimal casualties. It was my Compellers that gave them shelter the night that followed. Needless to say, your Holiness, I was pleased when you hired them to join our cause. They do good work.”
“You trust them?”
“I trust them about as far as I can throw them,” Sloane said, her eyes vacant behind her glasses. “But make no mistake, I am stronger than I look.”
Felix and Sloane continued onwards and then came to a stop as the catacombs opened before them. The grave-lined walls were unchanged, except for a fresh dressing of spiderwebs here and there.
At the center of the room, where he’d left it, the box of bodies sat. The interlocked corpses, hard like treated wood, were covered in mildew. A throbbing carpet of insects—beetles, maggots, and fat blow flies—moved in such a way that it looked as if the box were breathing.
Knowing the Bloodless was inside, Felix kept as much distance as possible from it.
Rocks fell onto the box from above. Looking up, he noticed that there were several large cracks in ceiling. He couldn’t remember if they’d been there before,
Sloane fixed the torch to the wall, rolled up the sleeves to her dress, and said, “Would you like me to cover up this up for you?”
“The box?”
She smiled, said, “Sure.”
Felix didn’t give her a response. She didn’t deserve one. She was toying with him. It was only fair he do the same to her. Instead, he headed back the way he’d come.
“Your Holiness?”
He stopped. “Yes, Sloane?”
“I have been a Compeller since I was a little girl. My mother and father gave me to the church because they had too many children and couldn’t afford to raise me. I have tried almost everything there is to bring god into people’s hearts. But god is like any illness. The more you expose people to it, the more resistant they become over the years.”
Confused, he asked, “What’re you saying?”
She adjusted her spectacles. “Saying? I’m saying we shouldn’t say anything, anymore. We shouldn’t say, but see. Detonating the seed-carriers was a great idea.”
“I…”
“The people are inoculated. Sometimes, the best cure is the lack thereof. When the fever passes, even atheists will feel god’s lips upon their brows.”
Felix felt like he was going insane just listening to her. “No innocents. Only soldiers.”
Sloane started for the box, stopped, and pointed to the torch. “Take the torch when you go. It’s all darkness from here on out.”
On his final day in Cathedra, Felix spent the morning on the terrace behind Cenotaph, eating by himself, his guard of stone Holy Children withstanding. Sitting there at the table, scraping butter over his bread, he stared at the Vermillion God, as if daring It to come down from Kistvaen and stop him from carrying out his plan. But God did not stir, nor fall into his trap. Instead, It sat crouched upon the mountain, head crowned with smoke, Its many gelatinous eyes fixed northward. He wondered if It were watching Audra, making sure she got to Eldrus safely.
Don’t let them get to you, Audra. He took a deep breath; the unease unraveled inside him. I’ll help you, somehow. I—
“Your H-Holiness?”
Felix turned away from God. Swarmed by the Holy Children were Clementine and Will. He’d called for them. He was glad they’d come.
Felix waved the statues away. They took two steps back. Petrified and damned to an eternal life of servitude, and still, sometimes, they had a sense of humor.
“Please,” Felix said, “sit.”
Clementine drifted over to the table and sat opposite him.
Will, hesitant as always, took his time deciding where to sit, and sat by his mom, anyway.
“Shouldn’t you be getting ready to go?” Clementine asked.
“We’re leaving in an hour.”
“Leave it to a man to leave everything to the last minute.” Clementine nudged Will. “What’s the matter? Moon cat got your tongue?”
Will snapped, “It’s six in the morning!”
“You watch your mouth, Boy.” Clementine cracked the back of his head with her palm. “Sorry, your Holiness. The last time Will was awake this early was when he’d snuck in after sneaking out with his girlfriend back home.”
Will smiled and looked away.
Felix leaned over the table and whispered, “Mr. Haemo’s here.”
Clementine laughed, said, “That son of a bitch finally decided to show his face?”
Will just shook his head and looked as if he was going to kill someone.
Felix didn’t have a lot of time. Once they were out on the road, and everyone started splitting up at every pitstop, things were going to get away from him. So, he jumped to his next question. “Do you trust Hex?”
Now, Will laughed.
“Hush,” Clementine told him. “Yes and no. She does good work—”
Good work, that’s what Sloane had said, too.
“—but she’s a woman of ulterior motives. Hex won’t do something unless she gets something out of it.”
“That’s what ulterior motive means, Mom,” Will said.
“If you don’t stop smarting off, the shepherds will be the least of your concerns.”
That shut Will up.
And Felix didn’t know why.
“If you’re asking if she’s going to help you fight Eldrus, then yes, Felix, she will. But if your way doesn’t work for her, she’s going to find another.” Clementine scratched her head; dandruff fell out. She didn’t seem to be taking care of herself these days. “Might could be why Mr. Haemo is here.”
“Can I trust Gemma and Warren?”
“They’re moody, but they’re good people. Warren is very religious. You might not figure it, but he is. He’s a believer. He’s in it for a penny and a pound, excuse my French.”
“Yeah, they’re cool,” Will said. “What’s ‘French?’”
Clementine shrugged. “If you’re asking for my opinion…”
Felix smiled: “I am.”
“Don’t leave her in Cathedra. She won’t stay put, anyway. Keep her close. Don’t give her too long a leash. Otherwise, she’s going to do things, like invite Mr. Haemo over for a playdate.”
Will shifted in his seat, as one of the Holy Children, the one with the star-shaped head, drew near. “Tell him about Herbert.”
Herbert? Felix wrinkled his brow. Where do I know that…?
“Herbert was this old man me and Will met in the Membrane. He took good care of us until my husband got us out. He got Herbert out, too. You heard Will mention shepherds?”
“Yes.”
“Death sends them out for people who’ve somehow come back to life. They’ve come for us and my husband a couple of times. Before Kistvaen went off, a shepherd came to Hex, told her to give it us, or Herbert.”
The tendons in Will’s neck tented. “She let it take Herbert.”
“Thing is, Felix, if she hadn’t thought Atticus would’ve come back to the Marrow Cabal, I’m pretty sure she would’ve given us up, instead.” Clementine shook her head. “We—” she gestured to her and Will, “—aren’t on speaking terms with Hex at the moment on account of what she did.”
“So,” Felix said, “if I ask you to spy on her, you will?”
“Fuck yeah,” Will said.
“Will!” Clementine rolled her eyes. “Yes, Felix, we’d be more than happy to throw a wrench in that wench’s schemes. Does that mean we’re going to Eldrus with you?”
“Would you?”
She looked at Will.
Will looked at her.
“Not sure we have much of a choice. You’re the Holy Child.” She reached for his hand, squeezed for a fraction of a second and then—
Will whispered, “Mom!”
—she let go.
Felix glanced at her, the tingling place on his hand where hers had touched his, and then he noticed her, standing in the doorway of the cathedral: Justine.
He hurried to his feet, his heart fluttering like he figured it might if he ever went on a proper date. He crossed the terrace, arms out, ready to embrace her.
But then the fog of seeing her for the first time in a while cleared in his mind, and he realized there was something wrong with the Mother Abbess.
Justine was hunched, and she had a cane around which her veiny hand was clutched to keep her steady. Her hair covered most of her face, but when she moved, the strands slid aside, and he saw that her face wasn’t her face but a mask. It was a white, bordering on pinkish plaster, mask. It looked like her as much as it didn’t. It was eerie, unsettling. Two leather straps held it in place. To Felix, it looked like a death mask.
“Justine…?” His voice cracked. “Oh my god, Justine. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing we can’t handle,” she said, her voice muffled coming from behind the mask. “But it’s best we do not take chances while out in public.”
Lillian, he thought. It’s getting worse.
Justine took his hand, the one that Clementine had held, and squeezed it where it’d tingled from Clementine’s touch. “It’s time for us to go.”
Leading him by the hand, they, with the Holy Children and Clementine and Will not far behind, slipped into Cenotaph. The cathedral was packed. Soldiers, priests, townspeople—anyone and everyone was here, albeit behind the wall of guards that’d formed a path through the main hall to the front doors. They were open, too, the front doors, and Felix could see waiting past them another group of fifty or so soldiers, and even more Cathedrans densely packed on the hill the cathedral sat on itself. They had all gathered here to see him and Justine off, and he wondered if that was why the air felt so different to before. It was hard to place, but it was definitely there: a coolness, like the first winds of spring, and something else; a drowsy kind of feeling, like when Justine used to rub Reprieve on his gums when he was younger. He’d thought them leaving would’ve been different, that like when he’d left Pyra, there would be weeping and wailing and people trying to one-up each other’s “sorrow” about seeing the Holy Child go. But no, this wasn’t that. It was almost as if… as if they were relieved to see him and Justine leave. Or was it something else? It had to be something else. He could almost taste it. And god, it tasted familiar. Why did it make him sweat? Why did it make his stomach twist? Where did he—
A deep rumbling rocked Cenotaph Cathedral.
Somewhere in the southern wing, something collapsed.
Beyond the walls, he could hear great slabs of stone being hewn and hurled.
There were more than two hundred people in the main hall. Every one of them had gone silent.
Someone started screaming.
The Holy Children surrounded Felix. He pulled Justine into him, protecting her with his body. Clementine and Will, part of his holy guard for now, shielded him with theirs.
“Get out of here,” Clementine said. “Get, Boy!”
Slender shapes flashed through the air. Stained glass windows exploded outward, holes like wounds stabbed through the center of them.
The soldiers narrowed the wall they’d formed with themselves around Felix and the others. They were shouting orders, telling him to get outside, to get in the carriage.
But he couldn’t move.
He knew what it was that he tasted on the air. He’d tasted it before.
The Bloodless had escaped.
Another slender shape whipped through the air. A body on the receiving end went end over end and smacked into a pillar.
The townspeople tried to disperse, but everywhere they went, they were cut off. They kept making awkward movements. Felix couldn’t see what was stopping them, but there was something running along the floor, preventing them from getting away.
Clicking.
Hissing.
Slicing.
Slabs of stone swung upwards in the main hall. A trunk the color of raw meat and the size of a horse forced itself through the rubble. Giant, pregnant pink sacs on its sides caught on the debris, ripped open. The noxious fluid spilled across the floor, filling the air with its narcotic-like odor. Those closest to the plant collapsed, unconscious. Others tried to flee, but the Bloodless was faster. From its rioting base, tens of roots shot outwards. They wrapped around people ten and fifteen at a time, and constricted them. In a matter of seconds, nearly the entire cathedral was ensnared.
And that’s when the hundreds of petals along each root bloomed. The flowers peeled back, went rigid. The light glinted off the sharpness of their edges. And at the center of each petal, the dark red ovaries inside started to drool.
The wall of soldiers forced Felix out the front doors. He and Justine hurried to those soldiers stationed outside. Catching his breath, making sure Clementine and Will were still with them, he spun back around.
The Bloodless was tearing into the bodies it’d caught. Each petal whirred and hacked. Gouts of blood ejaculated into the air. But not a drop hit the ground. Instead, the dark red ovaries prolapsed outwards, catching the precious drink. With every moment that passed, the Bloodless grew larger and larger. The trunk was almost touching the top of Cenotaph, and the roots, nearly finished feasting, had begun to snake towards the doors.
Arms slid beneath Felix’s pits. He fought out of fear, and found behind him, Hex. She dragged him farther away from the cathedral.
“I knew you weren’t as gullible as you looked,” she whispered in his ear. “Told you Ichor was good for something.”
Felix’s mind ground to a halt. His body turned to dead weight. He thought of the Bloodless’ box in the catacombs, of the new cracks in the ceiling above it. He thought of the abandoned chapel, of Ichor chained to the altar there; and how every time Hex tortured him, his veins dug further down. The chapel… the catacombs. They’d be one right on top of the other.
Wide-eyed, he cried, “You did this!”
Hex dropped Felix. As Justine hobbled over to them, she said, “Technically, Ichor did. I told you if I hurt him enough, he’d try to connect with God. Where do you think these plants come from? Come on, no more faking. You’re amongst friends.”
She laughed and ran back towards the cathedral.
Soldiers helped Felix up. There were too many of them to fight back. As they forced him down the hill, towards the rest of Narcissus and the transports waiting below, a female soldier ran past.
He recognized her immediately.
She was wearing a cloak the color of human skin.
“Haemo!” he yelled.
The mosquito turned around, put on hand on his hip. “Don’t worry. I won’t let a single drop go to waste.” With his other hand, he pretended to shoot Felix and said, “You can thank us in Eldrus.”
Tens of fighters in plainclothes hurried up the hill. Cabalists, from the Marrow Cabal. They joined Hex’s side. Not wasting a single second, they charged with her and Mr. Haemo into the cathedral, meeting the Bloodless head on.
If you don’t die, Hex, he screamed in his skull, I swear to God, I’ll kill you myself.




CHAPTER XXXII

Audra closed her eyes, propped her legs up against the bathtub, and hidden within a cloud of steam, rubbed one out. The coaxing heat and sheer exhaustion made short work of the matter. In a few seconds, she finished, neither satisfied nor disappointed. Taking a deep breath, she slipped beneath the scalding waters and joined the shadows there.
Everything was coming along just as they had promised. In the darkest recess of the Deep, where a piece of God’s bowels had been ripped free and forgotten, a garden grew. Richly mulched with eons-worth of digested souls, the city-sized intestinal tract was the birthplace of the Crossbreed, Bloodless, Shadow Bladder, and other mythological plants not yet discovered or named. It was Archivist Amon who’d shared Victor Mors’ writings about the plants, but it was the shadows who’d truly explained their origin to her one rainy, lonely, dreamlike night years ago.
The Crossbreed, Bloodless, and Shadow Bladder were cultivated by a creature known only as the Maggot, the Vermillion God’s first failed attempt at creating, from Itself, a Worm of the Earth. Unlike the Red Worm which represented violence, or the Purple Worm which represented lust, the Maggot was supposed to symbolize humanity. But humanity was too complex, and unlike violence or lust, the idea, the “force” of humanity was too difficult for humans to get behind. They needed something simpler, baser, to bring them to their knees, and so God decided to appeal to emotion rather than reason and swallowed the Maggot whole.
But it did not die. Instead, barely alive, the creature hid within the Vermillion God’s system, feasting off the feces of Its fetid campaigns. The Maggot grew stronger and stronger with every passing age, and as it grew stronger, it became more resentful of its creator for abandoning it, until fearful adoration gave way to pure hate. The first Trauma, then, began not on Earth, but within God, when It turned on Itself.
Audra waited outside the garden. She knew better than to enter it alone. Hundreds of shadows, with their red eyes and silver teeth, watched her from afar, curious to see what she was going to do next. Each shadow was identical to the billion others that inhabited the Deep. When God had consumed the Old World unbelievers, It’d literally reduced them to shadows of their former selves. Audra hated that she felt this way, but without any defining features, let alone some semblance of a personality, these shadows, which flocked to her so eagerly, were nothing more than components for her conjurations. After all, Audra hadn’t grown the Crossbreed using ingredients like Grave Soil or Wormwood. The Crossbreed and Bloodless had been grown here, in the Deep. Philosopher Victor Mors had gotten that detail wrong. The supposed ingredients for spawning the Crossbreed and Bloodless weren’t for the plants, but for the shadows. A perfect ritual with all the necessities allowed the shadows to bring seeds from the Deep to the summoner. And those shadows that carried the seeds? They willingly sacrificed themselves to become as soil to see their creation brought to fruition. A knowledge unlocked by their private sessions with Exuviae.
A lone shadow stepped up beside Audra. Though billions of identical shadows were scattered across this hellish heaven, somehow, it was this shadow that stood out from the rest. Red-eyed, silver-toothed, with a humanoid figure that was simultaneously both two-and-three-dimensional, there was nothing remarkable or memorable about it. And yet, when she saw or spoke to this shadow, she was certain she was speaking to the same one every single time. It wasn’t until Audra learned how to conjure the shadowy bug she and Deimos rode out of Rime on to escape the Winnowers that she gave the creature a name.
“Umbra,” she said, staring at the shadow, “show it to me.”
Umbra led Audra into the garden. The severed piece of God’s intestinal tract sank as they stepped onto it. The organ, older than anything else in this part of the Deep, had long since lost its original color, form, and consistency. Now, it was nothing more than a rotting marsh suspended between the walls of a fathomless chasm; and completely consumed by the literal flora of bacteria that flourished along it. To try and identify what root systems belonged to what plants was impossible. There was no order to the garden, which Audra suspected the shadows did on purpose as a middle-finger to their OCD God. Entangled within thousands of different species here were not only portions of the Crossbreed, but the Bloodless as well. Only the shadows, who’d tended this garden for so very long, would be able to make sense of it. The whole thing reminded Audra of a hairball that’d been smeared across a rug and left for a millennium to collect in its crud whatever came its way.
Though Audra wasn’t here physically, she still minded her surroundings. The Crossbreed and Bloodless and whatever else was here wouldn’t be able to harm her, but her mind had been open to the shadows for years now, and if they so wished it, they could pour from it and hold her head beneath the bath water until it wasn’t this garden she visited, but Death’s. The shadows were vindictive; they hated the living, and, when possible, escaped from the Deep to meddle in their affairs. Audra knew they only put up with her because she was God’s Speaker, and like all Speakers before her, they were desperate to have her ear.
Umbra weaved them through the overgrowth. The ground gave way to blue mold and mushrooms. Tumbling vines attached to cyclopean shells pulled themselves along the path. Trees in the form of upside-down crucifixes swelled at their midsections, until they burst open, revealing the skittering spider colonies within. Audra couldn’t prove it, but she suspected it was from these trees the first of the Arachne had emerged. Somehow, they’d escaped the Deep and, with the help of the Black Hour, had grown into something more in the untamed evolutionary pool that was the Nameless Forest.
Umbra stopped.
Audra stopped, too.
A single, thick root—purple, with a reddish char for an underside—blocked their path. Beyond, their way was uncertain. It lay shrouded in a dense, amber fog through which pale shapes, like tadpoles, darted. Through there, the Shadow Bladder waited. It’d grown, too. The last time Audra had visited the garden, there had been far less fog, and she’d even been able to see a hint of the plant’s bladder—that bean-shaped, keep-sized translucent pouch, sitting in a pool of fetid muck, surrounded on all sides by the gaping pitcher plants from which the fog spewed.
Audra stared at the fog and the pale shapes within it, and the garden as a whole. With nothing more than shit, vermillion veins, and the gifts God gave it, the Maggot had been able to create some of the most devastating weapons known and unknown. Umbra had explained to her the Maggot had intended to invade God’s system with the plants, but Its immune system was too strong. The Maggot abandoned the project. But when it was released by Ruth Ashcroft before the Trauma, it departed from God altogether to explore other means by which to destroy It.
The shadows, after discovering the garden, were quick to pick up where the Maggot had left off in its work. They considered the mythological plants to be their own forms of the Worms of the Earth. And to the Speakers, they would give them, hoping they would use them in their everlasting battle against God. Lillian had rejected their offers, but Audra, for better or worse, had accepted them whole-heartedly.
She took a step back from the fog, gasped. Back in Eldrus, in the bathtub, her lungs burned for oxygen. She ignored the pain, though, and marveled at their work. At first, she’d considered attacking Edgar with the Crossbreed, but she had no need to control him. Then, she thought about growing another Bloodless, but realized he would die too quickly. Not wanting to repeat herself, always wanting to try something new, she took Umbra up on her idea shortly after she and Deimos had made it to Nyxis, and settled on the Shadow Bladder. Why control or kill her brother when she could consume his soul, instead?
Audra shot up out of the bathtub. The water spilled over the side onto the floor. Gasping for air, skin pink and pruned, she searched for a pocket without steam and sucked it into her lungs. It was easy to lose herself in the Deep, and the longer she stayed, the harder God would try to communicate with her. To save herself, she’d have to give almost everything to It, and just when It thought It had her in Its grasp, It would see that, no, It’d been in hers all along.
“Audra.”
She pressed herself against the back of the tub, slinging more water outside. The mist parted. By the doorway, Deimos stood. Stripped of his bat skull and anything that gave him away as a Night Terror, Deimos was nothing more than a bald-headed, blind-in-one-eye, uglier-than-sin man in a shirt and trousers that gave him the appearance of a fed-up scarecrow that’d ditched his post. His face was bruised behind where makeup had been caked on, and his neck and hands were chewed and swollen from whatever torture Lotus had put him through. The sleeve on his right arm was rolled to his elbow, to prominently display the Corruption that’d been spellwoven there by the Mer awhile back. The heat should’ve brought out its crimson color, but it looked more faded than ever. The spell was wearing off.
Audra bit her lip, smiled. He looked bad, but he could’ve looked a lot worse. “Are you okay?”
He rubbed the back of his head. “I miss my mask.”
“Can I get you anything?”
“No, I will manage.” He stepped back, looked through the doorway. Coming into the bathroom, whispering: “How much longer?”
Audra gripped the sides of the tub and came to her feet. Standing, seeing the water run off her limbs, it struck her how skinny she was; how malnourished she must be. She covered herself, not because she was embarrassed to be naked in front of Deimos, but because she didn’t want to see herself. It reminded her too much of Pyra, and the days she’d spent in soiled clothes, imprisoned, tending to Bloodless as she crossed off in her mind the days until she might finally die.
I’m going to get stronger.
Deimos handed Audra a towel. While she wrapped it around her body, he grabbed a second one and started drying her hair. She didn’t stop him. Instead, she went slack and let him work her scalp over. She didn’t have much that made her happy, but this right here? This was it for her. The first time he’d done it for her, after she’d gotten vomit in her hair after a long night of drinking, had been the first of many times to come.
“Felix and Justine are coming,” he said softly into her ear. “Something happened in Cathedra, too.” He got even quieter. “The Bloodless was let loose.”
Audra gasped, but didn’t stop him from his work. “What the hell was it doing there?”
“I heard the Anointed One say that they were planning on bringing it here, but something went wrong. He believes it is also possible the Marrow Cabal turned on the Holy Order and let it loose on purpose.”
“Valac is telling you all this?”
“Yes. I think he believes he can get to you if he is nice to me.” Deimos squeezed her head through the towel, dabbed a few wet spots on her hair, and then stopped. “He believes we are in a relationship.”
Audra snorted. She turned around and, with Deimos, started to laugh. “What a little dumbass.”
“Yes,” Deimos said, smiling. “Yes, he is.”
When Audra and Deimos stepped out of the bathroom, they found Edgar waiting in her room, Valac at his side. Edgar was already turned around, to avoid seeing his sister naked, but Valac was eager. He eyed her hungrily, not with lust but interest. If she had to guess, the vermillion imitation had never see a woman’s body before. She let him get his fill of her form, though she still wasn’t happy with how fragile she looked, and wondered, as she slipped into a black and gold-flecked sleeveless dress that stopped just short of the floor, now that Valac knew what woman looked like, what would he do with that information? He seemed so desperate to be human. Would he ask God for a companion? In trying to be a so-called “man,” had he become like so many men who saw women as accessories to their completion?
“What is it, brother?” she asked, going to her vanity in search of a comb.
He turned around. “We have guests.”
She stopped what she was doing. Her heart picked up its pace. Felix? You’re here already?
But that couldn’t be right. Edgar wasn’t happy or triumphant as he might’ve been had he had the Holy Child and Mother Abbess trapped within his city. No, Edgar’s face was pallid; he was sweating; and somewhere inside his darkened eyes, plotting.
Saying no more, Edgar and Valac left the room. Audra and Deimos exchanged glances, and he gestured to let her know he was unarmed.
Going into the hall outside her room, Audra was immediately struck by how badly it smelled. The hall stank like a stagnant lake on a hot summer day; that sharp, rotted odor of fish bones and gnat-infested waters. Edgar and Valac stopped a few feet ahead of them, where the hall let out to an area filled with pillars and furniture. Then, sighing, he put his hands together and shouted, “Enter!” At the hall’s farthest end near the bend, there was a rustling; the sticky sound of wet feet padding on tiling. Metal, too—Audra heard metal, and the distinct swish and lumbering of Ghostgrave’s guards. They had visitors, but it seemed as if they were treating them more as prisoners.
Visitors, prisoners, whatever they were or might soon be, they rounded the corner. With an armed escort at their backs, Isla Taggart and the woman beside her walked down the hall, completely soaked to the bone. The high-and-mighty social justice sycophant that Audra remembered of Isla from her time back in Pyra was gone. Like Edgar, she appeared as if she’d come down with something, like a terminal case of remorse.
But who was this woman? This woman with her white satin dress and her long, oddly flowing hair, as if the fingers of an electrical current were constantly running through it. When she walked, she appeared to glide instead, and unlike Isla, she couldn’t have looked healthier. She had a glow about her, and the way she sized up the hall, it was almost as if she were remembering it from a time before this possible homecoming.
Edgar held up his hand. The guard stopped, but Isla and the woman kept coming. When they were no more than a few feet away, Edgar held up his hand for them to stop as well. Isla did so immediately, but the woman took her time.
“Nephew,” the woman said to Edgar.
Valac rubbed his belly, nervously.
“This is Joy, or Crestfallen, or the Maiden of Joy,” Edgar said.
Joy curtseyed, and as she did so, she leaned forward more than necessary than to give Deimos a deeper look into her cleavage.
“I believe you have already met Isla Taggart,” he said.
Audra remembered Isla very well. Audra remembered how she had mistakenly reached out to Isla with her shadows, thinking that she might help her escape from Pyra. She remembered how Isla had attempted to use Audra’s imprisonment as a bargaining chip for her own personal gain, and she would’ve been content to let Audra rot down there forever until she agreed to Isla’s terms. Oh yes, she remembered Isla well. How could she forget when she came to Rime with all those Winnowers and slaughtered the Night Terrors? And then, to add insult to injury, she’d planted the seeds of heaven, which completely destroyed the village and tainted the land.
“I’m still of the royal family,” Audra said.
“Yes,” Edgar said.
“It wasn’t a question.”
Audra side-eyed Deimos, and Deimos, getting the hint, went around Isla. Before she could react, Deimos quickly grabbed her by both arms and held them behind her back.
Thinking that Joy might intervene, Audra was about to tell her to back off. But Joy was ahead of her. She’d already moved aside, closer to Edgar. She was grinning, looking forward to what was to come.
“G-Get off me,” Isla said, trying to wriggle free.
Deimos said to her, “Do you remember the Bat when you first came to Rime? The one you were going to trade for?”
Isla stopped fighting. She gave herself to his restraint and cringed.
“Isla Taggart had every opportunity to save me, but she didn’t.”
Audra stepped up to her. With all the strength she had and all the strength the shadows leant her, she smashed her fist into Isla’s face.
Blood exploded from Isla’s popped lip. Her nose, broken, jutted to the right. A single tooth—too small to have anything but to have been her milk tooth—fell out of her mouth. Brow wrinkled, body shaking, and still Isla didn’t fight back.
Audra took Isla from Deimos and wheeled her around.
“You killed my people, and you almost killed us,” he said.
Deimos came in hard and buried his fist in Isla’s gut. She gasped, sprayed blood all over his face. He wiped it off with his Corrupted arm.
Audra released Isla.
She dropped to the ground like a sack full of rocks and cradled herself, gasping for air and hacking up blood in equal measures.
Audra signaled for Deimos to follow, and to the others said, “When you have something worthwhile to show me, brother, you know where to find me,” and with that, and Deimos, went into her room and shut the door on them all.




CHAPTER XXXIII

Deimos had told Vrana once to know her limits.
She knew them now.
After all the torture and murder the witches had put her through, this was worse.
She hurt so badly she could barely breathe. Lodged within, the egg of agony Pain had put there so long ago finally started to crack. She’d suffered enough. The incubation had finished. Madness was about to be born.
Prostrate in the shallows, knees tucked under her, Vrana dug in the sand while the Sanies lapped at her feet. The restorative waters kept her body temperature from spiking into a fever. She drove her beak into the ground, ate the ground bones that comprised the Ossuary. She stuffed herself with the dead, as if that’d somehow help her pass this terrible feeling inside her. Whatever she did, she dare not look up. In this desert night, beneath the twelve-moon sky, nothing was left to interpretation.
It’s my fault. She retched, vomited. Sand poured out of her mouth, like the hourglass from her dreams. And like the hourglass, she was shattered, split in two; quickly losing herself to consuming darkness, the byproduct of unbalance. She made fists and held herself. Her mind flirted with betrayal, and she imagined Aeson’s arms, not hers, wrapped around her. Screaming, she bashed her head into the ground, over and over, until, at last, they were her arms again.
Aeson, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Bone clung to Vrana’s eyes, from the tears she wept. She didn’t blink the sand away; whether she did or didn’t, she’d still see death all the same. It was all she ever saw, ever since she was too young to know it had a name. Everything she’d ever done that’d ever been worthwhile had always ended in finality. Decapitating the Cruel Mother, murdering Samuel Turov, fighting the Horror of the Lake; maiming the bandits at Ødegaard’s hospital, being the lynchpin in Pain’s plan to attack Caldera; butchering the missionaries in the west; attacking the mob outside Nora, and watching them fall to the Ashen Man’s flies; inadvertently summoning the Red Worm; putting the Horror of the Field out of its misery; putting the men near Keldon’s Hill out of R’lyeh’s misery; going to Lacuna, and letting Mara die on their behalf… Even her birth had brought her father to madness, and ultimately, the killing end of Bjørn’s ax.
But that wasn’t all. That didn’t begin to cover it. The terrible deeds she’d done on behalf of the witches, they were here now. She’d buried them in unmarked graves all across her mind, where all the dead things go to die, but Aeson’s death had dug them up and put them on display.
In servitude to Pain and Joy, Vrana had killed fifty-three men, forty-one women, and ninety-nine children. With her beak, she’d impaled them; with her claws, she’d raked them. She’d split bellies open and choked the dying with their own intestines. More times than she could count, she’d ripped children from their beds, flown them high into the sky, and flung them at the ground, because Pain had liked the sound their little bodies made when they exploded. To Joy went the infants, and even now, she could hear their crying as the witch descended upon them, pinching their cheeks until there was nothing left but bone. Those that Vrana didn’t kill, she might as well have: They were dead the moment they’d been dragged off in a daze into the flesh fiend’s den, to be fucked and flayed into the horrible instruments by which the Choir played the only tune they knew.
Not even after cannibalizing Pain did the killing stop. She’d since lost track of the Corrupted she’d eaten, too. And the whole point of coming to the Ossuary? Again, to kill something, but this time, to kill something so ridiculously beyond her that anyone with a single functioning brain cell would see it as a selfish act of suicide.
Am I here because Mom died? she asked herself, shivering at the notion. Did I come here so we… me and Aeson… could die?
Feathers fell from Vrana. Those she’d seen out the corners of her eyes, she grabbed and held onto beneath her. She was bare enough; she couldn’t bear to show any more. The Sanies reached her knees, and it was hard to say if the lake had a tide of its own, or if it was trying to comfort her. The green water congealed around her limbs, like melted emeralds. Neksha had told them that the first mumiya had found a creature lying beside the lake, and Aeson had said sanies meant blood and pus from a wound. Perhaps the creature had died, and from its wounds, the lake had formed. Maybe it was still down there, at the bottom, bleeding out. If so, that meant the very thing every person who passed through the Ossuary relied on to cross the desert into the Deep, to carry out their deicidal missions, was nothing more than a corpse of something greater that’d come before them.
That’s why we came here. She sniffled, let the hot spit that’d been building up in her mouth drool out into the sand. The Trauma never ended. And it was only ever going to if God was put on display and bled out. That’s the only way this world is only going to…
“Shut the fuck up,” she told herself. “Just shut the fuck up.”
Someone said something to her, but she couldn’t hear them. The mountain of excuses under which she was having this pity party had begun to crumble. She wasn’t lying here in the sands on this nightmare frontier because of what she’d done and had intended to do. She was lying here because, for all the blood she had on her hands, it was the blood of before and the agony of after that’d finally stopped her in her tracks and brought her to her knees.
The past, the present, and the future. Adelyn, R’lyeh, and Aeson. In one slow, fell swoop, each one had been taken from her in the cruelest ways only a god such as the Vermillion God could imagine.
It didn’t take much for Vrana to remember the smell of Kistvaen’s eruption, the heat of the lava; and the way her mother melted in the fires. She’d been a diamond of a woman, hardened by the life she’d lived, and yet, somehow, she’d managed to find softness through the love she had for others. She was a shining gem—stalwart, priceless, and irreplaceable—who’d, by the flames of hate and fear, been reduced to nothing. All that she’d done for Caldera, all that she’d done for the Night Terrors; all of those she’d healed, all of those she might’ve inspired—it was all gone. All that remained was what Vrana remembered, and it seemed too precious to keep it on display at all times. She’d tried to bury the memories, but she knew now that it didn’t matter where they were, because in the end, the worms would get to them all the same.
I miss you so much. I’m so sorry. I should’ve known. I tried to get to our house as fast as possible. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I should’ve grabbed you. I could’ve flown you out of there. I should’ve taken your hand, not that stupid bag. You were so good to me. You were the best mom anyone could ever want. I love you so much. You didn’t even bat an eye when you saw what I looked like. Vrana let out a small laugh. Probably wasn’t even surprised. I love you, Mommy, and I’m sorry. Wherever you are, if you are anywhere, tell Bjørn I’m glad he’s keeping you company. Again, she laughed; the hot and snotty kind that was more choking than laughing. I love you. I’m sorry. I love you.
R’lyeh—the name of a person that’d always been on the tip of her tongue—just as easily forgotten as she was to remember. How easy it’d been to assume she’d turned out alright, despite all the signs that said otherwise. It’d been that moment when Pain had forced her to take control of Hex to kill R’lyeh when Vrana gave up on the girl. It wasn’t Vrana’s love that’d saved R’lyeh, but merely seconds; those slivers of time we take for granted, in which Elizabeth had managed to knock Hex out before she cut the Octopus to bits. Like Adelyn, Vrana’s love hadn’t saved her. It’d doomed her.
I don’t know why I thought you’d be better off with an immortal skeleton. Vrana called to mind the memory of when she and R’lyeh had spent the night near the Elys, trading stories about this world and the Old. You got to go to the Dead City. That pretty much takes the cake when it comes to seeing the Old World. God, such a little shit. You thought you could be immune to everything? I swear, if you’d been with me… She choked up. I wish we had never met, yeah? Yeah. There I go, sounding like Elizabeth. After everything we found out about our people, it was good you were with the Marrow Cabal. I can tell they took good care of you. I’m sorry I had to do that to you at the Keep. I couldn’t put you through any more, not after everything you’d gone through. I hope you’re at peace now. I’m sorry, and I love you.
With past and present reconciled, all that remained was the future that couldn’t be. Aeson. Her best friend, her boyfriend. The shy, skinny wimp who used spy on her when they were little, and who’d always managed to outrun her no matter how hard she tried to catch him. The moody, brooding orphan who lurked beneath Caldera, trying to make sense of the world while doing his best to avoid it altogether. The unlikely hero, who’d crossed the continent and every line he’d ever set for himself to save the woman who, in the end, couldn’t save him.
Enough was enough. She’d been amongst the bones for far too long. Telling herself she was strong, that she could do this, that she had to do this—Vrana lifted her head from the ground, no longer content to leave it buried in the sand.
Remnants of Aeson were splattered before her. Dark and indistinct, they gathered shadows like flies from the twelve moons above. Vrana crawled towards them. Her stomach growled at the sight. She ignored it, caught fire from embarrassment. Inches from the pile of gore, she sat and leaned over it, and divined from his pieces the whole of herself.
I’m not a bad person, but I’m bad with people. This isn’t my fault, but I shouldn’t have brought you here. To protect something, you have to make it unremarkable. I couldn’t do that to you, even if I wanted to. You were everything to me, and everything you did was remarkable. Even something as simple as… She wept, and her tears gave new life to his dried blood. Even something as simple as a look from you. Just a look. Or a touch. I knew you for so long, you were with me, even when you weren’t. The smell of you. The heat of you. I’m afraid of the me without you. I don’t know what that girl is like. I won’t bury you, though. I want you to haunt me and give me hell. Everything is going to get worse. Any of you will make it better.
Vrana steadied her breathing, until she was barely breathing at all. Her muscles ached from being tensed for so long. Coldness crept behind her eyes. Motes floated through her mind. Dried streaks of tears pinched the skin on her nose and cheek. She tasted salt in her mouth, and also, snot. She wept phantoms out of reflex, because even her reserves had run dry. Heavy handfuls of feathers fell from her back, forming a circle around her, like a tree that’d lost all its leaves.
There was nothing left to give nor shed. In the morning, it might be another matter, but for now, she was perfectly imperfect, contentedly empty.
“Vrana.”
The Skeleton stood in front of her, his hands outstretched; one was empty, the other held the Red Death ax.
She took his hand—
Millions like miners, like ants, eating their way through the Membrane.
—and once she was back on her feet, took the ax, too.
Elizabeth wandered over, a walking mess. Her face glistened in the moonlight with sweat and tears. She held out her arms, dropped them to her side; held out her arms, dropped them again. Getting up on Vrana, eyes shaking in their sockets, Elizabeth tried to mouth something to her, but even that, she couldn’t manage. Instead, she threw herself into Vrana, threw her arms around her, and held on tightly, making fists over her feathers.
“I’m. So. Sorry.” Elizabeth’s words traveled through Vrana’s flesh; she could feel them vibrating against her heart, and the sympathy in their syllables. “Tell us what to do.”
As Elizabeth pulled away, wiping her eyes, the Skeleton said, “I’ll help you find the witch.”
Vrana shook her head without giving his offer any consideration.
“Are you sure?” The Black Hour’s growth began to throb over his bones. “That’s what I’d do.”
That’s what I would’ve done, too, she thought to herself. The old her would already be halfway to the Void by now. But she couldn’t do that to Aeson. In the end, he’d given his life to free her from Pain and Joy. One day Vrana might die, and that day might be coming soon, but she couldn’t bring herself to be put in a situation where Joy might have the satisfaction of seeing it happen. That’s what Joy wanted, wasn’t it? That’s why she let her live. To see Vrana screaming across the Void, flying blindly on the fumes of revenge.
“I’m sure,” she said. “I am.”
Neksha moved in her periphery, as if he carried a great weight on his shoulders. He was going about the edges of the Sanies, collecting the wraps of the six mumiya Joy had murdered. By the time he’d picked up the fourth bundle, he stopped and dropped every one that he held to the ground. The mummy pushed his hand against his face and began to unravel, beginning with the binding around his toes. Except, when the wraps came loose, there was nothing underneath. He was limbless, formed only by the features the bindings gave him—the skin of his kin.
“Neksha,” Elizabeth said, wiping her nose on her forearm. “Don’t.” She hurried over to him, grabbed the bindings as they came free around where a knee would be. “Please.” She held the binding, and in doing so, he held on a little longer. “Please, don’t.”
“I should have known,” Neksha said, staring at Vrana. “I could sense the Void in you.” He stopped, took his binding from Elizabeth—“But this is not your fault.”—and began wrapping it around himself, until he was whole again. “There are so few of us left now. Never have I felt so alone.”
“We all are, yeah?” Elizabeth said, smiling pathetically. “Alone.”
Neksha hung his head.
Vrana focused on Aeson’s remains; the bits of flesh and shards of bone pinned down by shredded innards. She knelt, scooped her hands under the sand beneath the gore, and carefully lifted what was left of her love to her breast. She carried him to the Sanies and then, hip deep in the lake, let him go. When the pieces of Aeson touched the surface, the emerald green water closed around them and took them under. In a desert formed by eons of death, committing him to the Sanies seemed like the only way to give him some semblance of a burial.
She waited until she was sure he was gone; and waded back to the shore.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” the Skeleton said. He tipped his skull, as if the Black Hour were speaking to him, then: “It’s your call.”
“We do what we came here to do,” she said.
Elizabeth left Neksha’s side. “Take some time, yeah? You don’t have to rush—”
“I do,” Vrana said. She wandered over to the building they’d been staying in. “Got to die to start living, right, Atticus?”
“I reckon,” he said.
“Me too.”
Vrana didn’t make it further than the doorway. In it, she propped the Red Death ax across the threshold and sat. Leaning forward, elbows to her knees, she spread her wings and covered herself with them the best she could. For a long while, she stared at nothing in particular, and then, everything.
Vrana stared at the rising dunes and the disappearing valleys, and the sands pouring from that invisible slit in the sky. In each grain that graced this desert, a death was held; captured and collected by a god who should’ve had it all and still wanted more. For as long God existed, the Ossuary would keep growing, until Heaven and Earth were choked by it, made one by it.
Vrana stared at the sky, and the twelve moons waxing and waning and shining fully —distant clocks on a celestial shelf. In the fabric of space, she noticed stitching—orange and gold threads fraying amongst the stars—and figured it was Exuviae that’d sewn itself into the scene. If so, who there manned the moons? Who kept watch on the graveyard of graveyards? If the Ossuary was the hourglass of her dreams, then what was keeping time by its sands? Not God nor Man, who were so certain in their ways. Something else, she realized, catching a glimpse of the new moon lurking behind the others, waiting for its time to come out of the shadows.
Dozing off, Vrana caught herself before she fell forward. Blinking hard to stay awake, she stared at the Skeleton, Elizabeth, and Neksha. They were alone, the last of their kind, outrunning the echoes of extinction; trying to leave their mark, though no one would find it; unsung suicides trying to give purgatory the slip. They’d come here for their own reasons—the Skeleton, to no longer be immortal; Elizabeth, to understand the Bad Woman; Neksha, to fulfill his master’s purpose—and yet here they stood, on common ground. They would all have to die to start living again.
In her last moments before total mental shutdown, Vrana’s attention drifted to the Sanies. In its waters, she saw Aeson’s reflection. He was happy, and he was whole; the way he’d been a year ago, that night before she left for Geharra, when he came into her room. He’d been so sure of himself when he kissed her lips, and so considerate when he touched her. And when he laid her down on the bed, he’d taken his time undressing her, cherishing every part of her. She remembered how much they laughed at how awkwardly serious the whole thing was, and how they laughed even harder when it ended so quickly. In those days, when she stared into his eyes, it’d always been Aeson who stared back—not their hellish history.
A hand rocked Vrana’s shoulder.
She jerked backwards, away from Elizabeth. The hazy light of dawn, like something out of a nostalgic daydream, shimmered and wavered behind her. She was wearing mumiya bindings, and had the Red Death sword.
“If we’re going to meet up with the Maggot, Neksha said we’ll have to go now,” Elizabeth said.
Vrana nodded, ran her hand up and down and the length of her beak. Then, getting up, she paused midway.
It wasn’t just Neksha and the Skeleton who stood at the center of Kres, but the entire village of mumiya—all twenty-one of them.
“Are they… seeing us off?” Vrana asked.
Neksha stepped away from his brethren. “No,” he said. “We are coming with you. All of us.”




CHAPTER XXXIV

Isla nursed her wounds alone. After Audra and Deimos’ beating, King Edgar had helped her up off the floor and offered her his own personal doctor. Bruised, bleeding, and mind so dizzied it felt as if her skull was filled with oatmeal, she’d told him no. Now, standing in front of the mirror in her room, a spread of bandages, potions, and salves at her disposal, she wished she’d said yes. This broken nose wouldn’t heal right, otherwise.
It was too easy for her to pretend like she didn’t need anyone. It was a reflex; at this point, almost instinctual. Any helping hand just looked like her uncle’s, and his never took all that long before it was smacking her across the face, or holding her down, like so many others before him. Sure, she’d managed to get what she wanted from Joy, but it’d cost her more than she could ever repay. It couldn’t be the same for Edgar. If he let her in the way she wanted him to and gave her the chance and tools to chisel from this world its social imbalance, she’d have to get it right this time. She had to be smarter. She had to be better.
A bug fluttered past Isla’s face. Dabbing Null on the cuts across her lips, she watched the moth coast about the small room before finally landing on the headboard. It was the same moth from Rime, the one with the markings that looked like skulls and eyes. The one Joy had seen and panicked.
Isla hadn’t had the opportunity to get a look at the bug. With everything that’d been going on at the time, she’d forgotten Joy’s freak-out. But now she was alone with it, and enthralled by it, and when she looked at it, she was consumed by it. Head already swimming, it started to drown. Her stomach ached, turned cold; not from where Deimos had hit her, but deeper than that ache, than that hurt, where a vortex lined in needles churned her innards inwards. She gasped for air. She stumbled. Her right foot slid forward, her left followed. She grabbed onto the side of the mirror to resist the undertow. The floor was stone, but suddenly, in its texture, she saw stars.
The moth adjusted itself on the headboard. Its antennae wavered, as if it were signaling to her. Then there were sounds. Not from the moth, but from everywhere. Sharp sounds. Slicing sounds. Penetrating sounds that packed Isla’s ears like cotton and pricked her brain like a pincushion. She smelled metal, and freshly cut flowers; and the stench of old breaths, ones she’d known for so very long, began to lift.
Isla let go of the mirror, let the undertow take her.
Three knocks on the door.
The moth took flight, and with it went its spell.
Isla gasped. She grabbed the footboard. Struggling to speak, she coughed out, “Come!” and fell forward, planting her hands on the bed.
The door opened.
“Isla?”
It was Joseph Cleon.
She stood up, spun around, and hurried to him. She saw him go stiff, scared of what she was about to do. He winced. She hugged him.
Joseph Cleon, the Demagogue. He’d once been Mother Abbess’ rabble-rouser; the church-sanctioned shit-starter who’d cruise the streets by carriage, from sunrise to sunset, spreading rumors about the mainland. His job had been to keep the faith by keeping the fear good and fresh in all the minds of those who lived in Penance. It kept the Holy Order and its followers staunch isolationists and bolstered tribalism in the city-state. Joseph had done his job so well and so frequently that he was seldom seen as being anything but the Demagogue. No one knew anything about who he was or where he’d come from, and because he possessed no wants or needs of his own, the people of Penance came to trust him. Others on the mainland, however, saw Joseph’s dedication as a sign of weakness, and those who’d never met him or would never meet him, came to loathe him. He was an easy target, and a perfect smokescreen behind which worse men, like Alexander Blodworth, could carry out their crimes.
Isla put her hand around the back of his neck. He twitched. She’d choked him several times before, usually during sex, and generally to the point where he had passed out. She’d put him through a lot of things over the last few years. He was the guinea pig upon which she experimented, with his body and her own. She often denied him pleasure, thinking that, because he was a man, he’d had enough of it in his life and could do without it on occasions. She’d bit him, burned him, beat him; tied him up, held him under water; she’d spat on him, berated him; cut him. She made him shave her and clean her sometimes, if only to see the extent to which he’d serve her without complaint. He was the object of her derision, and also, her only listener. It was with Joseph that’d she shared her beliefs and aspirations, and her inspirations found in the teachings of Lux. When she told him to ride with her and the Winnowers’ Chapter out of Penance, he did so without question. When they took Rime and she asked him to torture and attempt to gaslight the Night Terrors there, there wasn’t a murmur of complaint or resistance.
Joseph Cleon had left his mark in history as the Demagogue, given her everything she had ever wanted, and yet she knew absolutely nothing about him. Only a few weeks ago, Isla would’ve told herself that was the point, that was why she kept him around; that he was a blank canvas she could cover in her own shit and piss, and still, by the end of it, he’d make it seem as if it were art. Today, though, bloodied and beaten, her brain constantly replaying Joy’s slaying in the Ossuary, she didn’t want that for her and him at all.
“What’s… what’s wrong?” he asked.
He was scared, mistaking her kindness for cruelty. She could feel his body flexing, his veins throbbing. Her wills and whims had always been a puzzle for him which he probably assumed he’d never solve. Now that she was unlocked, he couldn’t handle it.
Isla thought about apologizing, but she worried if she took it too fast with Joseph, he might think she’d lost her mind, and she’d lose him for good. Instead, she said, “I’m glad you’re here.”
His long, black hair—greasy as always—mingled with her own equally dark and greasy hair. His clothes, black as well, were rough against her face. She pressed her nose to the fabric. She could still smell the north in them—pine trees and smoke from a fire. She didn’t miss Rime, but she did wish for the comfort it could’ve provided, before she rode in there and uprooted it with the seed of heaven.
“Isla—” he stepped away from her, “—what do you need me to do?”
She looked past him, through the doorway. She’d thought she’d heard something in the hall, but there was nothing. She said, “Nothing. I’m just glad you’re here.”
Joseph broke eye contact. He reminded her of a child, and thinking that, she wasn’t even sure how old he was. Twenties? Thirties? She’d aged him so badly through her own efforts that it was hard to say anymore. Whatever remained of Joseph Cleon was behind decades of scar tissue, from both her and the Holy Order. It was about the only thing he and Isla could say they actually had in common.
Coming to, Joseph scrutinized her face and cried, “Who did this to you?”
“Doesn’t matter. I deserved it.”
“No. You’ve suffered so much—”
Have I?
“—Tell me—”
Maybe I should suffer.
“—and it’s my fault I wasn’t—”
That moth came for me, like it did Joy.
Joseph was fuming. His face had gone red, and he was halfway out the door, ready to track and maim, like the good dog she’d made of him.
Before he could leave, Isla grabbed his wrist. “Did you just get here?”
He looked at her hand. That was the Isla he knew, wasn’t it?
She let go.
“Yes.”
“Through the Void?”
“I don’t know. We were blindfolded.”
“Did anyone else come through with you?”
Joseph raised an eyebrow. “No, it was just me, I think. I don’t know what Joy did with the rest of the Night Terrors and Winnowers.”
She kept them all for herself. That fucking bitch. She’s going to throw them to her stupid Cult of—
Another sound. She’d heard one before, she was sure of it now, because she was hearing it again. It was sharp and slicing, not like it’d been with the moth. Farther down the hall, she heard a commotion. And laughter. Joy’s laughing.
Out of nowhere, a flesh fiend bounded down the hall, directly for Isla’s room. The child horror was a red blur, slinging coats of blood all over the walls as it ran. In its mouth, it held a hunk of hair that was attached to a severed head that was missing an eye, a jaw, and both ears. The child fiend’s forehead had been branded with the double-headed stick figure symbol that represented the Cult of the Worm.
Joseph ran for the door. Right when he was about to close it, Joy entered the hall.
“Oh, my little angel,” she said. “Get back here.”
The child flesh fiend immediately skidded to a stop. The stolen flesh on its legs and feet sloughed off onto the floor. “S… S… orry.” It turned, panting hungrily at Isla and Joseph, and hurried to Joy.
“Boys will be boys, won’t they?” she said, holding out her arms.
The flesh fiend jumped into them, severed head and all, and clung onto her like a chimp.
“I told Edgar the Choir needed to stretch their legs.”
They’re here? She brought the whole Cult into Ghostgrave?
A bell dinned.
“Ah!” Joy exclaimed.
Valac, the Anointed One, strolled up to her side.
“Settle in, Sister,” Joy said. “I’ll come for you soon.” And with that, she walked with Valac off into the keep.
Isla’s eyes lingered on the still-dripping smears of blood the flesh fiend had thrown all across the hall. This wasn’t going to be any different than Rime. It never would be.
“Joseph,” she said, calling him over.
He went to her.
She grabbed his head, pressed it to hers, and said, “I need you to help me do one more thing. And I swear to God I’ll never ask you to do anything for me ever again.”
“I will always serve you—”
“No.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “No. This has to be it.”
“Okay,” he said, thoroughly unconvincing.
Isla opened her mouth. The moth from before fluttered past. It slipped through the doorway, out into the hall. When it reached the bloodstains, it exploded into dust, and from the cloud, a single flower, the Death’s Dilemma, fell to the ground, atop the pile of flesh.
“If we’re going to get anything done here, if we’re going to change the world like we said we would…” Isla steadied her breathing. “We have to kill her. We have to kill Joy.”




CHAPTER XXXV

Against the better judgment of his silent, stone Holy Children guards, Felix opened the window in his compartment of the carriage and reached out to the world. He smiled and waved at those they passed on the road. He cried prayers and sang hymns. He preached and channeled the Word of god, all the while reminding those who were watching and listening that he and the Mother Abbess were, in fact, aspects of god itself.
Finding it hard to draw people’s attention, Felix became more animated, more obnoxious. Going at it for hours like a traveling salesman, his voice was hoarse and the things he was saying started to make less and less sense. As time went on, fewer people stopped to listen, not because they were afraid of the army, Narcissus, marching through their hometowns, but because they didn’t want to hear it anymore. Red in the face, Felix’s stomach hurt, and his heart hurt, and his arms felt as if they were going to tear off, because he’d reached out, and no one and nothing had reached back.
The Holy Order of Penance wasn’t wanted or needed in the Heartland anymore, and so neither was he.
He settled into the seat, but never took his eyes off outside. Vermillion veins as thick as sequoias rose and fell along the road or formed archways over it. The growths had a cloudy transparency, and when the afternoon sun hit them just right, red splashes of color were cast from the veins across the land, like massive bloodstains. What was worse, though, were the people who flocked to these pools of light. They would gather underneath that part of the growth with ladders and ropes, scurry up, and tap into the vein. The thick, foam-kissed fluid would sputter out, dousing the swarming crowd below. Those that’d tapped into the vein would quickly seal it off, set up a siphon, and begin filling jars with the fluid. The stained and screaming, who’d had but a taste of God’s blood, were quick to offer up whatever valuables they’d had on hand in exchange for that which had once flowed freely. Felix had figured the crowds would simply knock the ladders down and steal the jars from those who’d tried to sell them, but they didn’t. Instead, they waited as respectfully as they could, the same way his congregation back in Penance would when standing in line, waiting for communion.
Villages and towns came and went. He’d long since given up trying to keep track of where he was, what these places were called. They were all different, and yet all the same in the ways that mattered to him at the moment. The Holy Order churches had been taken down, taken over. Signs had been repainted. Banners had been cast to the dirt. Stained glass windows, what precious few there were along the northern Ribs of the Spine, had been busted out to make way for newer, uglier ones. Statues had been beaten; knees were busted, heads caved-in. More often than not, busts of Felix, the Mother Abbess, and some of the Exemplars lay in shallow puddles, gathering birds while their religion gathered flies. None of this was cleaned, though—the rubble, the destruction. It was proudly on display. Felix knew why. It was something new converts to the Disciples of the Deep could gather around, like a bonfire, and share stories of their hate for their old faith, to impress the old-timers who’d been following King Edgar since the beginning.
No one was threatened by the Holy Order of Penance anymore. Felix didn’t want them to be, but he expected some resistance or fear when he and Narcissus tore through these villages and towns. They got out of the way, and that was about it. The Disciples were so certain of their new God that they didn’t hesitate at all when their old came marching through. To Felix, it felt like a bad breakup, the ones his friends, Avery and Mackenzie, went through and told him about.
“It’s worse when you can’t get them out of your head,” Mackenzie had said two years back, combing Felix’s hair. “You think about them constantly. You go out of your way to find them. And when you do, they don’t recognize you. It’s not pretending, either. It’s like they made themselves move on so fast, they forgot you. All those years… gone. Just because they didn’t want to hurt. People will do anything not to hurt, Felix.” She’d dug the comb in deep, which had caused him to squirm away, smarted. “That doesn’t mean you can’t hurt them.” She’d held out her arms, and he came back to her. “I’ve been with some bad ones, let me tell you.”
“Why’d you stay with them so long?” he’d asked.
“I thought it was the best I could do.”
How did I hurt them, though? he thought, as his legs went numb from sitting in the carriage for so long. I didn’t do anything to them.
Grumbling, he pressed his face to the glass. They were leaving whatever town they were in for the wilds in between. He shoved his head out the window, looked back the way they’d come. To the south, the Vermillion God’s silhouette sat, millions of Its veins writhing about, like the tentacles of an electrified squid. It reminded Felix of a windmill, and thinking that, he wondered what God was pushing into this world. It was hard to say it was different, because other than in reports or gossip, he’d never really known the world. But it was different, in the way his room in Pyra used to feel different after the maids came in and cleaned it. The world felt… filtered. Not cleaned but scoured.
Could that explain the people he’d seen? They’d been in every town they’d gone through. The men and women, old and young, and, sometimes, even kids. The ones with the misshapen bodies. The ones with vermillion veins growing out of their eyes and ears, or their wrists and fingertips. There’d been a lot of them. He’d heard of them, too, back on the Divide. Seeing them in person, he realized they looked a lot like how Ichor looked—victims of heaven ingestion. He couldn’t figure how they were getting their hands on seeds, though, as it didn’t seem like they were all that common. The people around them didn’t seem like they knew how to handle these… mutants… either. They always seemed to be alone, together only with others like them. Did they think they were better than everyone else because they’d been touched by God? Or worse off?
The forest swallowed the Holy Order’s procession. The village disappeared behind the trees. He could still hear the thousands of other soldiers marching out of the place. He hoped they’d behaved themselves, now that he couldn’t see them anymore through this overgrowth.
Felix sat back in his seat and thought to himself: I didn’t do anything.
One of the Holy Children in the compartment turned its neck, causing stone to grind on stone. There were two of the statues in here with Felix. He hadn’t forgotten they were there, but they didn’t mean enough to him to really make him care. It wasn’t much different when it came to the Holy Order, he realized. Outside of not wanting harm to come to most of his followers, he didn’t care. They were faceless to him. One animated, no, amorphous (that’s the word) mass who wanted far more than he or Justine or even god could give them. They were never happy, and he never heard from those that were, because they had nothing to complain about. He didn’t do anything for them, because there was nothing he could do for them. The Vermillion God gave them what nothing else in this universe ever could: Closure.
He couldn’t give that to people. His god wasn’t real. The Holy Order was literally the Disciples of the Deep, except with a different coat of paint. He wanted to help people, but when it was actually a good time to do it, he split. He left Pyra to the Exemplars and the endless winter. He left the Divide while the Conscription killed itself trying to defeat the Arachne. And now… now he was running away again. Running away from Cathedra, and the Bloodless that’d burst through Cenotaph’s floors and killed two hundred and god knows how many others. A real aspect of god would’ve stayed, because a real aspect of god would’ve been untouchable. But he wasn’t trying to save Cathedra or the Holy Order. In the end, it was just Justine he was trying to save, like it’d always been.
That night on Pyra’s rooftop, when Justine had revealed herself to him as the White Worm of the Earth, he really truly believed they’d make a difference together. He really truly thought he could stop other kids—anyone, really—from going through the abuse he went through with Samuel Turov. He and Justine had sat down and written a new holy text, a replacement of Helminth’s Way titled The Sinner and the Shadows. Helminth’s Way had been written when Lillian was still alive, before the Trauma. They were going to use The Sinner and the Shadows to help with distancing themselves from the Disciples of the Deep, since both religions shared the same origins.
Felix had come up with the idea for The Sinner and the Shadows from the time he spent with Audra. The story followed two people, the Sinner and the Shadow. At the beginning, neither one knew the other. The Sinner was a faithful and devoted person, but deep down, they did not believe in god. The Shadow was a sad and hateful person, but deep down, they wanted nothing but happiness and love. Over the course of the book, the Sinner and the Shadow endure hardships, and the teachings and commandments of the Holy Order are revealed, until one day, they finally meet. The Sinner and the Shadow are attracted to one another, like magnets. This scares them. They try to run away from one another, but now that they’ve met, they are constantly pulled towards each other. Eventually, they touch. The Sinner and the Shadow become one; each one, at the same time, a sinner and a shadow. When they are complete, god comes down from the heavens, a large ball of light. When god’s light touches the Sinner and the Shadow, the Sinner’s shadow is cast by the millions across the earth, and the Shadow’s Sinner self is split equally throughout the land. Thus, with god’s lifegiving light, humankind is created.
Felix wanted his followers to know that everyone could be flawed and still godly; sinful, and still capable of goodness. He wanted his followers to find the heaven inside them, rather than tearing themselves apart into something ugly in the pursuit of grace. They didn’t have to eat seeds of heaven to mutate their bodies to meet their Maker. Their Maker was inside them all along. And as long as they could take some responsibility, and come together as a species rather than apart, then the Light would shine through.
Unfortunately, very few took The Sinner and the Shadows seriously. The congregation read it as a story, not as a holy text. Helminth’s Way was their bible; it couldn’t be replaced. That was the problem with religion. Once it was written, it was written in stone. The words would be forgotten, misinterpreted, or painted over, but they couldn’t be chiseled into something different. That would be sinful.
Felix kicked his feet. His heels hit the books beneath his seat. Right heel into Helminth’s way, left into The Sinner and the Shadows. Holy texts that were guides to live by, and here they were, under the seat, probably covered in mud and torn apart; only here, really, because Helminth’s was shoved into any place the Holy Order touched, and The Sinner and the Shadows, well, because the Mother Abbess had decreed the two be packaged together. Neither of them meant anything, did they? Had they ever? How long did people in the Old World read the words written in stone, before turning their backs, swearing they already knew them by heart?
When The Sinner and the Shadows didn’t catch his people’s interest, Felix lost interest in the people. Everything since then—the Divide and Cathedra, especially—was… well, what was it? He didn’t know. He didn’t know much about anything. He’d been able to fake it, but once the Vermillion God woke, what chance did the Holy Order have? He wasn’t protecting the people. He didn’t know how to protect the people. There was the church and there was war; there were politics, and there were maps, in his mind and on tables, where pieces were moved towards some grand goal. None of it really meant anything to him. He was too young; too young to take over for Justine. And maybe he’d never be old enough. There’d always been someone older than him, who knew more than him. There’d always been a Hex scheming, or a Sloane compelling. There’d always be a Samuel Turov raping the children they’d swore to protect. Even if Felix managed to beat the Disciples of the Deep and the Vermillion God, it would only get worse. God was a kid’s toy, and kids always cried when you took their toys away.
Felix’s face twisted into ugly sadness. He drove the heels of his palms into his eyes. Taking short, deep breaths, he cried. God, he cried so much these days. But god, there was so much to cry about. It wasn’t hormones. It was this hell they were in. He took his hands away, foolishly hoping one or both of the Holy Children in here would try to comfort him. They did not. Instead, they stared at him blankly, their star-shaped heads casting streamers of sunlight into the compartment. Why should they comfort him, anyway? The Mother Abbess had petrified these Holy Children that came before him. Between Felix and them, who really had it worse?
The carriage jumped as it hit a hole in the road. Outside, the numbing constant of marching feet and clapping hooves was broken up by someone shouting at the driver to watch where they were going. These wilds had probably been pretty peaceful before they came here. Felix wondered how much damage Narcissus would do in passing through, how long it would take for nature to recover. How much hurt would have to happen until everything was alright.
There was a hole inside Felix. It whistled coldly when stray thoughts passed through, like an open doorway in the dead of night. The sound put him on edge and made the scars on his thighs want for more scars on his thighs. There was one thought, though, that was big enough to fill the hole. It was like a rolling boulder, and he’d been outrunning it for so long. But he was coming up on the hole. The jump across was too big. He’d never make it, or if he did, not all of him would. If he stood aside, though, and let the thought pass, it might fill the hole. If he were brave enough, strong enough, he could stand on the thought and let it take him across.
But first, he’d have to turn around and face the thought. And it was this: Save Justine and leave the rest behind.
He could do that, save her. That was easy. He was the Holy Child. He was on his way to Eldrus. He knew he could find a way to Edgar’s side and set back the Disciples of the Deep enough to stop Lillian from taking Justine over. But he had no idea how to save the rest. He didn’t know if war would do it, or if having the Conscription beat back the growing Nameless Forest would help. Maybe Justine was right. Maybe the Holy Order could absorb the Disciples and everything would be better after that, and they could take advantage of the Vermillion God again, like the Holy Order had when Justine decided to work against It. Maybe. Maybe not. Felix couldn’t say. It wasn’t something he’d ever figure out. Things like this took lifetimes. Justine had many lives. He just had one. And the idea of devoting his entire life to a religion that was a lie, that, after so much death and bloodshed, still might do more harm than good didn’t sit right with him anymore.
They’d call him a coward, he figured, but he was thirteen years old, and no one had ever given him a choice between this and a normal life. Screw ‘em.
The hole inside had been filled, and now that it was, he could breathe, really breathe, again.
And then he stopped breathing altogether, because from the wilds, he’d heard something come screaming at the procession. He had but a second to react, and he didn’t.
“God is the greatest!” a man cried.
An explosion, but not like when the Bloodless erupted through Cenotaph’s floors. It was somehow louder, yet softer. Like when someone drops a potted plant that’d just been watered. It was a wet, earthy clap.
“Stop!”
“… into formation!”
“There, on the…”
“… another one!”
The horses whinnied; in their panic, the carriages they towed creaked from their bucking.
“There, right there!”
“Put an arrow…”
“Back, you heathens!”
Felix tried to get to the window to see what was going on, but the Holy Children were on top of him, pinning him to the seat. He gasped, crushed beneath their weight. Did they know how much they were hurting him?
“Heaven take me!” a woman hollered.
Another soundwave, like a handful of chucked soil, scattered against the carriage. Leaves were ripped from canopies. Branches snapped from trunks.
What’s going on? He took one of the children by their star-shaped heads and cried into their vacant faces, “Get the hell off me! I can’t breathe.”
The stone child looked back. For a moment, it seemed as if it was thinking about what Felix had said. It moved off him.
Felix gasped for air as he kicked his way free of his guards. He went to the window. At that moment, Commander Millicent was riding up to it, her sword drawn, her steely face streaked with gore.
“Suicide bombers,” she said. “Stay inside.” She rode down the line, shouting incomprehensible orders.
As soon as he was back on his seat, he was off it again and out the door. He still had a part to play. If he didn’t, he’d never get to Eldrus.
The two Holy Children started after him. Their hands closed around his robes, but he slipped free. He hurried up the procession. Soldiers, who’d broken rank, quickly went into formation when they saw him. Wave after wave of “Your Holiness” crashed into him. He nodded, made holy gestures with his hands, and kept going. The bombers had attacked farther ahead, where Justine’s carriage was stopped.
Relief mixed with revulsion. Justine’s carriage was untouched. Not far from it, off to the side of the road, where the wilds glazed over into wetlands, sharp, stabbing stalks of vermillion veins ten or fifteen feet long and thick as bricks had attached themselves like burrs to the land. Streaming from the stalks were shredded bodies and spools of innards. Limbs, like ornaments, decorated the sick fractal. Already, flies had taken to the corpses, and mucks, gray oozes that fed on carrion, had come up from the wetlands to eat the piles of gore and feces.
Felix covered his nose to escape the bitter, burning stench. He braced himself against Justine’s white carriage, waiting for his stomach to stop turning.
“Felix?” Justine’s muffled voice called from within the carriage.
He backed away, nose still covered. Voice just as muffled, he said, “Are you okay?”
“Yes,” she said.
Felix went to open the door to make sure but stopped. He already knew it was locked several times over from the inside. Justine’s transformations were happening more frequently these days. The last time Felix had seen her, which was earlier in the week, it’d been through a crack in the door. Justine’s entire body had ballooned into a pool of flesh that’d filled the whole carriage.
“Were you going to say something to the soldiers?” she asked.
“I am.”
“Good. Good. Thank you for taking care of our Church.”
Felix backed away. Guilt stung him like a bee, and he rubbed the back of his neck where it hurt. Turning around towards his carriage, he saw the two stone Holy Children closing on him, and from farther down the line, Commander Millicent as well. He only had a few seconds at best before he was ushered back into isolation.
“My people!” Felix cried at the top of his lungs.
Soldiers for as far as he could see stopped what they were doing—talking, panicking; wiping blood off their armor—and stood at attention.
“The heretics who committed this grievous act will spend the rest of eternity in damnation. To see but one child of god fall wounds god in ways we will never understand. Heaven awaits those who die in service to our cause, but we should not greet death so readily. Cherish your lives. Be vigilant. Many of the Disciples of the Deep are but members of the Holy Order who’ve strayed from the flock. Remember this, as Narcissus continues to divide as we make our march to Eldrus. To prevent acts such as this from happening in the future, god needs your faith in our mission.”
The hundreds of soldiers continued to stare at Felix, unmoved. They’d been traveling this road for weeks through enemy territory, losing friends and comrades here and there as squadrons were dispatched to the various villages and towns along the way. They were exhausted, mentally and physically, and Felix could see that he had no place here in the wilds, where a Holy Child was simply a child and nothing more.
“I… need…” Felix paused, tried again. “I would have the commanding officers bring the names of the victims to Commander Millicent. We will see they are never forgotten.”
Blew it, he thought, hurrying back to his carriage.
Halfway there, he met the two Holy Children, and Commander Millicent on her huffing steed.
“Your Holiness…” she started.
“I know,” he said, shouldering past her and his stone guards. “I’m going. But Commander?”
She twisted in her saddle, her pearlescent armor making a squelching sound as she did so. “Yes, your Holiness?”
“I understand keeping the Mother Abbess and myself separate…”
“Mother Abbess Justine is well-guarded, your Holiness,” Millicent said. “The suicide bombers were not targeting her.”
“But they were so close… Who did they hit? Soldiers?”
“No,” she said. “Compellers.”
Felix furrowed his brow. Commander Millicent kicked her horse into a hard gallop. Chunks of mud flew onto his robe. He didn’t hold it against her, because he was stuck on what she’d said. The suicide bombers had attacked the Compellers, Sloane’s missionaries. Why them of all people?
Getting back to his carriage, lost in thought, he was wrenched backwards by the two Holy Children. They plodded in front of him, stopped short of the door to his compartment. Standing on the tips of his toes, he saw James in front of the Holy Children, waving his nub for a hand.
“Move!” Felix shouted.
The Holy Children parted.
James nodded, and bowed to Felix.
“Please, come inside,” Felix said.
James went in.
To the Holy Children, Felix said, “Stay out here, until they’ve cleared the road,” and went in after James.
Felix closed the door behind him. James was sitting as far away as possible, his legs together, his hands in his lap. His face was screwed-up into an awkward smile that reminded Felix that he and James had never really had been alone together since the Marrow Cabal had been hired by the Holy Order.
Felix from a year ago would’ve been disappointed in his current self for not having spied on James and jotted down every detail about the guy. James was in his mid-twenties, and he had a dark tan that almost seemed as if he were covered in a layer of dirt. Felix had heard a lot of people from Gallows had that look about them. Despite that and his mangled hand, James was beautiful. It was weird for Felix to think it, because he was sure he’d never thought it about another man before, but yeah, James was beautiful. It was his eyes, large and green and always filled with light, and really, just his face in general. Smooth, not rugged; sharp, but not too sharp. The kind of face that was easy to talk to, which made sense, since James was supposed to be the Marrow Cabal’s diplomat.
“What is it, James?” Felix asked, taking a seat. “Are Clementine and Will okay?”
“They are—”
Clementine and Will had their own carriage, which was attached to the same train that carried Gemma and Warren’s.
“—but I’m not sure for how long.”
“What do you mean?”
“Rumors are spreading about the Marrow Cabal. People are saying Hex let the Bloodless out on purpose.”
“I’ll have them moved nearer to me.”
James nodded. “Two things, your Holiness…”
“Drop the ‘your Holiness.’” He laughed. “It makes talking take so much longer.”
“Alright, then. Appreciate it. Mouth was starting to hurt from saying it every other word.” James’ gaze lingered on the window. “I, uh, received word from our people in Cathedra. They were finally able to get into Cenotaph.”
Felix’s heart picked up the pace.
“The Bloodless is gone. Hex and Mr. Haemo and whoever she took in there with them killed it.”
“Thank god.”
“Yes, thank you, god.”
“How?”
“Well, it sounds like Mr. Haemo let the Bloodless keep feeding for a few days…”
“What?!”
“Yeah. Once the Bloodless had enough blood in it, Mr. Haemo opened a blood well inside the plant. It tore it apart, killed it dead.”
I am going to do it. I’m going to kill him and Hex when this all over.
“Hex and Haemo and the Marrow Cabal went into the blood well.”
“To the Dead City?”
“I guess so. No one knows.”
“How many did it kill before Mr. Haemo opened the well?”
“Maybe another hundred? I’m not sure how the mosquito kept it contained in the cathedral, but he did let it get fat on purpose.”
Maybe I messed up their plans by leaving Cathedra so soon. If I hadn’t, he would’ve had me, Justine, and all of the Conscription and Narcissus to power the well.
“James?”
“Yes, your H… Yeah?”
“What’re the chances of Hex going to the Dead City and coming back with the weapons to help us?”
James propped his elbow up on his leg, laid his chin in his palm. “If Atticus was still here, I’d say… pretty good. He kept her in check. They kept each other in check. Hex is a force. That’s all. I’m sure you saw that with how she treated Ichor. I think getting something good out of what she does is just luck of the draw. The odds are good, though. It’s Mr. Haemo I’m not so sure about.
“Back when I lived in Gallows, there were stories about him, his ‘children.’ He’d collected blood from all over to keep tabs on everyone. He’d make blood slaves, but I think he calls them blood pets now. He’d infect people with tainted blood, turn them into blood-crazed minions who’d do whatever they wanted. I’d say never trust Mr. Haemo, Felix. If Gary were here, he’d say the same thing. Mr. Haemo was there when Atticus died, when he came back to life; he saved him from the fire at Carpenter Plantation; and he’s opened three blood wells now. The mosquito has been preparing for something for a long ass time. I don’t know what, but whatever it is, it might be coming up here soon.”
“Can Mr. Haemo be killed?”
James laughed. “Good question. Sure doesn’t seem like it. Maybe if we get him to buzz about the Vermillion… the Impostor God’s head a bit, It’ll swat him out of existence.”
“That’d be great.”
“Hell yeah, it would. I hate that freak.” James poked and prodded his nub. “Gemma told me why we’re going to Eldrus. She told me about the Mother Abbess.”
Felix’s face went as hard as the stone Holy Children’s.
“I don’t care,” James quickly clarified. “I got my second chance last year, and I’m just trying to make the most of it. To be honest, back then, when I looked to now, I saw myself lying in some stranger’s bed, rubbing coins together, trying to figure out how to turn two of them into four.”
“What did you…?”
“I was a whore. Call it what it is. I was a whore.” James closed his eyes, sounded as if he mumbled a name, but Felix couldn’t make it out. “A runaway whore with a… bad influence of a brother getting me to do real bad things. I’m glad you know that about me, though, Felix. It’s vain, but I like when people find out, so just in case they knew in secret, they can see how far I’ve come.”
“I get it,” Felix said.
“Like I said, I got a second chance. From Atticus. The Skeleton. I didn’t have to follow him through everything with the Marrow Cabal. If I hadn’t, I’d still have this hand here, but… I did. So, I don’t care why we’re going to Eldrus. It’s not up to me. Sometimes, we just have to do what we have to do for the ones we love. I did for my brother… at least, I thought I loved him. Didn’t really. Elijah, that was his name.” James sighed heavily. “Elijah. Yeah, that’s him.
“I don’t presume to know your relationship with the Mother Abbess and all. I don’t. But can I ask you something?”
Felix whispered, “Yes.”
“Is she worth it?”
“Yes.”
“Elijah wasn’t. Luckily, Atticus was there to bail me out. I don’t see you as having anyone else.”
Felix couldn’t argue with what he was saying, because it was true.
“This is a roundabout way of getting at what I came here to say—”
“That’s why you’re a diplomat.”
James snorted. “Sure. The other news I bring you is this: Those weren’t Edgar’s soldiers that bombed us. They weren’t townsfolk, either. They weren’t even Disciples in the way we know them.”
“What? Wait, what? Then who were they?”
“Our own,” James said. “Our own soldiers. I’m a diplomat, but what I really am, in a way, is Human Resources. A whore that doesn’t fuck, but fucks people over. Excuse my language.”
Felix waved him off.
“I’ve been getting to know the soldiers on the march to Eldrus. That’s how I gather intel. I trade things with them. Whatever. I’ve been keeping a close eye on those nearest to you in the procession. Who they are, who they spend time with; if they’re freaking happy. Today, Benjamin Milner and Kate Waterstone were missing. Word got around that they were missing last night, too. And just a minute ago, guess who I saw come screaming out of the trees?”
“Are you sure?”
“I have a mind for faces. Whores have to. I saw their faces. I bet you the others did, too, but no one’s talking. No one’s reported it yet.”
“Commander Millicent said that they targeted the Compeller’s squadron near Justine. They could’ve hit her or me, but why the Compellers?”
James hesitated.
“What? Tell me.”
“The best way to hide what you love is to be what you hate. I’m going to keep looking into this, Felix, but this road trip is going to get cut short if our own people are turning on us.”
“Why did they attack the Compellers, James?”
“The Compellers are missionaries, right?” James lowered his voice as he noticed the Holy Children approaching the door. “Are they still our missionaries? Also…” he got even quieter. “Who planned this route to Eldrus? It’s got us stopping by every seed of heaven farm along the way.”




CHAPTER XXXVI

It was the Black Hour, and Audra couldn’t sleep. She lay in her old bed, in her old room, wearing next to nothing, yet drenched in sweat all the same. Fear had found her. She’d skirted it for months now—sex and drugs had been the fuel that kept the fire of her ego burning—but now her bed was empty and her cup dry, and the cold of closure was creeping in.
Every creak and crack brought her eyes back to the side of her bed, where Edgar had stood years ago, a knife in hand, ready to kill her as he had the rest of their family. She’d been asleep, but enough time had passed that her mind had made up a memory of the night, regardless. It was so clear, so distinct, like she’d been awake through it all. Even now, she could feel his presence at her bedside, his dead eyes on her; one hand grasping her blanket, the other, her end; both ready to tuck her in. For so long, she wondered why he’d spared her. Was it because he loved her more than the others? Was it because he pitied her, like everyone else pitied her? Or was it because, deep within, God’s will had stayed his hand, for she was Its Speaker? She still didn’t have that answer, not that it mattered. None of them would do.
Edgar’s act was a spirit of the past come to haunt her, but there was another reason why her underclothes were soaked through. Joy. She knew of the woman, that witch, and it almost seemed impossible for Joy not to know Audra.
First, Audra had tried to help Felix save his Night Terror friend, Vrana, by sending her shadows into the Void. Seconds later, Pain, Joy’s sister, had sent a handful of the Cult of the Worm into Felix’s room, to kill them for what they’d done. Though Audra had never entered the Void herself, she’d glimpsed it through the ritual, and the rage she’d felt from the sisters for having their domain trespassed against had been staggering.
Afterwards, when she, Deimos, and Lucan had made it to Rime, they were quickly imprisoned by Ghelys, Rime’s only elder, on account of him having murdered the others. Deimos and Lucan, who died of his wounds shortly thereafter, were kept with Ghelys, while Audra had been locked in the “Sick House.” Deimos had explained to her in the brief times they had together in Rime that the Children of Lacuna were being kept in the Sick House, because they were being contacted and tainted telepathically by Pain and Joy, who’d managed to lift an ancient artifact from Vrana. The connections and coincidences had been too overwhelming to consider, so instead, she focused on what Ghelys had sealed her away for in the Sick House: to heal the cultists.
Audra never figured out how Ghelys knew about her abilities as a shadow-weaver, but she did what she was told. While the Children of Lacuna were shackled in the Sick House and kept separate from one another, to stop them from fucking and cannibalizing one another, she used the shadows to break several of their minds’ connections to the witches. Being of the Deep, the shadows were able to traverse any plane, and from their hell being so close to heaven, some had inherited God’s ability to manipulate things, albeit on a much smaller level. They did this by sacrificing pieces of themselves, because they hated themselves, and saw only in sacrifice a way to better themselves.
On the day when the octopus Night Terror and her companions came to Rime, the witches had caught onto what Audra was doing. They sent those in the Sick House into a violent rage. They broke free of their fetters, began to murder and rape the other Rimeans inside, and the witches watched through their cultists’ eyes as they tried to find the person who’d been interfering with their plans. By the time the scouts from the outside had broken up the riot, every glowing blue eye of every Lucanan had been fixed on Audra. If Isla hadn’t showed up with her Winnowers moments later to sow their own chaos, she was certain one or both of the witches would’ve come to kill her for meddling in their affairs.
It was no wonder, then, why she couldn’t sleep in the bed where she should’ve died and where she might still die, if the monster who’d suddenly arrived decided to come calling to this dark and abandoned part of the keep. With Deimos, Audra had thought she might be safe here, resting where the rest of her family had been murdered. She’d thought she could do what she needed to do here in private. If at any moment she began to doubt herself, she’d need only look at her surroundings and remember what’d happened here.
Whether it was real or imagined, Audra wasn’t alone in this dark and abandoned part of the keep. Deimos was in the next room over, a servant’s closet, but that wasn’t him she heard in the hall. Those weren’t his feet padding softly across the carpet and tile. Those weren’t his fingers running through the rungs of the metal candelabras. Those weren’t his breaths coming in through the keyhole, hot and rancid—the vapors of spoiled yearnings.
Audra hurried to her feet, went to the wall she shared with Deimos and beat the shit out of it, screaming, “Deimos! Come here, now! Please!”
Movement came from the Bat’s bed. She heard his door unlock, swing back. She held her breath as he entered the hall. Not thinking, she’d sent him into the trap that’d likely been placed there for her. Grabbing her robe off a chair, she threw it on, tied it shut; went to the door, held the knob. She should’ve heard him coming. She didn’t hear anything.
“Deimos?” she whispered.
No answer.
“Deimos?” she rasped.
Still, nothing.
Audra went to the bedside table, grabbed the dagger off it.
“Audra? What’s wrong?”
She gasped. Hand to her heart, chest heaving, she hurried back to the door. “Deimos? Holy Child, don’t… not respond like that.”
“I’m sorry, I—”
She threw back the bolts and, with a yank, ripped the door open, past where it snagged on the floor.
“—thought something was wrong. And I found this…”
Deimos was holding the swollen, severed head of a young man. The head was covered in a clear discharge. The head looked as if it’d been smashed. Blood vessels broke through the skin. His eyes bulged from their sockets. An encrusted ring of blood circled the man’s scalp.
“I…” Deimos let himself into the room, barely able to hold onto the head. “I know…” He closed his eyes. He wanted to set the head down but couldn’t bring himself to do it. “I know who this is.”
Audra close the door, locked it. “Who?”
Deimos’ cloudy eye twitched. “Aeson.” Saying the name took it out of him. “He was Caldera’s Archivist.” Deimos shook his head, and then, losing his composure, dropped onto the bed, tears streaming down his face. “He was Vrana’s… everything. Oh, god.” He cradled the head on his lap, handfuls of hair in his grip. “I am so sorry, Aeson.” He closed the eyes. “I am so sorry, Vrana.”
Audra, mouth agape, went to where the moonlight cut through the windows and came out of the shadows. “The same Vrana I told you I tried to help Felix save?”
Deimos nodded as he rubbed his thumb over Aeson’s cold, hard cheek.
“What did those two do to piss off the witches so bad?”
“I…” Deimos paused, pressed his fingers to Aeson’s lips. There was a piece of string dangling between them. “What is this?” He pulled it, and out came a small square of parchment. It was white, but when the light hit it right, purple sparks danced across the fibers. “May I?”
Audra said, “Of course.”
He unfolded it, read: “Pain for Pain. I know what you are. Be useful. A new generation awaits.”
Audra stepped back into the shadows. She got as close as she dared to Deimos and asked, “What the hell’s that mean?”
“Pain for Pain.” He dropped the parchment; his fingers were dotted with blood from where he held it. “Aeson must have somehow… killed her sister, Pain. I don’t believe it.”
“He killed the witch?” Audra chewed on her nail. “How?”
“I’m not sure, but I think that is what this means.”
“Vrana got out, then?”
“It’s possible.” In a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it moment, Deimos cracked a smile. “That may be why the Cult activity died down. That might be why we haven’t seen Pain, only Joy.” He ran his fingers through Aeson’s hair. “You paid dearly, Aeson. And if Vrana is still alive… Oh, I know her anguish well.”
Johannes, Audra thought.
“A new generation awaits.” Deimos stared through Audra, lost in thought. “Caldera’s gone. Rime’s gone. Lacuna’s gone. Traesk and Eld have probably been raided by your brother’s Great Hunt.”
“Your people are going extinct.”
“Only what they’ve become is.”
“What do you mean?”
“It was a well-kept secret amongst the Night Terrors, but we are descendants of flesh fiends.”
Audra couldn’t but help laugh as she blurted out, “Fuck me, that makes so much sense.”
“It does, when you think about it. But the Night Terrors were very good at deceit and misdirection.”
“The new generation… Joy brought flesh fiends to Ghostgrave.”
“Yes, she did,” Deimos said, his voice shivering.
“This message was for you.”
“Yes, it was.”
“The Cult fell apart, probably because of what happened to Pain. She’s rebuilding it again.”
Audra crossed the room to her writing desk. Giddy in a sick kind of way, she swallowed her shame and ripped the rug out from underneath the desk. Beneath it were several loose, discolored stones. It was the whole reason she wanted to be back in her room tonight, and she couldn’t believe Edgar hadn’t sealed them back together. She pawed for the lantern on top of the desk and lit it.
“She thinks she can recreate the Night Terrors. A new generation of followers. An unlimited source of belief and power.” Deimos came to his feet, Aeson’s head still in his hands. “Audra, what are you doing?”
Removing stone by stone, she set them aside and piled them up, until, at last, the top of the tunnel that plummeted deep into the bowels of Ghostgrave was revealed.
“There’s a ladder here,” she said, lowering herself into the tunnel, grabbing the slickened rungs. “Down here, there’s Old World ruins. A subway. It’s where I grew the Crossbreed. It’s a good way to get around to the more hidden parts of the keep.”
Deimos searched Audra’s room until he found the large wooden box with a white lily painted on the side of it. He opened it, took the trinkets out she’d stored in there as a girl from her days of pilfering from the royals in Ghostgrave, and lowered Aeson’s head inside. Carefully, as if the box were now combustive, he laid it on Audra’s bed.
“It’s only temporary, Aeson,” he said. “I will be back.”
Audra climbed farther down the ladder, and when Deimos was on it, too, she called up to him, “I don’t know how my brother is connected to Joy, but he’s letting her stay. And there’s only one place in Ghostgrave where she’d be able to keep the flesh fiends. The dungeon.”
Returning to the Old World subway was, for Audra, like opening a long-forgotten favorite book and inhaling the past preserved in its pages. Coming off the ladder, she came into her own, and found herself leaving Deimos behind as she moved about the station, swinging her lantern this way and that, absorbing the oddities and eccentricities of what’d once been her most private and important place. God, she’d missed the old, mismatched tiles and the long stretches where the flooring had fallen away to metal supports and corroded wires; the half-standing walls checked by earthen slabs and the permanently out-of-service bathrooms; the tunnel, where the tracks were pulled apart or pulled back, stretched into abstract shapes, and the subway cars on their sides, once overgrown with Crossbreed, now simply overgrown. There was the office, too. A few more of the panes that overlooked the tunnel had been blown out. But all of her stuff was still there. The beakers and the pots and the books and the failed experiments now nothing more than powder on the tables and chairs, and the computer terminals in which she’d grown them.
Audra wandered over to the office. Her heart leapt when she noticed a few glowing bulbs still thriving in a corner covered in cobwebs. This was it. This was the place where everything had changed. This was where she, her twin, Auster, and Edgar had come together for probably the first time in their careers as one another’s siblings and decided they were going to change the world.
Her shoulders slumped when she realized the Crossbreed was truly gone. “I think I was hoping the Crossbreed would be still down here. That they’d figured out another way to make one.”
Deimos stepped up beside her. “Amon Ashcroft filled your head with stories about the mythological plants. He knew what he was doing. He took advantage of your abilities.”
“Yeah, but…” She sighed. “I went and made another one, anyway. And now the Bloodless is loose in Cathedra. More dead because I just can’t stop trying to prove myself. Thing is, I think I have. I’ve proved myself to be a heartless bitch.”
“No.”
Audra glanced at him.
“No,” he repeated, and that was all he said.
Audra wasn’t convinced, but she wasn’t going to make this about her. She gave him the lantern. She put her hands together, let her mind drift to the Deep, and called on the shadows. They poured into her mind, and when she could take no more, she pulled her hands apart and held them high. From the shadows cast by the lantern, a dark mass emerged midair. It warped itself into a disk. She touched it. It blinked twice. When the disk opened its eye for a third time, a hot, bone-white light filled the station.
“What’s that saying? Eyes are the windows into the soul?” Audra held the disk outward and led the way. “Shadows are souls. They let me see through their eyes.”
Deimos scrutinized the disk, trying to latch onto the imagery wavering inside the light. “If this is their eyes, what do they see?”
“The Ossuary,” Audra said. “Better than any torch, really. Dungeon’s this way.”
Surprisingly, the tunnel hadn’t changed, only the things that inhabited it. The piles of rubble and blankets of shattered glass were right where’d she left them, as well as the broken beer bottles, hypodermic needles, used condoms, and thousands of pieces of paper from which time had sapped all the ink. But there were more rats than she remembered; they were bigger, too. Snakes as well—coil asps by the look of them—and bats. And with the bats and the shit and piss they covered the tunnel in came the bugs. The beetles and the roaches and the centipedes, and all the other small, colorless skittering things Audra couldn’t begin to name but she hated all the same. The disk’s light sent them scurrying, but like waves, she could feel the insects reforming behind them, following them, waiting for them to fall.
Getting to the wall that checked the dungeon, Audra extinguished the disk and led Deimos by the hand to it. A few shafts of orange light cut through the gaps in the bricks. When neither of them heard screaming, wailing, or the rubbery sound of innards being wrung out like sponges, they put their eyes to the peepholes, and gasped.
On the other side of the wall, ten flesh fiends sat in a pool of their own collected filth, staring ahead at the eleventh flesh fiend standing before them. This flesh fiend was male. He was dressed in a suit which he’d bled through. He had a small chalkboard beside him, and in a shaky scrawl, he’d written the alphabet across it.
“A,” he said, stabbing the chalk in his hand at the letter A.
The ten flesh fiends, in a chorus that called to mind the Cult’s choir, cried, “A.”
The teacher fiend dragged the chalk across the board. It screeched to a stop at B.
The ten flesh fiends grew anxious as they waited for him to tell them what this letter was called. They began to pick at the stolen skin sewn and stabbed with stones into their bodies. One shot up, all fists and chomping teeth, and—
“B,” one of the students mumbled through a wad of spit.
The raging fiend sat down. With the others, he said, “B.”
The teacher’s eyes rolled in the back of his head. He dragged the chalk across the board to C and—
The door swung open. Joy entered the dungeon, one hand on her heart, the other to her mouth. “Ezra.”
The teacher fiend turned towards her.
“How are they?”
“Good… They speak… They know.” Ezra pulled a piece of flesh up from underneath the collar of his shirt and chewed on it, like a bib. “They learn.”
“Excellent,” Joy said, beaming. “And our patron?”
Ezra and the others looked to where the room was split by a wall and the metal grate fixed into it. Audra could hear breathing and pacing coming from inside that dark place.
“Not happy,” Ezra said.
“He’s not as enlightened as you all.” Joy went to the students, bent over. She pinched a nose, knuckled a jaw. “Take care of him, though. He’s seen much, and in the right light and with the right education, he’ll look and sound just like his father.
“Finish your lessons, Ezra,” Joy said, wheeling around the dungeon before heading out the way she’d come. “This class will be graduating soon, and I have a new teacher lined up.”
Audra stared at Deimos.
Deimos stared at Audra.
“I know that you want to kill Edgar,” he whispered.
Do I?
“But if we kill him, she will be what’s left. I will not work for her. And if she does not murder you like she did Aeson for your meddling with the Void, then she is going to use you for everything you have; worse than anyone else ever has.”
“What’re you saying?” Audra said.
“We have to kill Joy.”
“How in the fuck are we going to do that?”
“Isla Taggart,” Deimos said. “Joy has her under her thumb. Isla does not strike me as a person who stays under any person’s thumb for long.”
“She’ll turn on her.”
“Yes.”
“But there’s only enough Shadow Bladder for one,” Audra said.
“One place,” Deimos corrected. “You can kill one, or you can kill many.”
Audra opened her mouth to speak, but a scream came ripping through instead. She stumbled away from the wall.
The class of flesh fiends heard her. She could hear them jumping to their feet, homing in on the wall.
“What is it?” Deimos cried.
Audra gripped her head.
Stop, stop, stop. The Vermillion God’s voice ate through her brain. It boomed and cracked like thunder and lightning.
Stop, stop, stop. It swept through her cerebrum—blowing out her vision, snuffing out her touch. Her legs buckled, and before she hit the ground, Deimos caught her.
Stop, stop. The words reached into her front lobe and scrambled it. She smashed herself into Deimos, cried, “Get the fuckth offz…” and collapsed on the tracks.
Stop. It’s message penetrated her temporal lobe, impaling her memories. Audra couldn’t remember where she was, what she was doing. She tried to get up, but she couldn’t figure out how to work her legs or move her arms; the sequences made no sense.
And then it was over.
Like a storm passing, God’s words went with the wind, into the rancid darkness of the subway. Audra grabbed Deimos’ pantleg, and he helped her up.
The flesh fiends behind the wall were hitting it so hard, bricks were beginning to fall out of it.
“Get out of here,” she said, drooling when she spoke.
“What happened?” he cried, hoofing it with her through the dark.
“I heard God. I didn’t mean to listen, but I actually heard It for once.”
“What did it say?”
Audra squeezed her head, as if God’s words were poison to be forced from a wound. “It said… It said ‘They are coming.’”




CHAPTER XXXVII

The cold souls of the dead were not enough to keep the desert’s heat at bay. Vrana, several pounds of feathers lighter, kept readjusting the mumiya wrappings, pulling them tighter, trying to make them stretch to the places on her backs and legs where the fabric couldn’t reach. The chill of the Abyss was in the markings, in each rune that represented the name of the mumiya who died wearing the bindings. Her bindings were nearly black from where the runes overlapped, and still it wasn’t enough. Under the Ossuary’s sunless sky, she felt as if she were drying out, losing color and form, like the trimmings cast to the corners in her mother’s garden. In this kingdom of bones, she was kidding herself if she believed she could make it out of here as anything but dust.
Grabbing the large canteen at her side, she unscrewed the lid and guzzled the Sanies water. It burned its way down her throat and set a fire in her belly. Her head throbbed, like a second heart had grown inside her skull, and now was trying to beat its way out. Her muscles were cramping so badly, she imagined them twisted up beneath her skin, like noodles around a fork. Sweat had stopped sliding off her; instead, it congealed, like a heavy afterbirth. Piss came out amber-colored; it stank and it stung, and in trying to rub out the pain with her legs, her thighs chaffed. When she smelled herself, she smelled like a newborn—hot and raw, and almost powdery. She was being undone.
If the Vermillion God was truly the Creator, then the Deep was the womb of all, which meant the Ossuary before it was the crematorium—the great oven that gave rise to life or burned it to a crisp depending upon which way you came in. The Ossuary looked the part, too. The sky had the color and consistency of hardened grease—the fatty smears of the incinerated immortalized in the atmosphere. Dunes, like shelves, shimmered on the infinite horizon; from them, bone fell like ash, constantly filling the constantly forming desert. Mirages wavered like gas streams; and in those intoxicating windows and whirlwinds, all kinds of heaven were held. In some, Vrana saw what she imagined the Deep to be—dark and expansive, a country of nightmare—and in others, the ocean. Sometimes, she saw Aeson, and other times, Death, Her bladed fingers dripping with tempting nectar.
Vrana was pretty sure she was dying. Aside from the Skeleton, who led this doomed procession across the sands, she was fairly certain the same could be said for the others, too.
There was no sign of Elizabeth beneath the mumiya wraps. She was covered from head to toe. There was a swagger in her walk, and a meanness in her breaths. Limp-wristed, she held the Red Death sword at her side, its tip drawing a line in the sand as she went. When she could spare the energy, she’d press her canteen to her mouth and let the sanies filter through the wraps that covered her lips. Neksha had warned consuming too much of it would bring on an eternal slumber, but Elizabeth was two canteens deep and still kicking. They couldn’t even drink their way out of the Ossuary.
Even the twenty-one mumiya that herded Vrana and her companions were struggling, and they’d never known anything else in their lives but this scorching purgatory. It was already hard enough for Vrana to distinguish one mumiya from the other, but now they were identical in their anguish, too. Fanned out around her, Elizabeth, and the Skeleton, the mumiya coasted across the sands in silence, black spears in hand, their gazes always fixed to the cardinal directions to which they’d been assigned by Neksha. They stared into the distance like her mother’s patients used to when going under the knife without anesthetics. Their minds were elsewhere, but Vrana couldn’t help but wonder what creatures like the mumiya distracted themselves with.
Did they think of Exuviae, the home none of them had truly known? Their friends and family that’d fallen over the ages? In their minds, were they answering the call of the Abyss, readying themselves for the cold nothingness to come? Or were they daydreaming of a world rid of God, and the corner they may have in it?
It was too easy to romanticize the mysterious and esoteric. Appearances aside, there was seldom a difference between monsters and men. The only difference was the depths of their wants and the reach of their needs.
They’re probably thinking about what they’re going to eat when this is all over. Probably wondering if Abraxas over there is checking out Makalani. She smiled; her thoughts drifted to Aeson. Probably trying to wiggle out the bindings riding up their ass. I hope they think about that stuff. Vrana’s smile wilted. Wonder what they think about us? Dumbass mainlanders trying to kill God, like everybody and their brother before them. Who’s helping who here? She squeezed her eyes shut to stem the tide of sweat pouring into them. Where the fuck is this fucking Maggot?
Thump.
Vrana dropped the Red Death ax. She’d forgotten she’d been carrying it. Turning around, bending over, she grabbed it. Standing back up was the hard part. It felt so good to stop, to let her muscles settle into the soupy dregs of adrenaline. Several feathers worked themselves free of her flesh and fled into the wind, back the way they’d come.
“You must eat, Birdy.”
Craning her neck, Vrana spotted Sekhet hurrying across the sands towards her, the large pouches on her shoulders bouncing back and forth against her sides. She was slightly smaller than most of the other mumiya, and had a single golden rune etched into the binding that ran along her forehead. According to Neksha, it marked Sekhet as a healer, but their definition of a healer varied from Vrana’s. A healer in mumiya culture was a caretaker of the body and mind, and their skills ranged from something as simple as small talk, to massages and full-on surgery. A mumiya healer was, literally, life support.
“You’re too good to me,” Vrana said. She stood and stretched her wings and yelped when her joints erupted with fiery pain. “I’m not hungry. We should save—”
Sekhet shook her head. She wasn’t having any of this. Reaching into one of the pouches, she took out a piece of raw human meat.
Vrana’s tongue prickled. Much to her surprise, there was still enough spit in her mouth to salivate.
“You must be big and strong.” Sekhet flexed like a bodybuilder. “A lot have tried to kill God. We have a lot of meat.”
Vrana pierced the hunk with her talon and gulped it down.
“Do you think of Aeson?”
Vrana choked, blabbered out, “What kind… what kind of medicinal herbs do you have in the Ossuary?”
“Only what pilgrims bring and leave behind. We harvest Thanatos from the Maggot’s droppings.”
“Leftovers, and liquefied death, that’s all you have here.”
“You call it the Ossuary, not the Ritz.”
Vrana cocked her head.
“You think of Aeson.”
“Yes,” Vrana said, turning away from Sekhet towards the Skeleton. “You know I do. I loved him so much.”
“Love, not loved. He is in the Abyss, with my brothers and sisters. He is gone, but at least he is somewhere.”
After everything he’d been through, nowhere might be better.
“Kind of like heaven, huh?” Vrana asked, walking again.
Sekhet strode beside her. “We all go to the same place when we die. The Abyss is not heaven. This is the way of things.”
“What about the Deep?”
“God’s reach is great. It takes what should not be taken. Death is the only true god. She asks for nothing, for in the end, She has everything.”
Pain and Joy would beg to differ, Vrana thought.
Murmuring broke out between the mumiya. The eastern guard pointed to the blinding wastes beyond this dune. Neksha hurried over, conferred with them.
From the vanguard, the Skeleton hollered, “What’ve you got? Viracocha?”
Neksha and the others didn’t respond.
“Why do you wish to kill God?” Sekhet whispered.
Vrana lifted the ax, ready, no, desperate to fight, and said, “Same reason as you. It’s something I have to do.”
Sekhet thought on this, then said, “There are better ways to kill yourself, Vrana.”
“None as productive, though.” She laughed. “I’m kidding.”
“Sure.”
Neksha finally cried out, “There is nothing. A glimpse of Exuviae. Nothing more.”
At this, Elizabeth perked up.
“That going to get worse the deeper we go?” the Skeleton asked, fingering his ribcage.
“I think it will get worse the deeper you go,” Neksha said. He plodded across the sands to a place towards the front of the line. “The heart is calling to it. The boundaries are weakened in the Ossuary.”
“Great,” the Skeleton said. “Shit the bed before we even got the damn thing built.”
Time ran differently in the Ossuary. When they reached the ridges that jutted out over the flats, what should’ve been lunch became a late supper, as day turned to night and the twelve moons lit up in the sky. Internal clock spinning its gears, Vrana grabbed a bite to eat from Sekhet, refilled her canteen from one of the extra sanies the mumiya was carrying, and settled into a groove against the ridge under which they’d made camp. She’d told herself there was no way she was going to fall asleep, but she was out cold in the stifling heat before the first piece of meat hit her beak.
Elizabeth woke her up. She’d undone the bindings around her face and let them hang loosely around her neck and wrists, giving her the appearance of a heavily tattooed clown. A light dusting of bone coated her lips and the dark pockets under her eyes. In the light of the moons, she looked worn down, not all that different from the ridge itself—severe, aged; uncomfortable. She had a billion-yard stare about her, and Vrana couldn’t help but wonder if Elizabeth wished she’d never left the Nameless Forest all those years ago. Despite its insanity, people had found a way to make a home there. Nothing lived in the Ossuary; only those things already dead to the world.
“How’re you holding up?” Elizabeth whispered.
Vrana shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know why I thought this desert would be like any other and actually get cold at night.”
“Yeah, I don’t know why you thought that, either,” Elizabeth said, laughing. “Place is fucked.”
Vrana glanced past her. The mumiya were spread out along the ground, forming with their twenty-one bodies a perimeter. At the center of it, she realized, was her, Elizabeth, and the Skeleton.
“Laying their lives down for us,” Elizabeth said. “Neksha said the viracocha will come at night and pick away at us.” She wiped her nose, cleared her throat; almost sneezed. “I don’t feel like we’ve earned the right to be protected by them, yeah?”
The Skeleton shot up from the ground. Mumbling to himself and rubbing the Black Hour’s heart through his ribcage, he wandered off into the desert. It wasn’t until he was out of sight Vrana noticed that, in his wake, he’d left a trail of shavings in the sand, and black gouges in reality itself from which they’d fallen.
“They’re protecting us to humor him,” Vrana said. “Do you think he really wants to kill God?”
“I think Bag of Bones needs a hobby. I think he’s done just about everything, yeah? Not much left but killing God.”
“It could kill him in the process.”
“Seems like he’s made peace with that.”
Vrana asked, “Have you?”
“I’m not trying to die—” Elizabeth contorted her arms, trying to reach an itch on her lower back, “—but I know my chances aren’t good. They’ve never been, yeah?” She scratched and scratched and let out a satisfied sigh. “I’ve been doing dumb, dangerous things all my life. Sitting pretty doesn’t sit right with me, yeah? I know it doesn’t with you.”
Vrana hummed.
“If I didn’t fight God here, I know I’d be fighting It back home. Skeleton’s the best chance anyone anywhere has to beat It.”
“What about the Bad Woman?”
Elizabeth grumbled as her lower back started to itch again. “She’s my hobby.”
“You tattooed her into your back, right?”
“Yeah, I showed you didn’t, I?”
Vrana shook her head.
“Well, shit, girl, let me give you the tour. Need to re-wrap, anyway.”
Beginning at her toes, up to the middle of her thighs, Elizabeth undid the mumiya bindings on both her legs.
On her left leg, grotesque trees and gothic towers swept across her skin. Thin, vibrant vermillion linework threaded through the piece, as if it were holding it all together. Her foot, a swamp, was almost completely black; the ink broken up only by the small, body-shaped islands that appeared to be writhing in the waters. At her knee and thigh, the meld of nature and man dissolved into a faded sky pricked with faint, bleeding holes. The blood trails that oozed from the heavens led to bats below, hidden in the canopy.
On her right leg, the scene was much different. Gone were the trees and towers, the gnawed-on sky and carnal swamp. In their place, a honeycombed field floating freely against a multicolored nebula that covered her entire leg and foot. At its center, between the plummets, a lone cabin stood, soft clouds of smoke rising up to meet the orange-streaked sky that climbed like tendrils past her knee.
Elizabeth put her legs together, turned over on her side, revealing the back of them. The forest on her left met the field on her right, and through the connective details scattered on each leg, the pieces seamlessly blended into one another.
“Those are amazing,” Vrana said.
“One foot, or leg, you could say, where I was—” Elizabeth turned over, wiggled her left, “—and one where I’d like to be.”
“Where’s the cabin at?”
“Not sure. I used to have the same dream over and over at Our Ladies of Sorrow. It was always of that place. I’ll find it one day.”
When Elizabeth finished wrapping her legs, she undid the bindings on her left arm.
From the tips of her fingers to the tops of her shoulder, the vampyres’ master, Camazotz, had been rendered in all her glorious and gruesome detail. Wings outstretched, head tipped back, the bat appeared to be swallowing a ball of light. Where Camazotz’s claws met Elizabeth’s wrist, the bold swatches of black thinned away into a hive of linework not unlike arteries. They spread into Elizabeth’s palm where, upon reaching the center, they stopped short of the scar there.
She wrapped her left arm tightly, then let loose her right.
As with her right leg, the tattoos on her other arm were completely different. It was a patchwork of images separated by borders, like the panels of a comic. From the graveyard that looped around her shoulder, the shipwreck between two mountains on her forearm, to the burning plantation on her wrist, it appeared to depict a timeline of events. There were several panels scattered throughout that hadn’t been filled in, and others that were filled in completely with different shades of gray. It wasn’t until Elizabeth shifted into the light that Vrana saw the skin was raised in these panels. They were brands.
“What I was, and what I’ve become,” Elizabeth said, looking left then right.
“You’re scarred,” Vrana said.
“Things I did I’d rather forget.”
Elizabeth finished getting her right arm right with the bindings, then she unraveled the wraps around her torso, until she was naked from the waist up.
Unlike her arms and legs, which clearly depicted pivotal scenes from Elizabeth’s life, her chest and stomach were untouched. Instead, running up her sides and along her collar bone, were ornate flourishes that were simultaneously as beautiful as they were sinister. In a deep black that rivaled that of the Abyss, her torso was outlined by reaching hands and tentacles, grasping fingers and beckoning claws. Seeing them at this hour, with darkness at Elizabeth’s side, the appendages appeared to be coming out of the night itself. They were held back only by the paleness of Elizabeth’s white skin.
“What’s it look like?” she asked.
Vrana thought for a moment. “A shell.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“Yeah, alright. Finally, someone gets it.” Elizabeth smiled.
“Hard to say which part is taking over the other. The darkness, or the light.”
“Isn’t it always? The face pieces are self-explanatory, yeah?”
They were. The octopus on one side represented R’lyeh, the bones on the other side, the Skeleton.
“And my back.” Elizabeth turned around. “The things I’ve left behind.”
Elizabeth’s back was a mural fit for the ceiling of a cathedral. It was grand, opulent; a sprawling scene, operatic in its reach and excess. A single, ruined archway amongst a maelstrom of colors and shapes. Atop the archway and beside were Arachne, lamia, succubae, carrion birds, ghosts, wraiths, vampyres, werewolves, and kinder-lickers; Corrupted and necromancers, with throngs of the undead hoisting them high, and witches tearing across the sky on brooms covered in hair. There were skulls for homes, and amorphous masses of flesh-eating parasites forming castles and keeps on blighted hills. And girls throughout, with blood on their hands and lips, fragments of globes in their wanting grips.
All of it paled in comparison to the Bad Woman, who was beneath the arch, in the center of it all. Vrana couldn’t believe it was possible, but staring at her frightened her in ways the witches and their flesh fiend hadn’t. It was the size of the Bad Woman; neither skinny nor fat but giant, towering; she must’ve stood eight feet when she was still alive, if not more. It was the shape of the Bad Woman, and the clothes she wore that formed to it; that headmistresses get-up; high collars and thick cuffs, and a black dress as thick and unforgiving as leather. It was the hands of the Bad Woman, or the way her fingers were splayed; a constant expression of disbelief mixed with total damnation; hands that held lives as if they were toys; hands that could crush and pinch; fingers like eels, always cold, always wet, never conditioned; always carrying in them every suffering she’d ever endured, always so willing to dole that same suffering out to those she’d deemed hadn’t suffered enough.
But really, it was the face of the Bad Woman. An upside-down triangle of blasphemous features. Hair like spiderwebs. Eyes driven deep into her skull; not human eyes, but a goat’s eyes, with a rectangular iris inside which numbers were seared. Her nose was nearly non-existent, and what little there was came to a point with two slits at its end. She had no ears, for it was likely she had no need or want to hear what others might have to say. And her mouth… a cleft lip sneer, lined with row after row of mismatched, crooked and cracked teeth. Vrana could practically smell the stink rolling out of the hole. It smelled like the hot puddles of runoff around a butcher’s table.
There were four stones at the Bad Woman’s feet. Vrana asked, “What’re those—”
And then the tattoo moved.
Vrana jumped back, cried out.
A few slumbering mumiya lifted their heads. She waved them off back to bed.
“Is she still holding the bible and rosary?” Elizabeth asked.
Vrana drew closer to her back. The Bad Woman’s eyes had shifted to meet Vrana’s. “No…”
“Hmm. The stones are me and my best friends. We had to give a little bit of ourselves to the spellweaver’s ink to seal the Bad Woman into the skin. I’m the red one; Miranda was the purple one; Jessie, the pink. Emily is the white stone.”
“The stones look really faded.”
“Yeah, I’m the only one left now,” Elizabeth mumbled.
“Bleeding.”
“What?”
“You’re bleeding a little.”
“Where?”
“Around the Bad Woman’s hands, and there’s a few drops on the stones.” Vrana almost wiped the blood away, but she was afraid the Bad Woman would snatch her hand if she did so.
“I’ve been scratching the hell out of myself since we got into the Ossuary. That, and cutting on that bitch daily… It’s nothing to worry about, yeah?” Despite this, Elizabeth sounded worried.
As Elizabeth finished wrapping herself up to her neck in mumiya bindings, Vrana, feeling stronger, kicked off the ground and flew several feet into the air. The higher she went, the harder it was to flap her wings, as if she were trying to fly underwater. Gravity was getting stronger, more oppressive, the farther south they went into the Ossuary. By the time they reached the Deep, they wouldn’t be able to do anything but kneel. She imagined God liked that very much.
Up here, beneath twelve moon sky, there was nothing to see but fog-like night, roiling over this frontier of bone. There was no indication of where they’d come from, or where they were going. Everything that they’d done was a world away, and everything that needed to be done, just the same. By their resistance, they’d been marooned, set aside for their squabbles with the new world order. She could see God taking credit for the Ossuary, should they ever have a moment to speak. It would say that It’d put the desert here on purpose, to lure those in who meant to destroy It—opportunity in exchange for obliteration. All those who’d come before had been reduced to bone, but did It account for the man who came as bone? Hubris, as Bjørn had told her once during training, is a son of a bitch.
A black splotch, blacker than the black around it, caught Vrana’s attention. A mile out from the ridges, where the land had collapsed into a shivering gulch, the anomaly grew, reaching out with its moss-like appendages, fixing itself onto the texture of reality. She focused her eyes, caught a brief glimpse of the Skeleton within the blackness. He was holding the Black Hour’s heart close to his face, transfixed by the terrible revelations it must’ve been sharing with him.
By the time Vrana made landfall, Elizabeth was wrapped and sitting snugly between two rocks.
“Liz, what do you think the heart of the Black Hour’s getting out of this?”
Elizabeth wrinkled her brow.
“Skeleton’s obviously not in complete control of it. It could stop us at any time.” Vrana settled in beside her. “The way he’s been talking about dying, I figured the heart would die, too, when he uses it on God.”
“But what if it doesn’t?”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t know,” Elizabeth said. “We’ll see what the Maggot has to say.”
“Good idea.”
“Hey, Vrana?”
“Yeah? Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She laughed. “You’re rubbing off on me.”
Elizabeth scratched her back against the rock. The wind kicked up and blew sand into her hair. “You’re not okay.”
“How long have you been waiting to say that?”
“A while.” Elizabeth lingered on the mumiya patrolling the perimeter. “I know you’re strong, yeah? But it’s okay to be weak, too.”
“Not here, though. Not right—”
“That was my mistake, too, in the past. Thought there’d be a more opportune moment to grieve. There never is, though. It’s going to get worse from here on out, yeah? Be weak for a while. We’ll take care of you.”
At some point, Vrana had fallen asleep again, and this time when she woke, she found Elizabeth’s head in her lap. Her wings were folded over her, like a blanket. She heard something, though, and if it hadn’t been Elizabeth then…
Every single mumiya was awake and standing around something. Neksha was shaking his head, and the Skeleton appeared to be consoling him.
“Hey…” Vrana shook Elizabeth. “Hey, wake up.”
Elizabeth snuggled closer to her wings and mumbled, “Five… more… minutes, yeah?”
“No, get up.”
She woke up violently, nearly cracking her head on Vrana’s beak. From zero to kill, she leapt to her feet, Red Death sword somehow already in hand.
Vrana grabbed her ax and hurried over to the mumiya. Before she reached them, she could already tell some were missing. Quickly, she looked around to see if others were still patrolling on the edges of the dark, but there was nothing, save for the soft whispers of wind coming off the dunes.
A pile of bindings. She saw a pile of bindings in the gaps between the mumiya circled together. Reaching them, her heart sank, because there wasn’t one pile, but six.
“Oh, no,” she said, breathlessly. “What—”
Gold flashed at the corner of her eye. In one of the piles of bindings, a piece of wrap lay adorned with a golden rune. Sekhet, her healer, had been killed, too.
Vrana’s hand opened, perhaps secretly hoping for someone to take it, and moments later, Elizabeth did.
“The viracocha came for us,” Neksha said, grimly.
Vrana, unable to take her eyes off Sekhet’s rune, said, “Are they still out there?”
“Yeah,” the Skeleton answered. “They’re watching.”
“Then let’s go after them!”
The Skeleton nodded in agreement. As he and Vrana moved to move, Neksha said, “You will never catch them. They will lead you so far into the Ossuary that, though you may not die, Skeleton, you will not find your way back.”
“I don’t know about that,” the Skeleton said. “Time…” he patted his ribcage where the heart was stored, “… is on my side.”
This is bullshit, she thought. Then: “This is bullshit. How the fuck did they sneak in here and kill six of us?”
Elizabeth dropped Vrana’s hand. “Yeah. I’m not questioning your people, Neksha, but I don’t see any viracocha bodies, not that I know what they even look like. Did they get away?”
A murmur of discontent worked its way through the mumiya.
Neksha said, “They escaped. The viracocha are individualists. They have no society. Each one is an island. Sobek?”
The mumiya named Sobek stepped forward. He drove the bottom of his spear into the ground. Vrana could tell that, like her and the Skeleton, he needed to fight.
“How many were there?”
“I say four,” Sobek boomed.
Vrana searched him for any defining features, and it was on the wraps covering his hands that she finally found them—two emerald-flecked, forked runes.
Neksha said, “The viracocha do not coordinate their attacks, but their strategies are the same. They track their prey through the Ossuary for days at a time. Moving in a large group such as we are, they will likely only attack us at night, when we are exhausted, and thin our numbers. The viracocha have no love for the mumiya, but their true goal is Vrana and Elizabeth, and your heart, Skeleton.
“We are fortunate they are not an organized society, or it is likely all of us would be dead this night. The viracocha are relentless, and plentiful. What little we know of them is that they exist to protect God, the same as us in our quest to aid those who would kill God. They are interested in nothing else. They do not speak to one another, for they have no language, and it is uncertain if they breed. If they are able to capture one of you, they will murder one another many times over, until the reigning captor is able to finally bring you back to their land.”
“Whole bunch of nobodies got their own nation?” the Skeleton said. “Funny how that works out. Almost like they’re not as special as they thought they were. Where’s this land of theirs?”
“Where the Ossuary ends,” Neksha said, “and the Deep begins. To reach God, we will have no choice but to face viracocha.”
“If there’s any of us left,” Vrana snapped.
Neksha said aloud, “Sopdu.”
Another mumiya broke from the circle, joined the side of warrior, Sobek.
“How close are we to making contact with the Maggot?”
Again, Vrana scrutinized Sopdu for something by which to remember him. Like Sobek… and Sekhet… Sopdu seemed important, and like the others, she found a small detail that seemed to be all his own. A small disc, no larger than an infant’s palm, fixed to the side of his neck.
“Two days,” Sopdu said, his words clipped. “South. Bird.”
Vrana cocked her head.
“I show you tracks. I teach you how to read. My mind for your wings. Help each other?”
“Of course,” Vrana said.
“We believed we could escort you across the Ossuary, but most of us are not fighters,” Neksha said. “Six have died tonight. We must survive the nights to come. I wanted you to save your strength, but we must not be prideful. We will need it.”
“It’s yours to have,” the Skeleton said. “You have value, man. You’re not fodder.”
Elizabeth nodded, said, “Yeah.”
Sekhet’s golden rune shimmered once more. Vrana knelt down, took the healer’s bindings in her claw. She thought of her mother, of her mother and Sekhet together; beneath the house, in the dark, one pestering the other about the qualities of this plant or that plant, or the aesthetics of arranging mushrooms. Her first instinct was to push the memory out of her head, stomp on it, and set it on fire, just in case. But instead, she let it linger awhile. It hurt. And it was nice.
“She wasn’t a fighter,” Vrana said.
“She healer,” Sopdu. “Her life to heal your death.”
“The viracocha are watching us, listening to us. They target those who might mean the most to us,” Neksha said.
Of course they do.
Vrana scooped Sekhet’s bindings into her arms and against her chest. “I’m wearing these.”
“I say she would want you to,” Sobek said. “I say you would be wrong not to.”
The next day was worse. Vrana had slept for what must’ve been seconds, and her body was punishing her for it. Every feather in every pore felt as if it were screwing deeper into her skin. Every joint, from the tips of her toes to the tips of her wings, was coated in that dry hurt that made moving like running your limbs through a grindstone. She could barely stop sneezing, and when she did, her nose ran like a leaky spigot, leaving a crusty discharge on her beak. If they were trying to lose the viracocha, then her coughing wasn’t helping. She sounded like a hag on holiday; an old crone who’d been lighting up since the womb. Yesterday, she had thought she was dying. Today, she had to be dead.
There were sixteen mumiya left, Neksha included, and it showed. What’d at first seemed a formidable cadre of outcasts had, after six deaths, been reduced to sad procession, like sick elephants looking for a good place to die. Two mumiya took up Sekhet’s duties as healer and provisioner, and while they fed Vrana her raw human meat without complaint, that was because they did it in silence, their heads downcast. When asked, they refused to tell her their names. She understood why. If the viracocha thought she and these two mumiya might be on friendly terms, they’d be the first to be targeted on tonight’s likely raid.
The other mumiya, Sobek, Sopdu, and Neksha withstanding, were no different. They gave Vrana, Elizabeth, and the Skeleton a wide berth. There was a greater eagerness amongst them to volunteer for patrol and scouting. Sometimes, Vrana would even catch a mumiya or two hanging back, looking back, considering for a moment mutiny and self-preservation. There was more to them than their duty as quartermasters on the campaign to kill God, she knew. There were thoughts and feelings; maybe even hopes and dreams that’d been suppressed to duty but now were in danger of being dashed entirely.
The viracocha may not be the only things we should be worried about tonight, she thought, looking around, catching the mumiya staring at her and quickly looking away. What were you thinking, Neksha? You’ve been at this for eons. There’s no way you’ve always been so impulsive.
“Learn time.” Sopdu waddled up to Vrana with his bowlegged gait. “You look gross.”
“Sure know how to kick a woman when she’s down, Sopdu.”
“Me?” He pointed to himself. “Never kick woman.”
Across the way, Elizabeth and the Skeleton went off with Neksha’s captain, Sobek, to investigate the sandstorm brewing on the western front.
“You smart.”
“Sometimes,” Vrana said with a laugh, “but don’t get your hopes up.”
Sopdu blew outwards, rippling the bindings around where his mouth would be. “Learn time.”
They started immediately. Sopdu hurried ahead—apparently his excursions into the desert had made him impervious to its bullshit—and went down on his knees. There was something there in the sand, but what it was, Vrana couldn’t say, because it didn’t look any different than anything else.
“Smell it,” he said.
“Sopdu, if I get down on the ground with you, I can’t guarantee I’ll be getting back up.”
He reached backwards, grabbed the front of her leg, and pulled her forward until she almost lost her footing.
“Goddamn it, okay. Hang on.”
“Heh.”
Vrana got down on her knees, sighed. The pressure in her lower back floated up her spine, like a handful of balloons cast to the sky. Never had she felt more comfortable than she did right now, on this bed of bones, in this hellish oven.
“Smell.”
Vrana cleared her nose the best that she could and pressed her nose to the sand.
“You’re not going to smash my face into the ground, are you?”
“Heh, heh.”
She inhaled. Expecting nothing, she got far more. Her nostrils, clogged with stalagmites of snot, were blown wide open. A kind of fragrance she couldn’t place swept into her skull, making her insides itch. She stumbled backwards. Eyes squeezed shut, she waited for the sensation to pass. It was as if something had blown spices straight onto her brain.
“Look,” Sopdu.
She did.
And nothing was the same.
The Ossuary had grown dim, and through the sands, thousands of bands of color, bright and dark, shone. It was a pale pink, almost like blood mixed with milk. Vrana couldn’t tell if it was light or heat, or something chemical, like pheromones or secretions, but whatever it was, she was higher than a kite on it.
“Do you see?” Sopdu asked.
“Ugh, yeah.” Vrana came shakily to her feet. Taking a swig of sanies, she said, “What am I looking at?”
“Maggot marks. Leaves everywhere.”
“The brighter ones are more recent?”
“Yes. More smell. Each part of other. Smell right tracks. See right tracks.”
Vrana watched the other mumiya, Elizabeth, and the Skeleton pass through the shafts of Valentine’s Day-colored light, unbeknownst to their presence.
“The Maggot manufactures specific secretions?”
“For every new God killer,” Sopdu said.
“Wouldn’t it be easier if the damn thing just met us halfway?”
“Killing God not easy…”
“… and finding the Maggot shouldn’t be, either,” Vrana said, finishing his sentence. “Another damn trial.”
“That life. We track.”
Vrana didn’t argue with him. She needed something to do to take her mind off of things, especially Aeson, who was beating on all the windows and the doors of her mind, trying to get back in.
“Hey, Sopdu, I’m sorry about your friends.”
Sopdu shrugged. “They’re not.”
Who would’ve thought there was so much that could go into tracking the Maggot? By the time the light began to leave the Ossuary, Vrana had spent several hours learning about the life of its secretions and the intensity of their colors, and how the scent of each was, in and of itself, a code indicating which routine the Maggot would be engaged in for seven days, and seven days only. Pure white meant the Maggot had charted a course for the northern border between the Ossuary and the mainland, while dirty white meant the Maggot could be found on the interior, circling the poisoned oasis there. Red secretions had the Maggot roaming the coast, where, according to Sopdu, something “like the sea” girded itself on the land. There were many other colors and shades of color to consider, most of which Vrana had forgotten; but for the next four days, theirs was bloody-milk-pink. That meant the Maggot was headed south, to the rock fortresses and the dry thunderstorms desperate to bring them down.
It wasn’t until Vrana and the others had begun to settle in for the night that she felt as if she was beginning to get somewhere with the actual Maggot tracks. There was a texture to them separate from the sand itself. They were like fingerprints, except hardened into a transparent resin that fixed them to the ground, so they could never be disturbed. While the secretions would point her and Sopdu in the direction of the Maggot, it was the tracks that would signal to the creature it was being sought after, for no matter how many miles it traveled, it remained linked to them, like a spider to its web, feeling the subtle vibrations that differentiated friend from foe.
To no one’s surprise, and Neksha’s dismay, the surviving sixteen mumiya continued to keep their distance from Vrana, Elizabeth, and the Skeleton this night. They’d made camp on cracked clay pan several miles out from the aforementioned rock fortresses. Unlike the other parts of the Ossuary, this parched place had some semblance of life. Faint, dark hairs sprouted from the dusty epidermis; and strange trees, porous, almost artificial in texture, held their wicked limbs in praise to the twelve moons above. It wasn’t an ideal location, even if they weren’t being hunted, but there was something about it that struck Vrana as being important; a kind of power in the sand, like the phantom tremors of bygone rituals–dormant, but desperate; yielding, yearning.
Vrana found as good a place as any on the ground and collapsed. Elizabeth was already out hot a few feet away, snoring loud enough to trigger an avalanche. She loosened her mumiya wrappings to let her feathers breathe some and plucked those out that needed plucking. Mind and body no longer distracted, sickness set in, and it wasn’t long until Vrana was shivering all over the place. She had a snort of sanies, finished off the last of the meat she’d been holding onto, and rather than lay down, stayed upright. The viracocha would be here tonight, and she needed to fight in the same way some needed to fuck. It burned inside her; thinking about it only made the need burn hotter, brighter. She needed a release.
“Now you’re a shitkicker like me.”
The Skeleton stared her down as he approached, his wild, lidless eyes nearly as bright as the moons above. The black cloak he wore was salt-streaked and shredded. Through the tears along the chest, she caught a glimpse of the Black Hour’s heart beating rapidly in his ribs. It reminded her of a caged animal.
In a way, he was right. She and Sopdu had spent a good majority of the day sifting through the sands for the Maggot’s droppings. Thanatos was harvested from its feces. It was one of the few commodities the mumiya traded to the drifters and vagabonds who came to Kres with offerings of their own. What those offerings were, Sopdu refused to say.
“I haven’t been around much.” The Skeleton stopped a few inches from her. “May I?”
Vrana nodded, and reflexively began digging with her beak into her wings, cleaning them.
“I’m sorry for your loss.”
She stopped picking at herself, said, “Thanks,” and went back at it.
“I’m not going to harp on it, though. I can tell you don’t want that.”
I kind of do, she thought. Deciding instead to grieve vicariously, she asked, “Must be hard on you, too.”
“Truth to be told, I’ve been lying to myself. I’ve been telling you all I joined up to find a way to die, but that’s not it. I know my wife and son are dead. But maybe they’re not. And if they’re not, I can’t have them living in a world like this. I know what King Edgar tried to do in secret years back. I know what God’s going make him do once Its settled. I can’t have that. Humans are stupid, me included, and gods are nothing but teases. It showed some skin, and now we think we’re in. It’s nothing but a corpse-digger.
“Clem and Will are dead, but if they’re not, I know I’d be here in this desert all the same, trying to save them. I got all this love, Vrana, but damned if I don’t know what to do with it.” The Skeleton laughed, rested his Black Hour-stained tongue on the tops of his teeth. “You don’t got to say it. I know I’ve lost my mind.”
Finished cleaning her wings, Vrana swallowed the mites and bugs that’d been living in them and said, “Me and you both.”
“You get used to it. You’d think the feelings wouldn’t linger, on account of being crazy and all, but I think it just makes it worse.”
“I don’t know.” Dust devils swept across the clay. “Aeson… my mom… they’ve always been there. I can’t figure out a way to… Do I hold on or let go?”
The Skeleton said, “Neither’s worked for me, so it must be both, or something else. Might be we’re just sore losers.”
“Fuck,” Vrana said, smiling.
“I didn’t know your circumstances with Joy. I blame myself a bit for not being around…”
Yeah, if you’d been there.
“It wasn’t on purpose.” He propped his knee up, knitted his boney fingers over it. “Heart’s gone into survival mode. It senses danger, and when it came to Joy and the attack, it found ways to distract me, take me out of the equation.”
“How?”
“Images… lies.” The Skeleton took her wrist—
Rollercoasters filled with headless riders, circling endlessly a graveyard gullet.
—and said, “Like that, but worse. Sorry.”
Vrana shook the images off. Though it’d only lasted a fraction of a fraction of a second, it made her feel so much worse.
“It knows what’s going to happen to it when we get to God, and I don’t think it’s ready to—”
Vrana’s eyes opened to death.
To spears striking the night.
To stray bandages caught on the cracks in the clay.
To battle cries descending into insane babbling.
To betrayal.
Realizing she’d fallen asleep, Vrana grabbed the Red Death ax and jumped off the ground, wings beating hard. An updraft of nausea pushed through her insides like a fist. Her wings gave out. Sickness pinned her to the sands. She vomited up a few chunks of partially digested meat all over herself. Her body temperature plummeted, skyrocketed. She squeezed the ax’s black handle and, ready to faint, charged beak first into the battle.
But where was it? Who were they fighting? She didn’t know what the viracocha looked like, but there wasn’t anyone else here but her, Elizabeth, the Skeleton, and the mumiya…
And the mumiya were attacking one another.
“Skeleton!” she cried.
The Skeleton had his hands around a mumiya’s neck. Black moss flexing like tendons and muscles across his bones, he ripped the creature’s head off. A tuft of fur and a gout of black blood shot from the wound. Rather than fall to ribbons, the mumiya’s decapitated corpse hit the clay with a hearty thump.
“Get beside me,” the Skeleton said.
Vrana spun around as she hurried to him. Pockets of fighting clashed around her. In and out of the dark, with weapons that could’ve been the jawbone of some great abomination, mumiya struck—bedlam Bedouin showing no quarter to these tired interlopers. One at a time and alone, they came. They hacked at Neksha’s people, drove them to their knees. They took spears to the side, and sometimes took them with them back into the night, disarming through disfigurement.
Elizabeth, supported by Neksha’s shoulder, limped towards Vrana and the Skeleton. His people closed the gaps behind them.
“What the hell is going on?” Vrana shouted.
“It is the viracocha,” Neksha said.
Elizabeth freed herself of him and hobbled up to Vrana. She checked Elizbeth over, but she wasn’t wounded; just beyond winded; tornaoed; hurricaned.
“Viracocha? What’re you talking about?” She drew her ax as the mumiya drew closer. It was impossible to tell who their ally was anymore. “That’s your people!”
Offended, Neksha stopped and scoffed. “They are nothing like us!”
Vrana couldn’t believe what she was hearing. But she didn’t need to, because everyone else around her, the Skeleton and Elizabeth included, clearly did.
And then, when the circle of mumiya was closed, the others she’d seen doing hit-and-runs from the dark slinked back into the dark, and it was over.
Six more had died. Ten mumiya, Neksha withstanding, remained. Sopdu had been killed. Sobek perished to his wounds by sunrise. No one slept that night, but no one could recall what’d happened after the attack, either.
The third day could’ve been the fourth. Trained by Sopdu in what’d become his final hours, Vrana became the person to which Neksha looked to track the Maggot. The other mumiya were aware of the methods, but they’d become more resistant, insubordinate.
“Why… did you make them… leave Kres?” Vrana asked Neksha, struggling to breathe.
The nearer they came to the rock fortress where the Maggot was supposed to be, the thinner the air became and the more punishing gravity was on them.
“They don’t want… to be here.”
“When the Skeleton arrived, a voice spoke to us all from within,” Neksha said. “It told us we had to follow. We could not fight it. We had to follow.”
Vrana stumbled, said, “What does—”
—The fourth day blended seamlessly into the third. They hadn’t reached the rock fortress. Two more mumiya had been killed.
Vrana had stopped eating. They were running out of meat, and she wasn’t hungry anymore. All she could think about was the Maggot tracks.
“They look like you, the viracocha,” she told Neksha.
“They are nothing like us,” he said, stiffly. “They are our Corrupted.”
Vrana laughed. “Fuck, every species does it, don’t they?”
“What?”
“Find one flaw, and suddenly, you’re better than everything else.”
Neksha kicked sand at her and said—
Light, then dark. Morning, then night. More tracks, and sandstorms. When Vrana closed her eyes, the rock fortress was in front of her, and when she opened them, it was worlds away. There was—
Four more mumiya had been slain. Neksha hadn’t been fast enough to collect their bindings. Now, they went with the wind to distant lands.
The Skeleton and Elizabeth sat next to one another, and at this point, she didn’t look all that different from him. Her bones were coming in good and—
Was it the seventh day? The eleventh day? Vrana dusted for the Maggot’s fingerprints. Her back felt as if it were going to split open. She was losing feathers at too fast a rate for her cursed body to replace them. Her bare ass was showing.
“Giving everyone a free show?” Aeson said, his image wavering on the dunes.
“Heh—” she flipped him off, “—I’ll show you a—”
The Skeleton shook Vrana awake. A sandstorm was sweeping across the horizon. Lightning played out behind the gritty veil, jumping between the grains of bone.
“Drink this,” he said.
She did a shot of sanies, passed out until he woke her back up.
“We’re going to get through this.”
“You are,” she said, her voice like two stones rubbing together.
“They heard Mr. Haemo’s voice, the mumiya.”
“What’s a Mr. Haemo?” She closed her eyes and—
She was walking through the Ossuary. She’d always been walking through the Ossuary. She’d been born here, and she would die here. The rock fortress was close enough to touch, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Instead, she crawled up beside it and groveled before the monolithic structure. Its shadow consumed her.
“Hey…” Elizabeth crawled next to her.
Vrana glanced back. Only three mumiya, Neksha withstanding, remained. The Skeleton stood half a mile out, holding the Black Hour’s heart, trying to conjure from it things to see them through the night. This would be their last night here, she knew.
“Got farther than I thought we would,” Elizabeth, no Aeson, no Elizabeth, said.
Screaming.
Ripping and tearing.
Vrana didn’t even bother opening her eyes. She’d seen it all before, heard it all before. The three mumiya were dying now. They’d be dead soon. So would she and Elizabeth and, well, not the Skeleton. He’d be fine. Poor bastard.
Vrana couldn’t move. She couldn’t piss or shit. She could barely breathe. Gravity was pushing her into the ground, flattening her out; to make her soft and pliable for the fires to come. Soon, the flames would burst from the sands and engulf her. First, they’d burn the bindings, then the feathers; and then, they’d come for her flesh. Her cursed flesh; her cannibal’s skin. It’d eat through her, liquefy her; and when it finished with her bones, the Ossuary would spit them out as ash, and she’d be nothing more than nothing at all.
To protect something… you… have to… make it… unremarkable…
Vibrations in the sands teased the tips of her talons.
That’s where… I went… wrong. Thinking I could… be.
“Vrana!” the Skeleton cried.
She ignored him. She dug her beak into the ground. A small grave for a small pile of ash. It was the least she could do.
“Move, dumbass!” Elizabeth hollered.
She shook her head, breathed out in a cloud of bone, “No.”
Growling.
Hissing.
Spittle on her ankle.
Something inside Vrana awoke. She turned over, holding the Red Death ax against her chest. She still had a little bit of fight in her.
A virachoa was running towards her, bindings unraveled on its right arm, revealing the red chitinous plate beneath.
Vrana dropped the ax, lay back down. She’d had a little bit of fight in her, but it was gone now.
She waited for Death. She’d be here soon. The two had seen each other so often in passing. She couldn’t wait to tell Her how big of bitches Her daughters were. She’d probably like that.
But Death never came. And neither did viracocha. After what might’ve been an eternity, and what itself took an eternity, Vrana sat up.
The viracocha was gone.
All of the mumiya, except Neksha, were dead.
And there, behind the Skeleton and Elizabeth, catching the sunless light in its sickly yellow girth, it was. The Maggot. Massive, regal in its repulsiveness. The size of a carriage, as wide as two. An upside-down crucifix carved into its head.
“Better late than never,” Vrana said, wincing in pain from speaking.
The Maggot’s chevron-shaped eyes shifted and it said, in an accented female voice, “Likewise.”




CHAPTER XXXVIII

King Edgar had a habit.
Isla had only been in Ghostgrave for two weeks, but the signs were there: the sunken eyes, the sharp cheeks; the nervous fidgeting; the late arrivals and early excuses. His fingertips were stained vermillion, and though he tried to hide it—he had the bloody gums to show for his scrubbing—his teeth were stained vermillion, too. His hands were often in his pockets, twisting the root of his addiction.
Isla had seen this before, with the Night Terrors and her own Winnowers back in Rime; and she’d heard the Heartland had begun trafficking God’s blood. Hallucinations, disassociation, psychosis, and delusions of grandeur—these were the symptoms of repeated consumption of the vermillion veins. It was too soon to tell if the effects were permanent, but she had a suspicion they were. Like the seeds of heaven, which brutally transformed those who ingested them into vermillion vein-human hybrids, it seemed as if God didn’t like what humanity had become. Some had said God had created humans in Its own image. Isla disagreed. She thought maybe It hadn’t, and, after years of being forgotten, abandoned, and fought against, It’d started to realize It should have, and now, It just might.
That wasn’t good. The world needed a change. Isla still believed that. She needed to change, too. She was trying. Lux had suggested hacking away and flaying humanity to fix it, but that wasn’t the answer. God wasn’t, either. It would have humanity become a deformed conjoined twin; a slobbering mass fixed to Its side, eager to sing Its praises in exchange for but a morsel of Its intoxicating attention.
There had to be another way. Isla couldn’t tell how far gone Edgar was, but it was clear he was up to his eyes in the vermillion stuff. If he hadn’t already changed, he would soon, and if he did, any logic he had left that’d stopped him in the past from glorifying God in the worst ways possible would go, too. If he did that, he’d have no reason to listen to Isla or Joseph, or even Audra.
And if he did that, then Joy just might get exactly what she wanted.
Isla stood outside the torture chamber hidden deep within Ghostgrave, watching through the bars in the door as Deimos tried to communicate with the fifteen shackled flesh fiends. Not far from where this sad excuse for a class was being held, on the wall, the two-headed stick figure symbol of the Cult of the Worm had been painted with entrails. It was, as far as Isla knew, the only entrance to the Void in Ghostgrave.
At first, Isla was surprised Deimos had agreed to try and educate the flesh fiends, but after having lived so many years with Uncle Augustus and his close-minded ways, Isla had, if nothing else, an acute sense for bullshittery. Deimos was up to something, which meant Audra was, too. They were playing Joy by placating her, making her feel as if she were in control and still a woman to be feared. Was it because of what’d happened in Pyra? Were Audra and Deimos making themselves necessary to avoid the messy death Joy so often swore to Isla she’d give them? Or was it something else?
Isla leaned into the sweating bars. Some places live up to their designations. Edgar’s torture chamber did that, and then some. There wasn’t a floor anymore but layer after layer of caked-on blood and gore that had all the colors and turgid consistency of a drying palette. The walls had been stone once; now, they were something else; a cross between a burlap sack and roughly shaved skin; irritated, tinged, and oiled. Even the torchlight was dirty. A foul orange color, like the rotted inside of a pumpkin, passing yet through a killing jar. The various chains and manacles, and long tables with leather straps and protruding splinters, were nothing more than set dressing, and expected. All of it was, in a way. But what frightened Isla the most was the wall towards the back that sectioned off the last third of the room. There was something behind that wall, pacing back and forth, scratching and snarling at all hours. When Joy had asked Edgar what it was, he told her she was welcome to open the tiny door built into it and find out. She never did.
The flesh fiends were getting rowdy. Most of them were children. A few weeks old, they could’ve passed for humans age five to six. Their bodies made crunching sounds when they moved, on account of the filth that’d accumulated on them. They were speaking in full sentences and were probably smarter than Isla was at five or six. The flesh fiends were highly intelligent and adaptable. Up until this point, they’d never had a reason to be.
“How… does it… go?”
Joy’s shining of example of rehabilitation, Ezra, dragged himself beside Isla. Joy had been keeping him, with many other flesh fiends, in the Void while they’d occupied Rime. Ezra, though he’d never admit it, seemed happy to be let out.
“Fine.” She stepped back. Rehabilitated or not, Ezra still wore a crown of fingerbones on his head as if it were of daisies. “Almost done for the day.”
“Mother will be… pleased.”
“Why Deimos?”
“He is… a good ex—” Ezra choked on the phlegm in his throat, “—example.”
Isla squinted at him. “You’re not?”
“I am…” He jerked his head back; went to the door. “Mother believes… in us.”
Ezra pulled a keyring out of moth-eaten pocket and unlocked the torture chamber’s door.
Deimos glanced back, relief shining in his one good eye.
“That is all for… today.” Ezra corpse-shuffled into the chamber. “Hello… lovelies.”
The flesh fiends hopped to their feet and held out their pudgy hands, webs of blood stretching between their splayed fingers.
Deimos took the keyring from Ezra. “I will lock you in.”
“There is… no place… I’d rather be.”
Deimos hurried out of the torture chamber, locked the door behind him, and was halfway down the hall before he’d even realized Isla was standing there. That was okay, though. She was used to it.
“We want in on it,” she said.
“You want in on what? And what is it?”
Isla kept her mouth shut. It was something she’d been practicing lately.
“And who is we?”
“Me and Joseph.”
Deimos glanced back, surprised, she was sure, as anyone else would be, to hear Isla was working together with someone else. “I serve Audra of Eldrus, the King’s sister. That is all.”
“And now you serve Joy, too.”
“And you do not?”
Isla’s cheek twitched out a tell.
Deimos left her like that, as Ezra started to practice discordant hymns with the future members of Joy’s Choir.
Joseph Cleon came to Isla’s room later that night. They both took off their clothes. That was as far as they got. Things were different between them now. There was too much sadness, too little attraction. They lay in bed, in the dark, naked, Joseph’s head on her stomach, his fingers knitted between hers. Even after five years, there was a first time for everything.
“How old are you?” Isla asked.
“Thirty-one.”
“I’m twenty-three.”
Joseph rubbed her knuckle. “I didn’t realize that.”
“Where’d you come from?”
“Before Penance?”
“Yeah.”
“A little town about a day’s ride south of Penance. Midian. Not far from the sea. The wind was so cold that if you stopped moving, your blood would freeze. Everyone had a way to keep busy when they weren’t at home, thawing by the fires. My way was through god, or at least what I thought was god at the time. I used to put on plays for the church throughout the town, reenacting stories and teachings from Helminth’s Way.” He stopped, tipped his head back, as if to make sure she was still listening, if her interest had been sincere. “I never stopped moving. I never stopped talking. I never did anything else but what the church asked. It was my life, and my livelihood.”
“How’d you meet the Mother Abbess?”
“It was when she had been visiting places across the peninsula, getting everyone ready for the new Holy Child. Felix was two or three, then. She came to Midian, saw my show, and said she was impressed with how much I knew about the Holy Order. She said people listened to me. Back then, a lot of people didn’t like the idea of getting a new Holy Child. There were a lot of questions about what happened to the other one, Eli.”
Isla shifted. “His name was Eli?”
“The Mother Abbess let it slip once, but I think so. She told me if I could convince my town in one night to follow the new Holy Child, I could come back to Penance with her and that she’d have a job for me. I did. She did, too. Yet, here… I am.” Joseph cleared his throat; she felt his neck go clammy. “Where I want to be, of course.”
“You had a good thing going.” Isla took her hands from his. “Why me?”
“You were pretty—”
Fucking men, she thought, reflexively.
“—and loud, in a good way. You wanted to shake things up. That’s what I was doing. No one likes me.”
He paused, but she wasn’t going to tell him otherwise, because he was right.
“I’m not creative. My parents said I wasn’t smart enough to be anything. They said I was wrong in the head. That’s why they gave me to the church.”
I’ve opened the flood gates.
“I still saw them around town, every day. They pretended like they didn’t know me.” He took a deep breath. “I like when people tell me what to do. I don’t know what I’d do otherwise.”
“I’ve made you do a lot of awful things with me,” Isla said, her stomach knotting.
“All for a good reason,” he said, tipping his head back to look at her. “You’re going to change the world.”
“Does it… bother you we’ve killed people?”
Quickly, he said, “No,” and shifted onto his side. “Isla, can I ask you—”
She sat up. “You should go to sleep in your own room.”
Joseph Cleon, the Demagogue, hopped to his feet, got dressed, told her cheerily, “Goodnight,” and did as he was told.
Isla woke later that night to Joy standing at the foot of the bed, staring intensely at her.
“What’s…” Isla scooted farther up the bed, pulled the blankets hard against her. “What’s… wrong?”
Joy, not showing any sign of emotion, whispered, “Just watching you sleep. Close your eyes, Sister, and do just that.”
Isla Taggart, chief Winnower, slid down the bed, went stiff, told her shakily, “Okay,” and did as she was told.
Days passed. Despite her best efforts, Isla couldn’t manage to find herself in a room alone with Audra, because Audra seldom left her room. King Edgar’s sister was guarded at all times. Isla herself wasn’t much different, though it was clearly for different reasons. Isla had committed treason against the Holy Order of Penance and, with a group of zealots, had sacked Rime and formed an alliance with one of the cruelest women to walk the Earth. She wasn’t trustworthy in the slightest—to absolutely no one’s surprise, herself included.
Barred from meetings and from leaving Ghostgrave, with a tail four soldiers strong and everyone on her in the keep, Isla was getting antsy. The only place where she could go without surveillance was the dungeon and torture chamber, presumably because Edgar didn’t want word getting out about what Joy was doing down there, but she’d had her fill of foulness for the week. She couldn’t shake the smell of the flesh fiends. It was in her skin and clothes, and the hairs in her nostrils. A combination of metal and plaque, and old poultry that’d been overcooked. It was driving her insane
Most of the time, after doing her rounds, keeping track of what dignitary, mayor, or ass kisser was visiting the keep, Isla always ended up outside Archivist Amon’s tower. It was locked, and even if it wasn’t, she was sure Edgar’s soldiers weren’t going to let her go in. Amon had been dead for several months. According to Valac, they’d destroyed most of the artifacts inside, but Isla wasn’t stupid. She knew there were more secrets inside the tower. There had to be.
Because it looked like a secret. The tower was alluring and, honestly, kind of an archeological marvel. It was beaten up and broken down, seemingly held together only by the vermillion veins that ran up and down the stained cobblestone walls. But it wasn’t just the vermillion veins reinforcing it that kept it from collapsing. No, the tower meant something. It was an institution. Archivist Amon had been an integral part Eldrus’ council for decades, maybe even longer. When, not if, Ghostgrave finally fell, Isla was pretty sure Amon’s tower would still be standing. Like Lux’s writing, some things just stood the test of time.
Isla wanted to stand the test of time. That was why she came here and sat in the tower’s shadow, day in and day out. Its influence was inspiring. And one day, the doors to it would be open, and she’d stand atop its highest point, and see with her own eyes the things she’d done that’d brought her here.
Also, there was the fact that this courtyard was usually empty, which meant she couldn’t find reasons to fight with people about the rights of minorities, the patriarchy, war profiteering, or the nerve some Disciple woman had for wearing some trashy ass cloak with her tits practically exposed. If she fought, others would fight back. She’d been fighting all her life, with fists and fangs and impregnable hyperbole. It’d gotten her this far, but had it really? Was she really sitting here because of everything she’d done in the name of social justice? It didn’t feel like it. It felt like she was here because she’d tricked the Winnowers, sold out to Eldrus, and let herself get bullied by Joy. Joseph liked to be controlled, and shit, she liked to control him, anyone. But she wasn’t controlling anything, anymore. And goddamn if it wasn’t sobering.
This is your last chance. She stared up at the tower. Get it together. Just because you look down on everyone, doesn’t mean any of them are looking up at you. You are a terrible person, just like Uncle said. And you’re always going to be. You’re not Lux. You’re never going to be. What the fuck are you? What the fuck is an ‘Isla Taggart?’
She closed her eyes. Filling her lungs with the cool exhalations of spring, she thought, You don’t have to cut a hole in the world to make yourself fit.
Isla heard the rattle of armor approaching, but kept her eyes shut. She figured it was her “escorts” coming to collect her; probably to interrogate her; to suss out any insidious intentions. A free-thinking woman should never be free, she thought, shaking her head. And then: Stop it.
“Isla Taggart.”
A voice she barely recognized. She opened her eyes. King Edgar had come to her, flanked on both sides by a set of six armed guards in armor as black as obsidian.
Isla considered staying where she was—she bowed to no one—but eventually, she came to her feet and gave him the respect he supposedly deserved.
“How well do you know Felix?” he asked.
Isla tried to read his face, but there was nothing there. His skin was thin; there wasn’t enough of it to express any emotion that wouldn’t read as anything but pain. His eyes were puffy, though she couldn’t imagine he’d been crying. And his lips and teeth, they were bright red. Pieces of vermillion veins were still stuck to his gums.
“I lived in Pyra with him all my life, my Lord,” she said.
“Is he like Valac?”
Isla stammered, “M-My Lord?”
“Aloof, idiotic; cruel, single-minded; fiercely psychotic?”
What’s happened? She shook her head. “No, my Lord.”
“Would he call you his friend?”
“No, my Lord.”
“Would anyone?”
Isla swallowed hard. “No, I don’t think so.”
Edgar studied her and said, “We all have our ghosts.”
“Yes,” she said, though she didn’t know what he meant by that.
“Would Felix murder his own to kill our people?”
Isla gasped. “No, no, my Lord. I don’t think so. Why do you—”
“I would like you go with Lotus and Ikto into Nyxis. Take Joseph. I think you have a way with people, getting them to talk. I need you four to find people and bring them here.”
Isla couldn’t believe what she was hearing, so she repeated like she hadn’t. “You need us four to find people?”
“Key members of the Marrow Cabal are believed to be in Nyxis, in anticipation of Felix’s arrival. There are rumors the Marrow Cabal have attempted to enter the Dead City.”
“The Dead City? H-How? Why?”
“For weapons. Old World weapons.” Edgar ground his teeth. “I need to know if they were successful, and if they were, what they brought back or were planning on bringing back. If they weren’t, are the Marrow Cabal still there?”
Isla nodded. “I can do that, my Lord.”
“Good. When you return, I would hear your plans to save our society.”




CHAPTER XXXIX

A few days ago, Felix had decided he didn’t care about the Holy Order or the Disciples of the Deep anymore. He was going to do what he had to do in Eldrus to slow down Edgar enough so he could find a way to exorcise Lillian from Justine’s body, and that would be that. He and Justine would go find some quiet, forgotten place and live out the rest of their lives there. Sure, the world may fall apart, but it was going to do that anyway, and as far as he’d been able to tell, all he and his religion were doing was helping it fall apart faster.
But that was a few days ago. That was before six more suicide bombers detonated their vermillion payloads on Narcissus, taking out over a hundred soldiers and who knows how many innocent civilians along the way. That was before he saw the human shrapnel across the road and in the trees, and the way his army, their supplies, and horses were constantly covered in blood from having to pass beneath them. That was before the paranoia set in, before he found himself getting out of his carriage less and less. That was before he received the two letters from missionaries in Islaos and Bedlam, that stated in a nervous scrawl that the Compellers had taken control.
Felix forced the army to stop on the outskirts of Nyxis, where the farmers worked tirelessly in the fields, preparing for the spring harvest. After having divided Narcissus up like he’d said he would for every village and town they’d passed, the army was down to two hundred, most of which were soldiers, not Compellers. It wasn’t nearly enough to protect him, Justine, Gemma, Clementine, and Will, or anybody else, and it wasn’t until now that this fact really settled in. Because to his north: the black sprawl of the city-state Eldrus; and to his south: God, and Its infinite grasp. They were surrounded, in this world and the next. And yet, that didn’t scare him as much as the threat he couldn’t see. The one he saw in the eyes of all his weary soldiers. The one that was written in the entrails of all the gibbering suicide bombers. The one he’d felt that day on the road, right after the first attack, when James asked him if the Holy Order’s missionaries were really still his missionaries, and told him the first attack had been by their own.
Felix ordered Commander Millicent to pay the farmers whose fields had been ruined by Narcissus stopping to make camp. One farmer refused payment because he was loyal to King Edgar, the other two accepted the bags of coin before Millicent had a chance to tell them what it was for.
“Are you sure you wish to stop here, your Holiness?” Millicent asked, having returned from bribing the locals.
Felix nodded from inside his carriage.
The stone Holy Child across from him turned its head back and forth, as if it were shaking it.
“Where’s Sloane?”
Commander Millicent said, “She’s taken her share of soldiers with her Compellers into Nyxis to set up the next mission.”
“Are Warren and Gemma with her?”
“Warren is, but I have not seen Gemma, your Holiness.”
Clouds, like sand dunes, stretched across the sky—the orange of dusk in their peaks, the dark of night in their valleys.
“Have you received word from the previous missions?”
“No, your Holiness, only the two letters I brought to you. I believe our messages are being intercepted. We have found dead scouts and birds.”
“Who brought you the two letters, then?”
“A cabalist. He said they retrieved them from ravens last night.”
Felix chewed on the inside of his mouth. “What was his name?”
“Allister.”
“Find him.”
“He’s stationed in Nyxis. I will have him tracked down.”
Felix stared hard at Commander Millicent. He’d asked this question of her six times before, but it bore repeating: “What is going on?”
Commander Millicent’s demeanor did not break. “There have been six attacks. We have passed through six towns on our way here. The Disciples have been targeting the soldiers and the Compellers, not you or the Mother Abbess, or even our resident cabalists.”
“Not all Disciples. Some have been our own soldiers.”
“It’s possible they were kidnapped, forced into becoming bombers. It’s possible King Edgar has realized we are having the Cabal force his people to detonate on their own. Indoctrinating our soldiers to do the same could be payback.”
That sounded like an excuse. “Shouldn’t we be their targets?” he pressed.
“Not if the Disciples mean for us to live, your Holiness.”
Felix raised his voice. “Yeah, but we’re going to Eldrus, anyway. We’re going straight to Ghostgrave. We’re doing the hard work for them.” He took a deep breath. His cheeks were burning.
“Do you want my opinion, your Holiness?”
“Yes, I do.”
“The Holy Order has been spread too thin. Armies are strong when they are armies. Narcissus has been broken up so much across the Heartland that it is not effective. The Conscription is no different. Cathedra stands in the shadow of the Impostor. The only place fortified is Penance, and that’s purely by distance and the population density.”
Felix made fists and dug them into the cushions. “You’re saying I screwed up? You agreed to this plan!”
“You are the Holy Child, a vessel for god’s voice—”
She was throwing this in his face.
“—and so I do as I am told. The towns we are passing through are farms for seeds of heaven. It’s no surprise there is increased bombing activities…”
Felix glanced at the stone Holy Child sharing the carriage with him. Its empty, undetailed, lifeless eyes met his, and for a moment, he saw no difference between it and Millicent.
“Are you… still loyal to me?” Felix whispered.
“To a fault,” she said through her teeth. “You should wear that robe the Mother Abbess made you. It would cheer her up… and you.” She bowed—“Your Holiness.”—closed the carriage door, and left him.
Felix stared at the door, the sounds from outside—voices, footsteps; tent spikes being driven into the ground—coming in.
Stop caring, stop caring, stop caring.
He hiked up his robes and ran his fingers along the scars on his thighs. They were tender to the touch.
Stop it. Stop it, just stop it.
Nail digging into skin, again, he stared at the stone Holy Child. For so long, he’d ignored it and the others like it.
There’s no way I can make a difference. Not on my own.
The stone Holy Children… they scared him. He liked to forget why they existed. Justine had made them. When the previous Holy Children had outlived their usefulness, she turned them into stone, so they could be more useful again, as spies. Felix had always tried to be useful, and she promised never to do that to him. God, he hated being older. It made him think about things he hadn’t before. He used to care about what Justine would do with him, but he loved her, and she loved him, and the kind of love they had, they loved each other for what they were. His congregation didn’t love him for what he was. They didn’t know what he was. Right now, going to Eldrus like this, he was probably a coward or a traitor to them. He didn’t have to be turned to stone, because that’s what he already was to them. Some idol they couldn’t or wouldn’t understand. He had to be flawless. He didn’t get that back in Pyra. But now he was out in the real world, where there was another God, another Holy Child, or rather, Anointed One. He wasn’t unique anymore. He wasn’t special anymore. He wasn’t useful anymore. He wanted to stop caring, because that’s what they’d all do, eventually, when they figured it all out. Even if everything went according to Justine’s plan and the Holy Order first infiltrated then later absorbed the Disciples, taking God under their control, it’d only be a matter of time until there were more Winnowers or Compellers or Marrow Cabals or Night Terrors trying to ruin everything they’d built, his life and Justine’s and everyone else’s whom he cared about would be in danger. If he kept on caring, he’d never get out; but if he stopped, in the end, he’d still be unremarkable. In the end… it could happen again. There could be another forest, and another Samuel Turov, but this time, no one would save him, because those that could’ve, in his selfishness, he’d damned them all.
“I’m so scared,” he said to the stone Holy Child.
The stone Holy Child didn’t bother to comfort him.
“I wish she had never put me in charge.”
It’s star-shaped head scratched against the carriage’s interior.
“Here I am bitching to you…”
Something rumbled inside the stone Holy Child. Was it laughing? Could it laugh? Felix had always assumed there was nothing to them—it was easier that way (I’m such a hypocrite)—but beneath the surface, were they hiding? Like Lillian was hiding inside Justine? He couldn’t set Justine free and leave the Holy Children like this. And he couldn’t sit here and try and convince himself he didn’t care. He did. He just cared too much, and god how it terrified him.
“I need your and the other Children’s help,” he told the statue, “and I swear I’ll make her turn you back.”
The Child shook its head.
“You want to stay this way?”
The Child shook its head.
“You… want to die?”
The Child nodded its head.
“Okay,” Felix said. “Okay. Find the others. It has to be tonight.”
Night was different in a place like Nyxis. The witch cults had seen to that. Though they were long gone, decades’ worth of performing rituals and discharging energies into the air and ground had altered the atmosphere. The fallout left the sky a dark gray wash, like the eerie moments before an eclipse, and everything else—be it the grass, trees; the farmers’ fields; or even some of the oldest buildings—covered in faint, glowing splotches and dots, as if the city had a case of acne that put even Felix’s to shame. It was interesting, and different, yet it made for poor cover when it came to subterfuge.
“Oh, no, I don’t think that’s such a great idea,” Clementine said, as Felix finished telling her, Will, and James his plans in their tent.
And what were his plans? To sneak into Nyxis where the Compellers had established their next mission and discover what exactly Sloane was up to. If he asked her, she’d lie, and if he announced their visit, they’d hide what they were doing. He still wasn’t sure if she and her Compellers had turned on the Holy Order, like the Winnowers’ Chapter had, or if they were simply carrying out what they believed to be the best course of action for Penance. But something was going on.
“You don’t want to be out in these parts at night, Holy Child or not,” Clementine said.
“I’m taking the statues with me,” Felix said.
No one seemed convinced.
“Trust me, they won’t let anything happen to me.”
“It’s not that,” Will said from his bed, nightclothes loose around his skinny frame. “They kind of… stand out.”
“I’ll take care of that,” James said, already bee-lining for the tent flap. “There’s enough stuff lying around to cover them up.”
“Wait—” Felix got in front of him, “—I need you to come with me, too. You’ve been to Nyxis, right?”
“I’ve gotten around,” he said, sighing.
“And the statues will help but…”
“Take the Commander,” James said.
“I don’t know if I can trust her. She tells me one thing, but… I don’t know what she’s doing.”
James rubbed the nubs on his hand where his fingers used to be. “Listen, Felix, I’ll show you to the place, but… I’m sorry. I’m not a fighter anymore. I’ve never really been. After everything I did with the Skeleton and the Cabal… Makes my stomach twist up just thinking about it.”
Felix understood what he was getting at. He was half-tempted to show him the scars of his anxiety on his thighs just to prove it.
“I’ll show you the place,” James said. “I’m sorry. I’m a wimp.”
Will said, “Yeah, you are.”
Clementine cocked her hand back for a slap that’d make him go cockeyed.
“I’ll go with you,” Will said, putting as much distance between him and his mom as he could.
James shook his said, “No, no, that’s not—”
A large moth fluttered into the tent. Felix had never seen anything like it before. It was a deep, dusty purple, and there were white designs on its back that almost looked like skulls. It flew behind Clementine’s head, and when she turned to face it, it was gone.
She sat there a moment, working on something in her head. Then, her eyes slid to the side, got large and watery, and said to Will, “Alright, that’s the way it’s got to be.”
Will nodded at his mom.
James put his hands to his face and rubbed it until it was red.
“Are you sure?” Felix asked, not understanding what was going on.
“Yeah—” Clementine got up, met Will halfway, and threw her arms around him, “—it’s for a good cause. Can’t say that about much these days. He’s not much of a fighter, either…”
Will laughed as he pulled away from her, sniffling his nose.
“… but he’s got his father in him, so I expect he’ll hold his own.”
James turned away from everyone. Shoulders slouched, he mumbled, “I better get to work rounding up those disguises, your Holiness.”
“James, what’s…?” But Felix didn’t bother finishing the question. He realized he hadn’t yet earned the answer to it. Instead, he asked, “Do you know a cabalist named Allister?”
“Allister?” He looked at Clementine. “I remember him. He joined the Marrow Cabal before we killed the Red Worm. He’s from Nyxis. After the Worm, we sent him here to keep tabs on things, but he went dark. Figured he left the Cabal.”
“He delivered two letters today to us from Islaos and Bedlam. All they said was that the Compellers had taken over. Why would he have those letters?”
James cleared his throat and wiped his eyes with the heels of his palms. “Hex made it so if any cabalist cells were compromised, communications would be forwarded to the other towns, to try and keep everyone in the loop, so people could be prepared or go into hiding. If Allister brought those letters, he’s either still in the game or… he stole them. Who did he give them to?”
“I don’t know. Millicent showed them to me. Islaos and Bedlam are… compromised? By the Compellers?”
Clementine chimed in: “Didn’t you say morale’s been pretty bad lately with the bombings?”
“Yeah,” James said. “With us splitting up the army every town, the Commander’s been offloading those soldiers in particular. At least, I think that’s what’s going on. I never saw them again after we got back on the road. The Commander wants Felix guarded by the best. It’s a convenient way to not have to deal with deserters, but it’s leaving them open to being taken in by the Disciples.
“Rumors are spreading, though. Every town we’ve passed talks about the Disciples bombing their own elsewhere. The Cabal’s making sure to detonate and place the blame in the right places.”
Will ignored that last part and said, “Of course, the Compellers are taking over. It doesn’t sound like those soldiers would give a shit if they did.”
Felix doubled the conversation back. “Are you sure the cabalists are targeting the right people when they detonate the Disciple bombers?”
James shook his head. “It sounds like a lot of innocents are getting killed, too. It looks bad on King Edgar…”
“And on us if anyone finds out! I don’t want innocent people dying.”
“Compellers used to come around Gallows,” Clementine said. “Gallows was always a few people lighter by the time they left. They’d either indoctrinate some poor son of a bitch, or we’d end up finding a few dead bodies out by Mr. Haemo’s haunt a week later, all bloodied up. Got no love for Compellers.”
And I don’t know enough about them to say if I should or shouldn’t.
“Compellers have always had free rein of the Heartland, though,” James said. “They’ve always been in control.” He furrowed his brow. “What’s different now?”
“They’re working with the Marrow Cabal, aren’t they?” Clementine said.
“Yeah…” Felix said, feel like an idiot. “The Compellers were supposed to run the missions, the soldiers to assist them, and the cabalists to gather intel.”
“But all we’re hearing about is bombings, coming from both sides, on both sides,” James said.
“Didn’t Hex hire the Compellers when you guys attacked Carpenter Plantation?” Will asked.
James, laughing in disbelief, said, “Yeah, she sure did. And you know what they did?”
Nobody answered.
“I totally forgot. Most of us didn’t realize it because we were inside the plantation, but the Compellers Hex hired? Meat shields. Died just being a distraction. And those that didn’t? They covered themselves in Brimstone, Edgar’s men in Rapture, and when the two touched with all those powders all over them…”
“Suicide bombers,” Clementine whispered. “This is nothing new for them.”
“What side are they playing, then?” Felix whispered.
“Every side,” she said. “No one ever stopped to wonder who’s really running the show while Hex is gone. Warren by default, I guess, but I know it isn’t me or James. Who, then, stepped up to the plate, if not him? Whoever it is, if it’s what it sounds like, they’re batting for their own team.”
Disguising the ten stone Holy Children couldn’t have worked anywhere else except in a place like Nyxis. It was the last major area before Eldrus, and most of those who had business in the city-state were constantly passing through. This, in combination with Nyxis’ reputation as being a common gathering point for the strange (the Skeleton’s stay here years back had, apparently, increased tourism), made the child-sized living statues with their star-shaped heads and baggy clothes actually somehow, somewhat, blend in.
Half past the Black Hour, Felix, Will, James, and the ten Holy Children set out for Nyxis. They went the long way to the city, sticking to the fields and farms, trying to minimize their encounters with the graveyard shift guards. Those that’d seen them quickly realized they hadn’t seen anything at all, when Felix flashed his face and said, “If you want to get into heaven, forget we were here.” That made Will laugh, and James loosen up some, and it kept the Holy Children from ripping the guards to shreds.
It did feel good to finally get away from that carriage, and Narcissus, and Justine, really. Knowing she was locked away, constantly fighting Lillian to stop her from taking over, and not being able to do anything about it yet? It was too much. It would’ve been like if he’d left Audra in her prison cell, and knowing that with every single day that passed, she was suffering, dying. He couldn’t do that to anyone, especially those he cared about. And there was that word again. Care. Caring. Cared. His greatest strength and weakness.
Felix pulled the hood of his robe farther over his head. He plunged his hands into its pockets, making sure the daggers were still there. Will had a short sword in a sheath at his side, and by the way he kept touching the pommel, Felix could tell he was itching to use it. James appeared unarmed, but Felix had his doubts. The Holy Children actually were unarmed, but given that their arms themselves were their weapons, in a way, they were better equipped than the rest of them.
James brought them to a torch-lit, covered bridge that spanned a stream outside Nyxis. Giant windmills with decayed vanes ran along the bank, creaking ominously in the humid dark. People shuffled by, oblivious to those whom they were passing. Whether it was the god-drunk addicts with vermillion lips, the meaty brawlers with chewed-up fists, the traders with their worn-down dog tags hanging around their necks, or the tired-eyed citizen just trying to get home without having their pockets turned inside out, their attentions were all fixed on the same thing: Narcissus in the fields.
“They’re finally here,” one person said.
“What the hell’s Edgar doing?” someone asked.
A group of women with tall pointed hats and robes that looked as if they’d been used as cat scratchers hurried down the bridge. The husky woman mumbled, “I’m done going to the missions. Heard they’re poisoning food.” Another, slimmer sister barked, “Who cares about that? I’m not getting blown up.”
A trader pushing a covered cart in front of him said, “Better stay inside, then. Holy Order’s been bombing places from Hvlav to Maurdras.”
Felix and the others quickly got out of the way as a bald man chomping on a hunk of vermillion veins hollered, “Jakob! What the hell you doing up here, so far from Nora?”
“Business is booming along the Spine, literally,” Jakob said. He lowered the cart. Passing into the torchlight, his dense scarring was shown to all. He embraced the bald man. “You old son of a bitch. Hooked on the God stuff, too?”
He shoved the veins at Jakob. “Try it.”
Jakob refused, “No, sir. Had my fill of fucked up plants in my life. Need my wits about me when the King comes-a-calling.”
“What’d you say about the King, eh?” someone asked, a threatening shape in the shadows.
The figure emerged. Another seed mutation. His head was a crown of vermillion veins. He wore a lot of jewelry, and everyone went quiet around him.
“Come on,” James whispered, urging them across the bridge, into Nyxis.
Beneath the spell-scorched sky, each part of Nyxis seemed desperate to touch distant Eldrus. The city wasn’t obsessively laid-out like Cathedra, nor was it a sprawling country of burrows like Penance. Nyxis was a scroll painting; a flat image, story-like in aesthetic, that built like a wave, from the mansions on the crests, to the row houses in the troughs. Everything was pushed forward, inward and upward; as if at some point the city planner had imagined a living bridge spanning from Nyxis to Eldrus, to close the cultural divide between the city-state and the rest of the Heartland.
Several soldiers bearing the tentacle-wreathed eye of the Disciples on their breasts marched into view. Felix and the others quickly ducked into an alley where a couple of rats were pushing around some garbage. They waited until the soldiers passed.
“There’re two missions,” James said. “Always two.” He peeked his head out of the alley to make sure the soldiers weren’t in earshot. “One for the public, and the other is secret. Only a few know its location.”
“Do you?” Will asked.
“It’s down by the abattoir, last I heard.” James leaned out of the alley again, looked both ways; he was losing his cool. “We’ll need a distraction.”
“Wait,” Felix said. “What—”
Two handsy men, each with their hands plunged down the front of the others pants, stumbled into the alley. They both dropped to their knees at the same time, bonked their heads accidentally, then fell backwards, laughing hysterically.
“You first,” the one said.
“Oh, no, no, be my guest.”
James grunted, said, “Dudes, get the hell out of here.”
The two men jumped, shrieked, and laughed some more.
“What the hell are you all doing in—”
One of the Holy Children stepped forward and dropped its hood. Faster than seemed possible, it grabbed a rat off the ground, squeezed it until its head exploded, and hurled the tiny, flea-covered body at the men.
They hurried out of the alley, their pants down around their asses. The city swallowed them seconds later.
Will gasped. “Holy Child.” Then, staring at Felix: “I mean…”
“Don’t… do that!” Felix cried.
The statue put its hood back on.
“I don’t know about them…” James jerked away as a few statues inched towards him for saying that. “What… what were you going to say, Felix?”
“What’s the deal with the Marrow Cabal? Clementine was right. Who’s running it? Are you getting reports?”
James looked hurt. “I’m loyal to you, your Holiness.”
Will said nervously, “I… we don’t have a lot of time. Can we not do this…?”
“As far as I know, the Marrow Cabal is doing exactly what you asked it. It is gathering intelligence on the Disciples’ movements and reporting them to me, which I am sharing with the Commander. They are singling out suicide bombers and turning them against Edgar’s soldiers. I get reports every day, your Holiness, about these things. No one is running the Marrow Cabal since Hex has been gone. Like Clementine said, Warren’s probably doing his best. Really, its sleepers have always worked well on their own. It’s the only way our organization can work, when we’re so scattered and covert. I gather the data, and Warren and Gemma have been busy making sure we’re established in every locale along the way. They’re often playing catch-up with us after raiding the seed farms. I rarely see them, just as I haven’t seen you for weeks since today.”
I was afraid to leave the carriage. Can you blame me?
“You gave everyone a job, and everyone’s doing it. No one’s heard anything from you or the Mother Abbess since.”
Felix could feel the veins in the side of his head throbbing. Anger mixed with self-loathing into a volatile mixture that would have him spewing vitriol at James. But instead, he kicked his heel against the wall, stared off at nothing particularly, and said, “I don’t know what I’m doing, damn it!”
James glanced at Will.
Will, getting antsier, started towards the mouth of the alley.
“That’s what war is. Bigwigs giving orders that don’t make any sense, expecting the grunts to figure them out.” He bent down, went face to face with Felix. “Truth is, I don’t know what the Cabal is really doing. In none of the reports I get are the Compellers ever mentioned. That makes no sense to me. So, I don’t know what the Compellers are doing, either.”
“Why didn’t you ask me? I figured you knew!” Felix cried.
“Your god’s voice,” James said. “I can’t do that. Someone’s ordering people around. Must be the Mother Abbess.”
No, I’m not the voice, he thought. This is my fault. I told them god wanted us to go to Eldrus. And they’ve been blind this whole time, following bad orders. I’m so stupid.
“Hey, your Holiness—” James squeezed Felix’s shoulder, “—we’re going to find out what’s going on, together, right now, okay? Maybe this all part of god’s plan, you know?”
Felix put his hand over James’.
“We might find out some things you don’t want to hear about the Marrow Cabal and the Compellers, things they’ve been doing under your banner,” James said. “But that’s war. I know you want to be sure. I do, too. I want to make sure I’m on the right side still, because if I’m not…” He laughed. “I’m putting in an application with you. Just promise me it won’t be a group interview. Can’t stand those.”
Felix smiled and shook his head.
“If we find out something bad, just remember what you told me.”
“What?”
“That she’s worth it.”
Felix laughed-cried and, collecting himself, said, “You mentioned a distraction?”
Like any good mission, this one required improvisation. The changes were simple; so simple, Felix wished he’d thought of them. Coming out of the alley, James had five Holy Children take off their disguises. Once the people of Nyxis saw the statues, they need only put two and two together (the statues plus Narcissus in the farmlands) to fall into a gossipy furor about the Holy Child being somewhere in their sleepless city at this late hour. The five would lead the growing crowd through the city, until they eventually arrived at the Compeller’s public mission on Novn Avenue. There, they’d tease and irritate the crowd with their stony silence, hopefully drawing into the fold any Compellers and cabalists in the nearby area.
“Don’t kill anyone,” Felix told the five disrobed statues.
They cocked their star-shaped heads as if he’d just insulted their mothers.
A few seconds out of the alley and the whispers and shouting had already started.
“What’s that?”
“What are they?”
“What… does that mean?”
“Look, look.”
“I think the Holy Child’s…”
“Oh, no, the Disciples aren’t going to like this.”
“I got to get a look at him.”
Felix, James, Will, and the other five went the opposite way down the alley, deeper into Nyxis. The streets rose and fell, like the waves they resembled, and wrapped around the burrows nesting in the hills. They were eyed, stopped, and questioned every few minutes, either by Disciples, drug peddlers, or territorial meatheads with bruised egos. It should’ve scared Felix, but it exhilarated him, instead. The sour sensation of adrenaline made his mouth pucker and his muscles tense. To these suspicious strangers, he could’ve been anyone, and for the longest time, he’d thought he’d hate it. But he didn’t. Not all the way. He kind of liked it, especially when they’d back down or get out of the way, or kept hurling insults and threats but from a safe distance. The Holy Child could only be one thing, but as Felix with his mysterious few, he could be so much more.
Felix and his mysterious few. Sounds like a good band name.
By the time they reached the abattoir, a bell pealed from back the way they’d come. He caught a glimpse of torches and lanterns hanging from disembodied limbs swimming through this cobblestone sea. The distraction wouldn’t last for much longer. He had to get back before word reached camp that he was supposedly in Nyxis. The last time he turned up somewhere he wasn’t supposed to, Justine had the whole town of Cadence butchered. He couldn’t have that again.
Felix was glad the secret mission wasn’t that close to the abattoir. Even out on the street, thick stone walls between them, he could hear the livestock inside, rustling, rummaging; crying out into the night, their voices familiar only because his mind assumed they must be cows, pigs, or chickens, but they didn’t sound like any of those at all.  It was all too… hot; warped, the way things get when left out in the sun. It was all the pounding, too; it wasn’t stopping them from begging for their lives, just making them quieter and quieter, like how Mackenzie’s voice used to do when she’d noticed Felix falling asleep to one of her bedtime stories. He wanted to turn away and plug his ears up with his fingers, but he couldn’t. The abattoir drew him in as much as it pushed him away; caught between giving a care and a cuss.
“This way,” James whispered.
They slipped back into the thick of Nyxis. These buildings, which were mostly empty storefronts built around what must’ve been a park at some point, had to have been older than most. They wound with the alleys, scattering several Snake Cats that’d been balled up in a gutter, until, coming to an opening, James held out his arms and stopped them.
“Building to the right.”
Felix crouched, looked past James. A small shop with a faded sign that read “Harrington Handmades” hung lopsidedly across a window where a single candle burned. There was a man sitting on a crate beside the front door, and another man on the corner, picking his teeth.
“Most of the Marrow Cabal’s hideouts are in Harrington-established businesses. They’re all over the Heartland,” James said. “He was a rich entrepreneur. Also, Hex’s dead husband.”
“That’s how Hex funded the Marrow Cabal?” Felix asked.
Both Will and James shrugged.
“How’d he die?”
“Don’t know,” James said, “but your guess is the same as mine. We need to distract those—”
The five Holy Children took off. James grabbed at one, but got only a handful of its robe, instead. He quickly let go before the whole thing slipped off.
Felix broke out into a cold sweat. The adrenaline turned on him, turned his stomach. He drew his daggers. Will clumsily unsheathed his short sword. James rolled up the sleeve on his good hand, and waited.
“Hey, you lot, turn back around,” the cabalist at the door said.
The other sentry on the street corner flicked his mouth dregs into the shadows and joined in. “You kids ought to be in bed.”
The cabalist at the door, clearly unable to see the statues’ faces, gave them another second before losing it. He kicked off the building, tore his sword out of its scabbard, and screamed, “Scram, you shits!”
The corner sentry cackled. “Come on, Marcus, have a little heart for the little—”
The statues rushed forward. Before the cabalists had a chance to react, they were on them. The Holy Children went up to the men and two dropped them to the ground with a single punch each. They lay in the street, comatose, their jaws unhinged and shattered, choking on their own blood.
“That works,” Will said.
They hurried to Harrington’s Handmades while the Holy Children hauled the men into the shadows. Felix turned one of the men over on his side, and James, seeing the worry in his eyes, did the same to the other. Hearing the cabalists cough, seeing their flabby jaws swell to the point that bones began to protrude, again, Felix turned his attention to the abattoir.
“Fuck it, just do it,” James said.
A Holy Child punched the lock off the front door.
“Element of surprise is shot, anyway.”
“I thought you weren’t staying?” Will said.
James glared at him. “You and your mom didn’t give me a choice.”
Felix ignored them. He didn’t have time to ask them what they were talking about, not with the crowd’s shouting in the distance dying down. Instead, he sent two statues to each side of the house. To the Holy Child he was pretty sure was the one from the carriage he swore to help, he waved for it to follow them into the building.
James, shaking badly, went first. Will kept close to him. Felix and the statue lingered farther back. Harrington’s Handmades had to still be a functioning business. Stuffy and poorly organized, it was filled with furniture, pottery, children’s toys, and other knick-knacks that were neither covered in dust or cobwebs. A chalkboard at the back of the shop showed the daily specials, which included ten percent off rugs. As far as Felix could tell, it’d been a hit. They were sold out.
James grabbed the candle from the windowsill, lit another nearby, and pressed on further through the rooms. Despite how careful they were being, the floorboards couldn’t have cared less. Every step they took sounded as if they were splitting the wood in half with their weight; and after every step they took, they stopped and listened. In the dark, the small candle flame their only light, the silence and the violence it might’ve held was suffocating.
James pressed his finger to his lips and nodded at the door at the back of the building, around the bend. The door was triple locked; too small for the frame, light bled through the gaps between it and the doorway.
The statue stepped up to the task, but Will held him back.
James blew out the candle and went to the door. He pressed on it gently, and it gave. Now, he drew his weapon—a massive butcher’s knife that he’d somehow stowed down his pantleg. Felix and Will couldn’t help but grin at the ridiculousness of it.
Sticking the knife’s blade into the door, he pushed it open. It creaked open to a small room filled messily with books and parchments. In the middle of the room, a square table, and sitting at it, a dead man, throat sawed to the bone.
They hurried inside, shut the door behind them.
“That’s…” James went to the corpse, pulled the head back by its jet-black hair. What little flesh was left around his neck tore apart, and his head came off in James’ hand. “Allister.” He said, dropping the head, surprised. He mouthed an apology, and then: “That’s Allister.”
“Looks like he wasn’t supposed to be delivering those letters,” Will said.
Felix covered his mouth. He said behind his hand, “Let’s grab anything that looks important and get out of here.”
Will took a deep breath, smiled at James, who didn’t smile back, and went to the table, rummaging through the bloody papers that covered it.
James took to the bookshelves, pawing with his nub of a hand through the tomes.
Felix went to the ground, trying to find anything useful in the crumpled parchments there.
The Holy Child statue, however, had no intention of staying. Instead, it turned on its alabaster heels, opened the door, and walked out of the room.
Felix cried, “What the hell are you doing?”
But the statue didn’t answer, not that they ever did. A moment passed, and he heard the front door open and close. Felix gave chase, before stopping in the storefront. All five of the Holy Children had gone. He caught but a fleeting glimpse of the shadows from their star-shaped heads moving along the city.
Felix hurried back into the room. “I don’t know what that’s… We should go.”
“Wait,” Will said, pulling away from the table. “Listen.” He put a letter close to his face. “‘Ichor is fertile. The seeds are slow to digest. Shave them, spread them. They’ll be untraceable.’”
“Seeds?” Felix said. “Like seeds of heaven?”
James shrugged. “I don’t know. There, what’s that say there, Will?”
He handed Felix the letter, then grabbed the scrap James was talking about. “It’s a daily tally.”
“Let me see that,” James said, grabbing it. He studied it over, his face growing darker and darker with every passing second. Finally: “Some of these numbers… they match up with the victims of the bombings on Narcissus. Someone’s been keeping watch the whole the way. Son of a bitch.”
Felix’s breathing became shallow. “The Compellers and the Marrow Cabal have betrayed us. I knew it. I… I knew it. I fucking—”
The front door to Harrington’s Handmades swung open. The voices of two women came through.
“Are you sure it’ll be tomorrow?” an old voice warbled. He knew that voice. It was Sloane’s. “It has to be tomorrow.”
“Where are the watchers?” the second woman asked. Oh god, he knew that twangy drone. It was Hex. It was Hex’s voice. Hex was here. Hex… was here. “Sons of bitches.”
Felix looked at Will and James. There was no way out of the room. And, by the sounds of it, the traitors were headed their way. Then…
A scream. A burning hiss lashed the door to this office. Choking. Drawn steel singing to dry skin.
“Surprise,” a third woman said, laughing.
Felix, James, and Will crept towards the door, put their eyes to the various peepholes that littered it.
At the storefront, Sloane was down on the ground, a boot in her back. The boot belonged to a bald woman with no eyebrows, and a smile drawn on by the scars that covered her face.
Hex was standing, but barely. Her body was covered in arms, eight of them; eight hairy, hard, color-streaked arms belonging to the drooling Arachne behind her. Its fangs were centimeters away from her neck, and when it breathed, it dripped its acidic saliva onto Hex’s bared neck.
And off to the side, hip cocked and one eye fixed on the way out, was Isla Taggart.
“How was the Dead City?” the bald woman asked.
Hex grinned. “Missed my flight.”
“You’ve been busy.”
“Edgar has his ways, I have mine.”
The Arachne jerked back on Hex with its greedy appendages. “It’s King Edgar to you, whore.”
The bald woman dug her heel into Sloane’s spine until she squealed. “Ikto has a daddy complex, Hex. Pay him no mind.”
Ikto clicked in agitation.
“We…” Sloane’s silvery hair fell across her sweating face. “We… can help. We have new seeds. We have intimate details of the Holy Order’s…”
“Did you think killing both sides would save you when the Disciples or the Holy Order finally caught you? You’ve been raiding seed farms. You’ve been poisoning the populace through our food pantries. You aren’t helping shit.”
Hex laughed. “I know about you, Lotus.”
The bald woman let off Sloane. “Oh?”
“Come to your senses. Get while the getting’s good.”
“No thanks,” Lotus said. “I’m trying to set an example for young Isla over there.”
Isla rubbed the back of her neck. “Let’s go.”
“We’ve got plenty of time,” Lotus said. “Hex’s ghosted the Cabal for the last few months. No one’s coming to keep an eye on her. What was I saying about setting an example?”
Isla stared at her.
“Oh, yeah, that’s right.” Lotus reached behind her back, put a gun to Ikto’s head, and pulled the trigger.
A flash of light, a swell of thunder. A bullet exploded out the side of Ikto’s head, spraying Isla, standing beside him, in the Arachne’s blood and skull fragments.
Isla stumbled backwards, screaming.
Ikto dropped to the ground, his arms still around Hex, taking her with him.
Hex fought her cage of limbs. When she broke free, the smoking muzzle of Lotus’ gun was now pointing at the back of her head.
“Ikto thought he could come from the Nameless Forest and claim some kind of birthright because his pathetic brood had shoved its brood down Edgar’s throat. No matter how important you think you are, Isla—”
Isla, hyperventilating, ripped the stringy chunks of gore off her face.
“—you’re not. Now, get up, girls, and show us the goods.”
It took Sloane and Hex a moment to get their bearings, but once they did, Lotus and Isla drove them towards the study.
A cold chill swept across Felix. Not realizing Will was no longer beside him, he backpedaled, tugging on James’ shirt as he did so.
“What do we do?” he said, barely audible.
But James didn’t answer. Because he wasn’t looking at Felix, but something behind him.
Felix spun around, choked on his surprise.
Another figure had entered the room. It held Will’s hand. It was a woman. A woman with long blonde hair that ran out from underneath a large hat and covered her face. It wore a leather jacket and leather buckled boots. In its free hand, whose nails were painted pink, there was a shepherd’s crook, and wrapped around the tip of it were bindings covered in dark runes.
“Will…” James cried, not trying to keep his voice down.
“It’s okay,” Will said, squeezing the shepherd’s hand. “Death said we could stay a little longer as long as we did something useful.”
Felix’s jaw trembled. “What are you…?”
The door behind them was kicked open.
Lotus yelled, “Who the fuck are you?”
And the shepherd answered. With three smacks of its crook against the boards.
Thump.
Thump.
Thump.
With the final hit, the shepherd sent out of an icy nova that sent Felix and Will, and Lotus and Isla, and their prisoners reeling. Lightning, like cartilage, struck Will and the shepherd from the floorboards. Hitting their bodies, it turned them to mist. When the mist thinned, they were gone.
Felix didn’t have time to think, or to act. Stunned, he lay on the ground, inches away from Isla. A hand grabbed his. James told him to get up. Out of body, out of his mind; out of shits to give, he did as he was told, and ran with James out of the building.
By the time they got back to camp, Narcissus was organized, ready to go to war. Barely able to speak—he’d said nothing to James on the way—he kept repeating, “I’m fine, I’m fine, I’m fine.”
He didn’t know where the Holy Children were, but he knew they were around. If they’d gone anywhere, it was to Justine’s side. He’d deal with them later.
He had to get to Clementine. To tell her what happened. She had to hear it from him. She had to. She just had to.
Shouting down soldiers to get the fuck out of his way, Felix finally made it to Clementine’s tent, threw back the flap—
And there she was, sitting on her bed, sharing it with the shepherd beside her. This shepherd’s fingernails had been painted lime green.
“Did he go?” Clementine asked, dreamily.
Felix couldn’t speak.
James, coming up behind him, could. He said, “Yeah, he’s gone.” James broke into tears. “He’s gone, Clem.”
“It’s okay, my boys,” Clementine said.
My boys.
“I thought I’d have a little more time, but truth be told, I’m glad I don’t.”
Felix’s legs threatened to buckle as he went into the tent. “No, please, don’t…”
“Oh, Felix, would if I could, but I can’t. Never was supposed to be. Came back for Atticus, but he never came back for us.” She patted the shepherd’s leg. “Death said I had to do something useful. She’s not so impartial anymore. Guess my husband got Her thinking.
“Couldn’t figure what that might’ve been, being useful. Then it hit me: got to let Will go. Now, guess it’s time for me to go.”
“No.” Felix reached for her. “No, don’t.”
“You don’t know me. This isn’t me. Will and I didn’t come back right. I hope we were useful to you.”
He shook his head really hard. “You… you were.”
“Learned a thing or two?”
“I… I did.”
“It’s Death’s game. She always wins. Herbert’s waiting for us, right?”
The shepherd nodded.
“Alright, then.” Clementine pressed her hands to her lips and blew Felix a kiss.
He caught it, and had no intention of ever letting it go.
“I’m sorry, Felix. You came into things when they were already in motion. I’m glad you were here, though. I would’ve never left your side, otherwise.”
He wiped his eyes.
“Sometimes, it’s best for things to end.” She smiled, her freckles coming together on her cheeks. “Turn around, now. You’ve seen this once. Don’t need to again. Not for a while, at least.”
Felix did as he was told, and went one step further. He left the tent, closed the flap behind him. He heard the snap of that strange lightning, and saw the even stranger mist rolling out from underneath the tent. She’d been here, and now, she was gone.
James came out of the tent. Felix fell into his arms. His shirt was soaked with Felix’s tears in seconds.
“Get out of here,” James said.
Felix sucked down his snot. He glanced up, thinking James was talking to him. But he wasn’t.
He was talking to Warren and Gemma, who were standing with several soldiers converging on them.
“Felix?” Gemma tried to go to him, but Warren held her back. “Felix, you have to come with us.”
“Now, your Holiness,” Warren said. “Trust us.”
Something inside Felix snapped. He pushed James away, towards Warren and Gemma. “T-Trust you? T-Trust the Marrow Cabal?” He laughed and spat at them. “Get away from me. Get away from me!”
The soldiers quickened their advances.
Warren shook his head. Gemma pleaded with her eyes. And James tried to go back to Felix, but something stopped him.
“Get the fuck away from me!” Felix cried.
And with that, he ducked back into Clementine’s tent, got into her bed, and held the piece of rune-engraved wrapping the shepherd had left behind. It was cold, sandy, and smelled like clementines.




CHAPTER XL

Audra stood at Edgar’s bedroom balcony, watching Narcissus wind its way through the city towards Ghostgrave. Her brother had blocked off the roads, to give the Holy Order a clear route to the keep, but it wasn’t enough. Protestors and fanatical Disciples by the hundreds spilled over the barriers and the soldiers manning them, trying desperately to get to the carriages in which the Holy Child and Mother Abbess rode. They hurled rotten fruit and insults, and at times, their own bodies at the army, doing everything in their power to provoke Narcissus. But it was Edgar’s soldiers who responded. Protestors were pulled away, restrained, and arrested; and fanatics were either beaten to a pulp, or dragged off into the swell, where they’d disappear forever on this historical day.
Leaning over the balcony, a balmy updraft running through her hair, Audra watched what she assumed must be Felix’s carriage. She hadn’t known him for long or that well, but she was sure he was scared. Word around Ghostgrave was that it was he who’d decided to come here, but the whole thing reeked of the White Worm. He was a prisoner, just as she’d been in his city, when Alexander Blodworth had smuggled her there from Eldrus. As soon as Felix’s feet hit the streets, the games would begin. He’d be offered anything, and they—Edgar, his mysterious cabinet of advisors, and of course, God—would, in time, take everything. No one could protect him here, not even Justine. Audra would be all he had.
“Father wouldn’t believe his eyes, seeing Penance in the city again,” Edgar said.
“He probably didn’t believe it when it was you who killed him,” Audra snapped.
Edgar sighed, said, “Amon killed Mother and Father,” and came up beside her.
He leaned over the balcony. His skinny, corded arms were painful to look at it. His face wasn’t much better. Malnourished and shadowed, it was constantly tinted vermillion from the veins he consumed hourly. Audra hadn’t told him this yet, but she would, when she knew it would hurt him most, and that he was starting to look an awful lot like a skeleton—maybe like the Skeleton, who he spoke about often, the same way fishermen share stories about the mythical fish that always slipped their hooks and nets. Her brother was decent enough to acknowledge the good the Skeleton had done for the Disciples by removing the Dread Clock from the Nameless Forest, which allowed the Vermillion God to come through, but still, she could tell he’d had such plans for the Marrow Cabal’s former figurehead. He was the one who’d got away.
“You’ve been here for a few weeks,” Edgar said, “and I’m still alive.”
Audra said out the corner of her mouth, “You disappointed?”
“Surprised.”
The shouting from below on the streets was growing louder and louder as Narcissus neared Ghostgrave. A suicide bomber went off a few miles out from the army. A red cloud lifted over the buildings, while vermillion veins stabbed into the nearby buildings. Edgar’s back stiffened.
“What’s that about?” Audra asked.
“That was near one of our pantries,” he said, through his teeth.
“It wasn’t one of yours?”
“We use coffin bombs, not human beings,” Edgar said. “Suicide bombers are the Compellers. It always has been. They’re trying to convince others we are doing it, but most people either believe it’s an addict who had too much seed, or they don’t care. Most Disciples don’t care what we do, as long as we’re the ones who’re winning.”
“Real quality religion you’ve got there.”
“Means to an end.”
Audra glanced over her shoulder to make sure they were still alone. “What’s Joy? A means to an end?”
Edgar stood up. His lightless eyes met hers, made her skin crawl.
“What?”
“Does it matter?”
“Yeah, it fucking does.” Audra stood, too; he seemed to shrink before her. “She’s a witch. She tried to use the Disciples to advertise her own cult. She’s fucking breeding flesh fiends in the keep. And sooner or later, she’s going to try to kill me and Deimos. Was this planned? It didn’t look like it was planned. She just showed up.”
Audra gathered herself. She let the heat leave her cheeks. She was showing her cards, by showing how much she cared. She shouldn’t. She’d come here for one reason: to kill him. And he was right. She’d been here for weeks. He was still alive; and between her and Deimos, they’d come up with a new target, instead.
“I went down to the subway,” she admitted.
Edgar reached for a vermillion vein in his pocket, but stopped. “Why?”
“Thought maybe there’d be another Crossbreed down there.”
“You’re meant for great things, Audra. You always have been.”
She glared at him.
“I can’t do this alone. I don’t want to do this alone. I’ve sacrificed… so much.” He took out a vermillion vein, and on impulse, tossed it over the balcony. “The world is ready to be molded, but my hands—” he stared at them, as if they were no longer his, “—won’t do.”
Deflecting, Audra said, “Is that why you’re chumming it up with that cunt?”
“No,” he said. “I don’t have a choice.”
“How’s that remotely possible?” She pointed south, to the Vermillion God; that spidery octopus; that reptilian overlord; that behemoth puppeteer, slowly stringing the world for the great show to come. “How, Edgar?”
“She knows I killed our family.”
“Everyone does.”
“It was a rumor. I killed our family members in the Nameless Forest, too.”
Audra shifted her weight. “What? What ‘family members?’”
“Silas, in Anathema; Martin, in Chapel; Anansi, from Atlach. I only killed Anansi. He was the Arachne leader. Silas attacked me, and Anansi killed Martin. But they were our uncles, Audra. Joy, or Crestfallen, or the Maiden of Joy, or Annaliese—whatever she calls herself, she’s been around for a very long time, and for most of that time, she’s been tangled up in our bloodline. Silas, Martin, and Anansi? They were King Novn’s children.”
Audra bit her lip, shocked. She’d heard stories of their forefathers, about the king who’d abandoned his family during one of the longest winters, only to return with no explanation years later.
“Joy was hiding out in the Forest with her bastards. She had control over it, over them. I can’t even begin to understand how deep her power runs. Amon had been trying for years to kill our uncles, so that our family could reclaim the Forest and use it, eventually, I think to summon God. Joy always stopped him. When it came to me, though, she’d lost hope. She was tired of being there. She let them die. And when she showed up a few weeks ago, I finally understood why. I don’t know if what she was doing with her sister was part of the plan, but she’s here now, and she’s going to ingratiate herself with the Disciples until she’s an institution, like she was in the Nameless Forest. She’ll have a whole new family, flesh fiends included, to run.”
“Did Amon know this would happen?”
“He didn’t say.” Edgar checked on Narcissus. They were twenty minutes away. “When Joy’s sister died, her cult must’ve fallen apart. Coming here was the only way to stop her from being forgotten again. It was the easiest way to build herself back up.”
“And you’re going to let her?”
“I don’t know how to stop her. Amon destroyed most of his ancient relics. He thought if they fell into the wrong hands, the Disciples would be undone. Valac has been spending almost all his time with Joy. I hate him, Audra, so much. But I’ve put up with him, because he’s shown me the way. But now that God is here, Valac has no use anymore. I think Joy is feeding his ego. If you won’t speak for God, he might. There’ll be flesh fiends running the streets if that happens.”
Audra laughed, said, “What’re you doing then?”
“Biding my time. Hoping God will stop her…”
“But God hasn’t done anything since It arrived, except stop Kistvaen’s eruption.”
Edgar gripped the balcony and stared at his dirty slippers. “It can’t. Not without you.”
The other night, the Vermillion God had pleaded to Audra. What kind of a god needed help from a mortal? What would happen if she waited? Would It rot away on its magmatic throne? Or riot in Its death-throes, ruining them all?
Finally, she asked, “Why?”
“God is order. There are rules and traditions. And without Its Speaker, we’ll never know Its intentions. You can interpret Its will, Audra.”
“Interpret or translate?” she said, sarcastically.
“Interpret,” he said, lowering his voice to the level reserved for blasphemies. “But think how much better the world would be if we always knew what God wanted.”
“Then there shouldn’t be room for interpretation,” she said.
She had him there. He’d tried to appeal to her, and through his own argument, failed. “We don’t know what God will do without Its Speaker. As far as I can tell, It’s always had one. But if you won’t, then someone else will. And sooner or later, God will kill us for being so presumptuous.”
“But if Joy’s going to take over, then there’s no point.”
Edgar smiled at her and leaned back over the balcony. “Her sister was defeated with a Red Death weapon. We captured several ex-members of the Cult of the Worm near Angheuawl. That’s what they said they saw. A Night Terror stabbed Pain with the Red Death weapon, and she was mortal after that.”
“How’d she actually die?”
“A giant raven Night Terror ate her whole.”
Audra cocked her eyebrow and thought, Damn, Felix, you sure know how to pick your friends. “Do you have any Red Death weapons?”
“No, but if we can find something to cut Joy’s connection the Void, she’ll be ours.”
“I might have an idea,” Audra admitted, and hating herself for it. “We’ll need Isla, and a distraction. Deimos and I have already been stringing her along.”
“Heh, I should’ve figured you were scheming.” He smiled at her. “I sent Isla on a mission. She was successful, and she will do anything to be acknowledged.” Edgar took one last look at Narcissus. “I’ll handle the distraction. Like Isla, Joy loves attention. With the Holy Order arriving and all the crimes they’ve committed, I have just the idea.” He approached Audra as if to hug her, then stopped. “She won’t see it coming.”
Audra watched him walk back into his room, and trailing him, said, “I still might kill you.”
He said, “I’d hope so.”
Together, they went to greet their guests.
Audra, Edgar, Valac, and Joy stood outside Ghostgrave, at the bottom of the steps that led up to the keep. Beside and behind them, along the steps and the walls, in plain sight and cleverly hidden, archers and guards awaited orders she hoped would never come. The day had a strange feel to it. It reminded her of those long nights she used to lay in bed, until the small hours crept with their dismal light across her covers. That time of day when sounds were dampened and the air whispers; when everything was slightly out of focus, dreamlike and soft. In those moments, as she did now, she felt alone, set aside; an observer of all things obvious to the otherwise oblivious. Like those small hours, this moment would be fleeting and by sleep soon forgotten, because in a way, as in the witching hour, this moment was not meant for eyes to see, nor ears to hear, or mouths to speak of. This moment of the Disciples meeting the Holy Order on anything but a bloodstained battlefield should’ve never been. No one could’ve seen this coming, and yet here it was, happening at last, and by all accounts, for the last time.
Narcissus fanned into Ghostgrave’s courtyard as Felix’s and Justine’s carriages were driven in and parked. Audra noticed a pool of shadows shimmering curiously. It was Umbra, her shadowy consort, reminding her, undoubtedly, that this was a now or never kind of situation. They could possibly bring the Shadow Bladder here, take all of them—Edgar, Valac, Joy, and the Holy Child and Mother Abbess—out right now. It was tempting, but not tempting enough; not as tempting as it might’ve been months back, when she was getting plastered day and night in Nyxis. She had her wits about her now, and though Felix might’ve been better off dead, that wasn’t for her to say.
Eldrus had gone quiet. The people were at the gates and on the walls that divided the city-state into districts. The trunks of vermillion veins, which had somehow multiplied overnight, were teeming with onlookers crouched upon their throbbing boughs, taking out chunks of them to chew on, like popcorn, as they waited for the show to begin.
And then there was God. There was always God. Maybe it was just Audra’s imagination, but it seemed as if God had moved, like It’d somehow shrunk the thousands of miles between Kistvaen and Eldrus, giving the effect of a matte painting. It, like everyone else, was curious to see what would happen next. But all Its eyes weren’t on Ghostgrave; some It’d saved for her, and Its gaze was like comets—heated and pressurized. It was desperate, demanding even, like the family pet that wanted something so badly, but didn’t know how to say it. Edgar said she could be Its interpreter. He’d said that to lure her in, to get her listening to God, and she’d been turning the proposition over in her head since. What was God if not another Crossbreed? No one would ever use her again, if everyone had no choice but to listen to what she said.
That still leaves Joy, she thought. Even if I do it… There’s still—
Something moved inside the carriages. Ten living statues appeared from amongst Penance’s soldier, and a group of five went to each carriage. A woman clad in heavy, pearlescent armor dropped from her horse and joined the statues.
“King Edgar,” the woman said, bowing.
Edgar held up his vermillion stained hand. “Are you Commander Millicent?”
“Yes, my Lord.”
“Thank you for your diligence. I know that your journey has been long, and you have lost many.”
Commander Millicent bowed again, gave the statues a nod. The statues went to the carriages and opened the doors.
Mother Abbess Justine emerged, not as the White Worm of the Earth, but as the reserved and somewhat somber woman she was known as. Wearing a leather dress with a slit down the side, sister in its pearlescent color to Millicent’s armor, she seemed to go out of her way to show off her pale, slender legs. Her hair, blonde bordering on white, was tightly braided, and there were faint blue symbols drawn onto her scalp. Her smile, small and humble, was infectious. Her eyes, beautiful as they were, were, like God’s, prying; two crystallized suns that were blinding to look at it, and impossible to look away from.
Moments later, Holy Child Felix stepped out of his carriage. Seeing him made Audra genuinely happy. He looked so much older, though it’d only been a year. He was lankier, his shoulders had broadened. The man he’d grow into was evident in the definition of his face and the features of his hands. She didn’t need to hear his voice to known it’d deepened. He wasn’t a child anymore, and honestly, and it hurt Audra’s heart to think it, but he didn’t seem all that holy, either. There was a darkness to him. He looked as if he’d been crying. Something had happened on the way here. And Edgar had been happier than usual. What was that he’d said? Isla had returned from her mission?
Oh god, Edgar, what have you done?
Felix and Justine stared at one another. There was a longing in their eyes, as if this was the first time they’d seen each other in a while. Felix looked surprised. Justine, proud.
Then, having had enough of each other’s appearance, they walked together, side-by-side, to Edgar and Audra.
“Welcome to our city,” Edgar said.
“Thank you for hosting us,” Justine said. She touched her chest, winced.
Audra, noticing Felix’s worry, said to him, “It’s good to see you again.”
And to her, he smiled and said, “It is.” To Edgar: “Your hospitality is very much appreciated.”
“So fancy,” Joy whispered from the back, elbowing Valac.
The Anointed One rubbed his ribs, plopped down the steps, and extended his hand to Felix. “Hello, fellow Child.”
Felix took his hand, shook it, and quickly let go.
Valac stared at his hand in awe and waddled back up the steps to Joy’s side.
After that, no one said anything. The awkwardness was crushing. There was no precedence to reference for a moment like this. No traditions to honor. Penance hadn’t been welcomed on the mainland since after the Trauma and the death of Lillian.
Audra, feeling God’s will well up inside her, spat out, “We’ve shown the public we can be civil. Let’s go inside. Your journey has been long and—”
Again, Edgar held up his hand.
It made Audra’s blood boil.
“We have one matter to settle before we retire into Ghostgrave,” he said. “The Marrow Cabal.”
Felix shifted anxiously.
Justine, her skin glistening, was unmoved. She didn’t even appear to be listening to him, though she was listening to someone… or something. Somewhere.
“As you’re well aware, the Marrow Cabal orchestrated a rebellion on Eldrus in the Heartland. They attempted to assassinate me. You’ve contracted their services. In that time, they’ve been using the seeds of heaven to stage attacks on both the Holy Order and the Disciples, while trying to put the blame on us, on God. That is blasphemy of the highest order.”
Joy whistled.
A gasp spread through the city.
Audra glanced back towards the keep. Coming down the stairs were Isla and Lotus, and between them, flesh fiends, holding chains that were wrapped around the necks of two women. One had silvery hair, the other blue. They stopped with the prisoners a few steps short of Audra and Edgar.
“Sloane and Hex were captured last night in Nyxis. The Compellers and the Marrow Cabal have betrayed the Holy Order, and they have spit in the face of God. They released the Bloodless in Cathedra, killing hundreds, and killed hundreds more in the last few months trying to sow chaos in the Heartland. Are you aware that in every town you left your missionaries, the food supply was tainted with seeds of heaven? They’ve been poisoning the people, my men and yours, and innocent civilians, with God’s holy gift, desecrating its meaning and purpose.”
Audra stared into Felix’s eyes, and the shock within made her nerves jump.
“Because of them, the Heartland is filled with deformities and many, many deaths. They have attempted to render God ugly, but they have failed. It was tempting to put a stop to Narcissus, but I kept asking myself why you would sacrifice your own?”
“Did you not sacrifice the Arachne on the Divide?” Felix said, the words spilling out.
“Did you not do the same with the Conscription?” Edgar asked. “All herds need thinning.”
Justine licked her lips and said softly, “It has been a long journey, my Lord.”
Edgar sneered, insulted by her meaning. “You have traveled far, and I know you did not do it to waste time. But this matter must be resolved. If we are to have words and end this empty war, it cannot be done with spies and assassins lurking in the halls.”
Alexander Blodworth would beg to differ, Audra thought.
“If you believe they are truly innocent and worth saving, and value your relationship with them more so than with the Disciples, then they are yours to take. You will have to find your own way out of the city.”
Audra could practically hear Joy’s evil smile stretching across her face, because Edgar’s option was nothing more than a death sentence. Felix, Justine… everyone would be killed before they left the courtyard.
“But if you wish to sit at our table and share your ideas and beliefs with us on how we can work together and make this world a better place, then I need every single cabalist and Compeller. They will be arrested and imprisoned, and they will rot in their cells until the day of their execution.”
Felix stuttered out syllables to words he knew better than to form. He looked to his left and right, behind him, at Sloane and Hex, then finally at Justine.
To him, she said, “You are god’s voice. What sayeth god?”
Audra couldn’t believe it. Her hands became fists. She wanted nothing more than to bludgeon the bitch into the ground. Felix was what? Twelve? Thirteen? This was her doing. This was her game. And she was going to make him give these people up? Regardless of what they’d done, Audra could tell this decision was destroying him. It was destroying him because… Oh no, there were cabalists he cared about weren’t there? Of course, there were. Whether on purpose or accident, they’d wormed their way into his heart, and he’d been giving them the benefit of the doubt ever since.
Felix started to tremble. His eyes retreated into his skull as he tried not to cry. He kept tugging on the fabric of his robes, where his thighs were; where Audra knew he cut himself to feel better. Again, he glanced back at Narcissus, then to Edgar, who gave him nothing but this still-standing, one-sided offer.
Justine leaned into Felix’s ear and said, “Remember why we are here.”
Felix stared at her, and to her, not Edgar, he said, “Okay.”
It happened immediately, because it’d already happened. Led into the courtyard, bound by the wrists with rope, with swords at their backs, was a handful of men and women. Some were wearing robes—Compellers—while others were wearing plainclothes—cabalists. It wasn’t until the soldiers forced the traitors apart that Felix almost lost it.
There was a giant man who was nothing more than a walking piece of muscle. It took six guards to move him, and his hands were so tightly bound, they were turning purple. He couldn’t stop staring at Hex.
There was another man that came after him. He was much smaller, and prettier. The bottom of his pants were covered in mud and his arms scuffed up, like he’d tried to run away. He wasn’t staring at anyone.
And then there was a little girl, in a green dress with a red collar. She looked pained, and kept trying to drive the guards moving her into the shadows, as if to escape the sun. Felix stared at no one else but her.
The guards moved the cabalists past Felix and Justine.
The giant man said nothing.
The pretty man, still staring at the ground, only whispered, “You know I wouldn’t do that. You know I wouldn’t.”
But the little girl was more animated. She tried to hurl herself at Felix. She spat and bit the air and screamed, “You idiot! All you had to do was leave last night! What did you expect? What did you fucking expect?”
With these three joining Hex and Sloane on the steps, Edgar nodded at the guards, Isla, and Lotus, and with a wave, sent them and the prisoners away.
Then, he turned to face Felix and Justine and said, “Our home is now yours.”
Audra looked at Felix and tried her best to tell him without words how sorry she was, but she couldn’t do it. She’d never seen someone so sad before; except, perhaps, for the shadows; those sinners who’d rejected God and now suffered an eternity of agony for it; those cruel and cold shapes cast out for their convictions; driven now only by the hope that one day, they’d have a chance to kill it all.
The Sinner and the Shadows. The Speaker and the Bespoken.




CHAPTER XLI

If Vrana lied to herself long enough, she could make Aeson appear in anything. From shapes in the sand to rocks rising against chitinous sky, she saw him. Whole and healthy. Bright and beaming. If she held out her hand, he took it. If she puckered her lips, he kissed them. If she thrust her body, his met hers halfway. His fingers were patient. Hers were not. She guided them across her skin, to the places that’d forgotten what it meant to be touched. In these lies, there were no feathers or wings, talons or beaks. Only the tenderness of rebirth, and the muscle memory from a life once lived.
“You’re going to have to wake up soon,” Aeson told her, breathing in the air she exhaled.
Vrana shook her head. Her nose brushed against his. It was nice to be able to do that again without scrambling his skull.
“You’re getting better. I can feel it.”
She laughed, threw her arms over his shoulders, pulling his head against her breasts. “Nursed back to health by a maggot. Just when you’ve think you’ve done it all.”
Aeson kissed her chest. She felt it in her heart.
“This is just the fever breaking, isn’t it?”
“Yep.” He ran circles with his thumb around her belly button. “Now, for the hard part.”
She girded herself against him. “Is that so?”
“Not… that.” He laughed. “Killing God.”
“I think that’ll be easier than anything else,” she said, twisting her legs around his.
“How so?”
“I mean, what can It really do to me?”
Aeson hummed, said, “Sad, but true.”
“Stay with me a little longer.”
His hands found the small of her back. “Not going anywhere, anyway.”
She smiled, kissed him. “Thanks. Even if you’re just the fragment of the Blue Worm fucking with me… Thanks.”
“No problem,” Aeson said.
Vrana opened her eyes. It wasn’t the first time she’d done it, but it was the first time it’d mattered. She’d caught glimpses of what the Maggot had done to her. Awake, and slightly more aware than a shitfaced amoeba, she sized up her surroundings and put the pieces together.
The Maggot had buried her. It’d made a grave, used its secretions to fortify the sands, and lowered her in. It’d taken away the mumiya wraps. She remembered cussing the bloated insect out for that, because it had no right putting its grubby… whatever… all over Sekhet’s and Sopdu’s bindings. Afterwards, the Maggot shoved a long reed down her beak and into her throat. She remembered trying to spit it out, and the shape of the Skeleton telling her to calm down. And she did, immediately. Not because she was afraid of him, but because if anyone knew Death better than Her daughters, it was the Skeleton; and if he was telling her not to worry about being buried six feet under in the Ossuary by a maggot the size of a carriage, then fine, okay, she’d allow it, because she trusted him, and she didn’t even know it.
Once the reed had been jammed into her stomach, the Maggot covered her in sand, but not enough to crush her, and lay across the grave, darkening it. Sensory deprivation set in, as if a switch had been flipped to off inside her. The sands became an extension of her skin; the sounds of the desert, her thoughts. In the dark of the grave, the Abyss found her, because she was dying. She’d been running on fumes—dehydrated and desiccated; decimated—but despite its pull, it couldn’t have her. The Ossuary was God’s bone garden, and Death no more than a weed here.
Also, the reed wasn’t simply to help Vrana breathe but to give her a steady drip of Thanatos. The liquid that could kill with a single drop. Knowing that Thanatos was found in the Maggot’s droppings, it’d made her wonder, as she lay there, half-conscious, just where the other end of the reed she was sucking on had been shoved into. Nevertheless, she took her medicine, washing it down with the occasional squirt of sanies, and let the liquid slowly kill her back to life.
Vrana blinked. Her senses were coming back to her. The reed, still down her throat, was starting to make her gag. Her mother had once told her that she had a theory that Thanatos could be used medicinally, if handled correctly; that it would act as a shock to the system to heal what it otherwise could not. Maybe the sanies had been the missing ingredient. Or maybe just sucking it straight from the intestines of the Maggot had done the trick. She couldn’t say, but she did feel a hell of a lot better.
Hallucinating moments with Aeson had helped, too. It wasn’t all just the Maggot juice. Most of the time, they didn’t say much to each other. They just lay there beside one another, the way they used to back in Caldera, touching their hands or their shoulders or their legs slightly against one another’s. That’d been before they decided to make their feelings official. It’d been easier then, too. There’d been no expectations, because there didn’t need to be. It was only when Vrana had left for Geharra to discover with Deimos, Lucan, and Serra what’d happened there that they decided to be in a relationship. She wished she hadn’t. It was pretentious, but it put a label on something that couldn’t and shouldn’t have been labeled. Some things were simply better felt than said.
The Maggot must’ve sensed her stirring in the grave. Light flooded the plot as it moved aside. Vrana clawed the sides of the hole that’d crusted over, shook off the sand that’d settled on her. She felt as if she were waking from centuries of sleep, but given the pressing nature of their mission, she doubted her friends had let her get anything but forty winks.
Doubling-over, Vrana’s birdlike nature kicked in and she regurgitated the reed out of her stomach. A black creamy bile built up on her beak from the leftover Thanatos. She wiped it away. Stronger, but starving, she kicked off the grave-bed, gave her wings a mighty flap, and rejoined the others in the light.
She got a few feet in the air before the heat grounded her. She landed, braced herself against the nearest boulder.
The Skeleton was sitting on his own rock. Neksha was staring into the distance at a sandstorm ravaging the rim of this world.
“Fuck, it’s still too hot,” she said, grabbing a canteen out of the pile of supplies and guzzling the sanies. “Put me back under.” She wiped her beak, drank some more, checked her surroundings: “Where’s Elizabeth?”
The Maggot dipped its rotted bulb of a head towards a pile of sand.
Vrana dropped the canteen. Her voice cracked. “No, no. What happened—”
“Don’t get your feathers in a bunch,” the Skeleton said, picking at his leg bones. “She’s just resting like you were.”
“How long was I under?”
“Half a day,” the Maggot said, in that eerie, accented female voice. The upside-down crucifix on its head gaped when it spoke.
Her stomach growled. “That’s it?”
“Time runs differently in the Ossuary,” it said. “Sometimes it runs much more slowly than on the mainland, sometimes very fast. Sometimes…” the Maggot moved to a dead length of vermillion vein uncovered in the sands, “… I can hear news in the network. It’s early spring in your mainland. There’s a Bloodless in Cathedra that, minutes ago, was about to be freed.”
Vrana’s eyes widened. “A Bloodless? A fucking Bloodless?”
“World’s gone to shit,” the Skeleton said. “Show of hands: Who’s not surprised?”
Elizabeth’s hand shot out of the pile of sand under which she’d been buried.
Vrana smiled, but said to Neksha, “I’m so sorry.”
The mumiya kept his attention on the sandstorm. “I would say it was my decision, but now that I have had some time to think, I am not sure that it was. The voice inside me drove my people to extinction.”
Elizabeth rose like the dead she’d almost joined. The wind kicked up and dusted her off.  She didn’t have a reed rammed down her throat. It seemed she’d weathered the journey better than Vrana had.
Already drenched in sweat, Vrana searched their gear for the mumiya wrappings. She found Sekhet’s and Sopdu’s, and then carried the rest to Elizabeth.
“Thanks,” she said, voice hoarse, eyes bloodshot. She glanced at the Maggot, eyes slits under the sunless sky. “What the hell did you do to me?”
The Maggot’s girth inched along the sands. “Gave you a second chance.”
Vrana and Elizabeth wrapped themselves up at the same time.
“Maggie here says we’re not too far from the Deep,” the Skeleton said. “Says you’d see it from here, if you could, but since it’s another plane and all, got to be right up on it.”
“Yeah?” Elizabeth asked, her bared tattoos painfully vibrant from sunburn.
“The viracocha surround the Deep with their ‘village.’ We will have to fight our way through,” the Maggot said.
“Why haven’t they killed you yet?” Vrana said, nearly dressed.
“Anything that touches my body is disintegrated,” the Maggot said, its crucifix spreading like a charred womb. “It took them a few thousand of their own to realize I’m not worth the trouble. I, alone, am no threat to God.”
Elizabeth finished her headwraps, leaving a space for her eyes. “So, you’re saying when we’re done doing deicide, we shouldn’t go patting you on the back?”
The Maggot shuddered out a viscous secretion.
“What is Mr. Haemo?” Neksha finally turned away from the sandstorm. “Why do I hear his voice?”
The Skeleton shrugged his shoulder. “Just a guess that’s who it is. Big mosquito. Been around for who knows how long. Powerful son of a bitch. These aren’t my stomping grounds, though, so I defer to Maggie.”
The Maggot slung its girth towards Neksha. “I haven’t seen Mr. Haemo in a very long time. Occasionally, portals to Exuviae will open for no more than a few seconds. He would be in the portals, watching the Ossuary. If you hear his voice, it’s possible he’s the one responsible for placing the mumiya here.”
“That bloodsucking son of a bitch created the mumiya?” Elizabeth cried.
The Skeleton shook his skull. “Doubt it. Would’ve seen him try it by now. But if he did somehow put your people here, what’s the end game?”
“Kill God,” Vrana said.
Elizabeth scratched her head, added, “Lure you here, Atticus. Get you to kill the heart. He got all bent out of shape when you didn’t leave it in the Membrane when you saved Clem and Will.”
“Or he wants it for himself,” Neksha said. His eyes zeroed in on the black mass growing along the Skeleton’s ribcage. “But he’d have to know the heart would come to this place one day.”
Vrana asked the Skeleton, “Can Mr. Haemo see into the future?”
“Don’t know.” He sounded concerned. He drew his cloak shut. “Don’t know about that.”
Neksha joined the others. “I do not understand why the voice drove us into the desert, or why this Mr. Haemo would want his servants to die.”
Thoughts creased along Vrana’s brow. She opened her beak to speak, stopped herself.
The Maggot noticed, said, “What is it?”
“The viracocha look… just like mumiya. Only difference is they have bodies beneath their bindings. You sure your brothers and sisters go to the Abyss when they die here?”
Neksha, offended, said, “You can feel the cold of the Abyss in the wraps you wear!”
“What came first? The mumiya or the viracocha?” Elizabeth asked.
“I don’t know,” the Maggot said. “Almost nothing is known about them. But the viracocha have aligned themselves with God.”
“And the mumiya inadvertently with Haemo,” the Skeleton said. “Maybe there’s no difference. God creates imitations. Maybe you and yours, Neksha, been fighting yourselves this whole time, except when you fall, you fall for good, and when they fall, It just makes more. Your species isn’t extinct. Just bastardized. Cheap knock-offs.”
Neksha shivered.
“Question is: What’s Haemo’s stake in this? I think there isn’t one.” The Skeleton nodded at himself. “I think son of a bitch’s been around a long time and has his claws stirring shit up ever since. The mumiya here in the Ossuary might be one plan of many contingency plans he’s forgotten about or gotten bored with.”
“Damn, Boner,” Elizabeth whispered. “Full of revelations today.”
“All the same, he shows his face, and I’ll swat him straight into oblivion. Let you get a swing in, Neksha, if you want.”
Neksha let out a quiet laugh. “I would like that.”
The sandstorm died down. Clouds crept across the sky. For the first time since they’d entered the Ossuary, there was a moment of shade. It couldn’t have dropped the temperature more than a few degrees, but to Vrana, it might as well have been winter. She stretched her wings, waited for the moment to be taken away from her.
And then it was.
The Skeleton started packing up their belongings and Red Death weapons. Neksha joined in.
Elizabeth, however, wasn’t finished with the questioning. To the Maggot: “Why’re you helping us? I don’t do business with anyone unless I know who they are and what they want.”
“You came a long way, regardless,” the Maggot answered.
Elizabeth stood her ground, daggers in her eyes.
“We need to make the Deep by nightfall,” the Maggot said, “but I will tell you what you want to know along the way.”
The deeper they went into the Ossuary, the Deeper it became. Sand gave way to scales. Reason gave way to gravity. Vast continental islands disgorged from some undying land drifted along the firmament, hundreds of miles of vermillion veins dangling from their bedrock, like cut bridges. Great mountains of shadow bulged on their peripheries, warped not by surroundings but perception. Whereas there’d been no sun during the Ossuary’s day, and twelve moons at night, in the fringes between the desert and the Deep, a single celestial body reigned supreme. Purple bordering on black, the intricate, ovular shape accented the sky like a brooch, and from it, creases ran outwards along the heavens, like bunched up fabric or the sides of a carnival tent. This sun, or moon, didn’t emit light or darkness, but a diluted mixture of the two—a smothering gloom that broke all the gears of their biological clocks. Of course, there was a temperature, or that was what they kept telling themselves was a temperature. It wasn’t hot or cold, but like the light, a polluted combination that made them sweat and shiver in equal measures, and at times, feel as if their innards were boiling, or turning to ice.
All things considered, there was no good reason for Vrana or Elizabeth to be there, when the Skeleton was unaffected, Neksha indifferent, and the Maggot on a whole other level of endurance, but they slammed down sanies until they were tripping balls and suffered through all this heavenly hell all the same. Until they were dead, they were destined.
Two hours out (in Ossuary time) from the viracocha village, gateways began to appear. Sometimes, above them, at other times, almost beneath their feet. Windstorms would constrict into tornados, and they’d see the gateways wrapped around the bulging spirals, flashing images like stained-glass motifs out in incomprehensible blurs. When this started happening, the Skeleton became quieter than usual. He held his cloak closed more tightly; and when the air pressure wasn’t going to town on their eardrums, Vrana swore she could hear him speaking to himself, and something else responding.
“What’re these, yeah?” Elizabeth asked the Maggot. “Portals to Exuviae?”
“Yep,” the Maggot said. “The Membrane is weak here. The heart of the Black Hour is causing a reaction.”
Vrana stared into the gateways, but her mind struggled to latch onto anything. There were only colors and metalwork, and great buzzing waves. She did not see but intuit their empty promises and thieving raptures.
“Feels different,” the Skeleton said, referring to the heart. “Like it’s trying to come off my bones.”
“To go back home?” Vrana asked.
“Can’t tell which way its pulling. Never can tell if it wants to go to the Deep or not. Spent so long making sure I didn’t give it what it wanted that… I… I am not entirely sure if this is the best course of action for us all.”
Elizabeth slipped pieces of meat underneath the bindings over her mouth. Chewing, she said, “A woman came to the Orphanage in the Nameless Forest. I was one of the vampyres there when she did. She was from Exuviae. We called her the Bad Woman.”
The Maggot crept across the scaled earth, thinking on what Elizabeth had shared. Its engorged, sickly yellow body bunched up and stretched out with its movements. The blue chevrons that were its eyes glistened, while the upside-down crucifix above them sucked on the words it was about to spew.
“There is a story about a group of nuns who discovered the heart of the Black Hour and brought it back to their convent,” it said. “Whether this happened on Earth, in Exuviae, or elsewhere, it’s unclear. But these women were the first to wield it. They saw it as a sin-catcher, something that would force the world into a great orgy of depravity and violence, and when it was over, the world would be cleansed. They forced the heart into an object, though I’m not sure it was the Dread Clock at the time. Through ritual, they transformed a priest into the heart’s Keeper, to guard it.”
“We take care ourselves just fine,” the Skeleton said.
Neksha, who’d been holding up the rear, seemed startled.
He’s losing it, Vrana thought. She sped up, trying to keep pace with him, but moving through this wasteland was like trying to run in a dream: No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get to where she needed to go. As he’d been before, the Skeleton was always out of reach.
“The Black Hour’s heart traveled through the ages, inspiring chaos. Orphans of the Black Hour’s insanity often times found themselves left by their families at the same place.”
“Our Ladies of Sorrows Academy,” Elizabeth whispered.
“Yes. For some reason, the heart was sending the young survivors of its ordeals to the same location,” the Maggot said. “It was collecting its victims.”
Using her wings, Vrana pushed herself forward until she was beside the Skeleton. “You okay, man?”
The black mass had grown from the heart, all the way up the front of his skull. Only his eyes were untouched.
“The Trauma happened. The Nameless Forest stretched across the ocean from Europe, or Blackwood Marsh, running under the sea until it reached the portal on the east coast from which God emerged.”
The Skeleton whispered to Vrana, “The things… it’s showing me.”
“I found the Dread Clock and brought it to the Nameless Forest after the Trauma. I left it at Our Ladies of Sorrow, thinking that the orphans there would never let it fall into the wrong hands, because of what’d it done to their families and lives.”
“What?” Vrana asked. “What’s it showing you?”
“Tell me I’m a good man,” the Skeleton pleaded.
The Maggot continued: “With the Dread Clock in the Nameless Forest, madness reigned. God would not be able to wake and come through with it there. I believe the Bad Woman you speak of was one of the nuns from the convent. They still exist, in Exuviae, perpetually in that moment in time, when they created the Keeper. She escaped to retrieve it.”
Elizabeth stopped, doubled-over, hands on her knees. Her legs looked swollen.
“You’re a good man,” Vrana said hastily, and ran over to her.
“But…” Elizabeth took Vrana’s hand and righted herself. “But… the Bad Woman didn’t leave. She stayed. She stayed, and she tortured us for years.”
The Maggot rumbled. “Strange,” it said, in that odd, feminine accent of its. “Though it may be hard to imagine, the heart of the black hour being so close to God’s gateway to the Deep may have weakened it. You see, the heart thrives off inflicting the greatest amount of agony on others. Sometimes, it sips, other times, it sups. The Bad Woman may not have been able to remove it. She may have thought she needed to torture the orphans to strengthen the heart to do so. But I believe she wasn’t strong enough to remove it, regardless, and you suffered for it.”
“Fucking-A, we did,” Elizabeth said.
“What happened to the Bad Woman?”
“Caught her.” She pointed to her back. “Spellweaver tattooed her into my skin. Shit.” Elizabeth’s back was bleeding where the tattoo of the Bad Woman was.
“That must have been a powerful spellweaver,” the Maggot said, concerned. “The spell may be weakening given where we are. She may be finally dying.”
“Shame,” Elizabeth said, touching the site. “Guess I have to let the old girl go one day, yeah?”
Vrana laughed, and went back to check on the Skeleton.
But when she reached him, she found the black mass had retreated into the heart.
It thrives off inflicting the greatest amount of agony on others, she thought. It doesn’t seem like it’s trying to get away from Atticus. God, just what exactly is it doing to him to feed?
The Skeleton looked at her, and hung his head low, like he’d read her thoughts.
“So,” Vrana said, “what are you? How do you know all this?”
The Maggot, which had never stopped moving since they first met it, slowed to a stop. The unholy womb carved into its head drooled its disintegrating drink and said, “I’m not this creature you see before you. I am only the voice of the cruel bitch that nurtured it. Ruth Ashcroft.”
This grabbed the Skeleton’s attention.
“Ashcroft?” Elizabeth said. “As in, related to Amon Ashcroft? Eldrus’ old advisor?”
Neksha, finally adding something to the conversation, said, “When King Edgar came through Kres, he spoke of the Ashcroft man.”
“Yes,” the Maggot said. “His niece. It is a long story, but before the Trauma, we went our separate ways. He wanted to wake God, and I decided I wanted to kill It. In our studies of the Deep, I found this Maggot within God’s gut; an aborted Worm. Through many, many sacrifices, I fed this Maggot. But when the time came, the Maggot consumed me, body and mind.
“I do not know if the Maggot intended for me to take over its consciousness, or if this was simply part of the process, given its resemblance to the Worms of the Earth. But since that fateful day at Brooksville Manor, I have been scouring the planes for a way to end God once and for all.”
“Why?” the Skeleton asked.
“Amon and I were as close as one could get to being God’s lovers,” the Maggot said. “We’ve been inside it, felt Its will, though of course, never understood It fully. I hate God. I hate what It did to me when I was a little girl. I have seen what It is capable of, and I know It will do it again.
“It is a God of order and tradition, not because it has to be, but because It thinks It needs to be. All creatures as powerful as It inflict self-imposed rules to govern themselves, lest they destroy themselves in their limitless power. If we do not kill God, another Trauma will happen. But make no mistake…” The Maggot seethed. “I am not doing this for the people of the world. I am doing this for me. They are just fortunate enough to benefit from my hate. Is that not why you are here?”
Neither Vrana, nor the Skeleton, nor Elizabeth answered.
But Elizabeth, bleeding more on her back, did ask, “Is It our creator?”
“The Vermillion God only creates imitations,” the Maggot said. “If It is humanity’s creator, then humanity is only a poor imitation of a greater species. And let me tell you, ‘greater’ is pushing it.”
Vrana scratched her skin through her feathers. It was as if she was having an allergic reaction to the flesh fiend genes inside her.
The Maggot started up again and went past them. It said, “Come and see. The Deep is just over this hill.”
And it was.
At the top of the hill, where there should’ve been sky, another plane had been stitched onto the space. The Deep. An empty expanse of rugged silt covered in millions of inky puddles, as if there’d been an ocean here once, and it had yet to return from low tide. All across the squelching waste were statues and monuments, sunken churches, and upended cathedrals, and they continued this way, in every shape and size and architectural Old World design Vrana could name, until they were checked by the great, junkyard sprawl that ran like a wall around the center.
“That is Dudael,” the Maggot said, “the home of the viracocha. Beyond, there is a chasm. That will take us into Heaven, and there, we will find God.”
Struggling to breathe, Vrana said, “So, God never left the Deep? Even though It’s on Earth?”
“There is no Heaven without God,” the Maggot said. “It is the supports upon which the foundation is built. There must always be God in Heaven.”
“Then what sits on Earth?” Neksha asked.
“Its will. When It finds Its voice, the Will becomes the Way.” The Maggot lowered its head. “It is trapped in Heaven by design.”
“What happens if It finally gets through to the Speaker?” the Skeleton asked.
“It may abandon Heaven, believing It is secure enough on Earth to do so. I do not know what will happen if It does, but we will lose our chance at killing It for good.”
Neksha, sounding like Vrana and Elizabeth, asked, “Why hasn’t It stopped us yet?”
“The Vermillion God is not all-knowing. The closer we draw to Heaven, the more It will feel the Black Hour’s presence. God has many, many minions with which to kill us. If they fail, It would have to recall Its will.”
“Off Kistvaen,” the Skeleton said. “And if It didn’t stop the eruption, it just halted it.”
“Volcano would go back off,” Elizabeth said.
“If God abandons them like that…” Vrana trailed off. “That’s it. There’s not enough people in the world to rebuild the faith again.”
Maggot pressed on. “Look to the Dudael. Do you see them?”
Vrana strained her eyes, but she did. There were small pockets of viracocha racing towards where they stood.
“Kill,” the Maggot said, “and ladies—”
Vrana and Elizabeth glanced at the Maggot.
“—don’t worry about breathing. Once you’re in the Deep, you’re as good as dead already.”
Vrana stopped breathing; found it didn’t matter.
“If you die here, you don’t go to the Abyss with Death. You become a shadow, in Hell.”
Elizabeth took out her Red Death sword, said, “You’re going show us Hell on the way, yeah?”
“Take a look around,” the Maggot said, charging down the hill. “You’re in it.”
It was all happening so fast, but Vrana was fine with that. She’d give it her all, even if her all wasn’t all that much to give. Raising the ax, screaming until her voice went out, Vrana ran after the Maggot. Elizabeth fell in beside her, and the Skeleton quickly overtook her, the so-called “purity” of bone giving him an infinite pool of energy. Even Neksha was there, though weaponless. And he looked like he needed a weapon. So, swallowing the sad sickness in her throat, Vrana tossed him what would’ve been Aeson’s Red Death dagger. He caught it, admired it, and readied himself to kill with it.
The viracocha bounded across the silt, spears in hand. Their forms ballooned out behind their loosening bindings. Throbbing knots of hair and swollen limbs pushed through the wraps, as if their elephantiasis were flaring up in anticipation of the battle to come. Others lost their bindings completely. Vrana half-expected them to fade away, like the mumiya would, but they did not. Instead, they barreled on; grotesque and inflamed, resembling bipedal scorpions afflicted with lycanthropy. They would give all they had, because that was all they had.
The Maggot rushed the first group that was coming around a sunken church. It swung its body wide, smashing two viracocha against the domed ceiling. Their torsos, teased apart by the Maggot’s mere touch, splashed the angels painted on the marblework. That which wasn’t liquified was reeled into the Maggot and stashed away in its girth.
Vrana caught up with the bug. A viracocha came around the church, hurled a spear at her. She flew into the air, caught it with her feet. Gravity grounded her, but not before she chucked the spear right back at it, goring the creature through its howling face.
Neksha and Elizabeth double-teamed the last viracocha. Swinging its spear to keep them at bay, Elizabeth got ballsy (breasty) and slid beneath it. She kicked its legs out from under it, and Neksha came in, planting his dagger with a meaty thump into the viracocha’s quivering throat.
Four down, only hundreds to go.
The Skeleton had broken away from the group. He was on the edge of Dudael, where a monastery protruded from the silt—a capsized ship on what should’ve been all too familiar shores. Out of the territory, viracocha were bounding for him. Fierce adherents to strict individualism, they poured out of Dudael by twos and threes, in loose waves of twenty and thirty. Torn pieces of bindings filled the air, as they snapped and swiped at one another, drawing blood and digging out fur as they drew closer to him. God’s imitations were nothing more than a pack of runts that’d convinced themselves they were alphas. As on Earth, so in the Deep.
Vrana and the others took their time getting to the Skeleton. It wasn’t as if he needed their help, anyway.
The viracocha converged on the Skeleton like a swarm of rats, but he was in his element. They stabbed him. They slashed him. They threw down their spears and gnawed on him. But his bones wouldn’t give. Instead, they rebuked their attacks. Chomping teeth were shattered. Desperate pincers were cracked. The creatures piled onto him, to crush him beneath their combined weight. But just as soon as they were on him, they were off him, reeling and wheeling and whining like punished pups, their mandibles mashing out incomprehensible prayers.
The Black Mass had taken over; taken over the Skeleton completely. It covered his bones in a throbbing sludge, not unlike musculature. Empowered, or simply bored, the Skeleton struck back. He grabbed viracocha by their arms, and tore them from their sockets. He bludgeoned his way through the ever-burgeoning onslaught, using limbs as if they were clubs. When the arms or legs were too limp, and all the bones inside them broken, he tossed them to the side and tore a fresh weapon from one of the tens of corpses at his blood-soaked feet. Not a body part was unused. Inside and out, the viracocha were truly their own undoing.
The creatures didn’t stand a chance, but at the gates of Heaven, there was no going back. The more that fell, the greater the swell. Floods of the lycanthropic insects came from Dudael, called by the challenge and the appeal of this pale and imperious trophy. The Skeleton met them head-on, with heads in hand. He threw skulls like balls, hard enough to send into seizures anyone he hit. When they fell, spasming, he stomped on their stomachs so hard, their entrails exploded out of their asses.
The Skeleton gave up on mutilation, and stalked, instead. Survivors tried to flee, but they were yanked again into the fray. He wrenched spinal cords from backs, wrapped intestines around necks. With handfuls of bindings, he shoved them down the viracocha’s throats, choking them on their counterfeit clothes.
After eighty dead or dying, the Skeleton was rewarded with a lull. The next wave was building in Dudael, seconds away from breaking over this graveyard of manmade gods.
“Atticus!” Elizabeth cried, her and Vrana and the others catching up to him.
Vrana hacked away at the corpses around him, like weeds, to make sure no threats were playing opossum amongst the dead.
“We are in good hands,” Neksha said.
The Maggot grunted in agreement.
Vrana, finally reaching him, said, “Hey, Atticus?” and though she wanted to shake him, she dared not touch him. Looking into his blackened eyes, she found nothing there but two empty orbs, cold and distant, completely indifferent. He wasn’t listening to them, or seeing them; he wasn’t even with them. He was elsewhere, in place, in time. A captor and captive audience, to the rancid soliloquies of the Black Hour.
The break was over. The battle resumed. Ten viracocha ran screeching out of Dudael, hurling their spears through the air. The Maggot, intensely protective, shielded the Skeleton with itself. The spears were reduced before piercing its side, and their components absorbed into its greasy folds.
More were coming, but the Skeleton refused to react. He’d pulled his weight. It was time they pulled theirs. Collectively, they abandoned him for better grounds. They hurried away from the cathedral, to the mess of wrought-iron fences pushed out of and wedged into the silt. Drawing their weapons, they waited, but they didn’t wait for long. The viracocha had learned their lesson. Flesh would give where bone would not.
Two came for Vrana, canine snouts wet and steaming. Their bindings were extremely loose around their bodies. She tried to track their arms, but now they were wraps wrapping together, and their movements got lost in that whirlwind. A spear stabbed at her. She gasped, sidestepped; but before she could find her footing, the second spear shot out, ripping through the side of her leg.
“Ah!” she screamed. The viracocha that’d hit her worked the spear deeper.
Pissed, Vrana smashed the ax into it, cutting it in half. Leaving the spearhead half in her leg, she swiped at the beast’s face with her wings. Her feathers, like razors, slashed across its olive eyes. Temporarily blinded, it stumbled backwards.
The first viracocha hurried in for scraps. It came at Vrana hard, trading blows between spear and claw as it bore down on her. But she wasn’t fucking around anymore. She deflected the attack until there was an opening, and when there was, she sank the ax into its sternum.
The blinded viracocha had started to come to. She hurried over to it, grabbed it with her free hand, and beak-butted its chest. She gored it, and clipped through the bones she hadn’t broken, until she tasted heart. She tongued it out, her mouth prickling at its sweetness, and swallowed it.
Not bad, she thought, gulping it down. Not too bad at all.
A cloud of gore washed over her. Bodies were exploding around the Maggot, as it funneled the viracocha through the free-standing fences, corralling them like cattle. With every kill, the bug grew fatter and fatter.
Neksha, however, had abandoned the fences. He swept across the battlefield like a ghost, between the headstone-like markers that were now rising out of the silt for no apparent reason. More agile than his imitations, he ducked, dodged, and weaved through the spears of the viracocha giving chase. Going high then low, he sawed through necks and tendons. But at the endless climax of his killing dance, a thrown spear shot through his shoulder—
“Neksha!” Elizabeth cried, not far from him.
—but he shrugged off the blow. With no body to pierce, it took only bindings, instead. Noticing that, Vrana saw a trail of his bindings strewn across the silt. It was as close as Neksha could get to bleeding. It didn’t look good.
Elizabeth was bleeding, too, mostly from her back, but she wasn’t letting that stop her. Regrouping with the others—the ground pushed out unmarked gravestones like teeth—they pushed towards Dudael together. The most human out of anything else here, Elizabeth seemed to be trying harder than anything else here. With the Red Death sword, she ran recklessly at the viracocha, cutting, slashing, and stabbing the first body part she could get to. It wasn’t that she or the others were stronger than the creatures, but their weapons, infused by Death Herself, killed the abominations at the slightest touch. Baby’s first blade.
In the shadow of the village, everything caught up with Vrana. Heart beating so fast she couldn’t even feel it pumping anymore, she struggled to breathe the air that wasn’t even there.
Elizabeth was no better. She’d slowed down, and now, she was bleeding from not only her back, but her arms and legs and stomach. Struggling to kill one viracocha, she had to backpedal as three more of the insectoid werewolves drew nearer.
Neksha backed her up, but there wasn’t much of him left. Most of his arm’s bindings were gone. A quarter of his face was missing. It looked as if someone had taken a bite out of his stomach.
The Maggot did what it could, smothering the viracocha with its girth. Nasty, bubbling smears of gore were left where it had been. Yet, there was a limit to its gluttony. The creature was dragging ass. Its body, larger than ever, looked as if it might burst. And the upside-down crucifix on its face? It was regurgitating hot, vibrant chunks of the dead, as if it were desperately trying to make room for more.
“Atticus!” Vrana cried. She took down two viracocha with one wide, sloppy swing. “Atticus, goddamn it!”
Dudael rumbled. More viracocha poured out of the junkyard village. There were so many of them. Too many of them.
Another volley of spears darkened the sky. One impaled Vrana’s foot, pinning her to the ground.
Elizabeth screamed. Her hand shot to her head, blood leaking out where an ear was supposed to be.
Neksha, his arm nothing more but three ragged strips, took a spear through the gut. He collapsed onto the dead viracocha behind him, and held himself.
The Maggot’s powers were failing. Too fat to feed, spear after spear struck its side. The gaping holes bled, and when they bled, viracocha blood poured out, like a water tower that’d been tapped.
“Come on!” Vrana cried, yanking the spear out of her foot, stomach turning as she could see clear through it. “Come the fuck on!”
She hobbled towards the wave of death, ax limply at her side. Elizabeth, neck covered in blood and looking as if she might faint, joined her. Neksha managed to get up, but not much else; his torso kept closing in over itself. The Maggot, riddled with spears, pulled itself across the silt, tensing its body as it did so, expelling corpses in an oatmeal-like stream of shit.
“We just…” Vrana drew back the ax to a horde of fifteen a few feet away. “… Need to give him a little more…”
Thunder rolled out of Dudael. Deafening vibrations rocked the Deep. The sound barrier bent and snapped, and finally broke, a muddy explosion packing their ears.
Then, blinked into existence, out of nowhere, from nowhere, a red-striped airliner broke through the clouds above and dove straight into Dudael. Hitting the village, it erupted into a massive fireball. The place was blown apart. Debris and viracocha were hurled into the air, flaming and falling apart in equal measure.
But the Skeleton wasn’t done. Because for the viracocha on the battlefield, he had another surprise.
Massive spikes shot out of the ground, impaling them. Barbed wire materialized, between and within them, splitting them apart, wearing them like ornaments. Cars skidded out of rifts in reality, plastering viracocha in drive-bys in, and then out, of oblivion. A massive oak tree grew out of the corpses. Pieces of pavement rose out of the silt, and out of the headstones, too. Attached to the clouds, a wrecking ball came swinging through, taking out forty viracocha in one bone-breaking pass. Sewage tunnels opened, gobbling up the hamstringed and limping. There was a whirring, and then there was an industrial size fan, spinning over the few that were left, trimming them like flower heads. It rained cement. It rained glass. It rained canopic jars.
The viracocha were dead. Dudael was engulfed in flames. Heaven was theirs.
Vrana, dragging her gored foot, went to the Skeleton and said, “We’re good, man. We’re good.”
But the Skeleton, consumed by the Black Hour, body and mind, wasn’t about to stop.
A tide of toads like froth from an overflowing cauldron built in the sewage tunnels.
The wrecking ball broke from the clouds. When it hit the ground, it shattered like glass, into human-shaped shards.
“Stop, yeah?!” Elizabeth wailed, bleeding non-stop now.
Over the Skeleton, a rust-colored gateway shivered. A portal to Exuviae. The otherworld within it, aroused, fell around him—a glistening orifice of experiences.
Elizabeth croaked, “Wake up, you dumb shit-kicker!”
The Maggot and Neksha hurried towards him as fast as they could.
From the gateway, came a buzzing. And giggling. And hymns. But the hymns weren’t really coming from the gateway, but from everything. Vrana could feel the morbid words seeping out of her pores, out of her very surroundings. Being drawn, like blood, from this unwilling world.
“A-A-Atticus!” Elizabeth dropped to the ground. A pile of freshly-cut grass broke her fall. “Oh, fuck me. Oh… fuck.”
Her pain must’ve gotten through to him. He snapped out of it. Everything he’d wrought with the Black Hour vanished, leaving behind only the destruction it’d caused.
The Black Mass receded into the heart. Vrana couldn’t believe how happy it made her to see his bones again. As the last of the Mass slipped into his ribcage, the portal to Exuviae sealed shut.
“Get up, Girl!” he said, sternly. He walked, sprinted, and then ran at her. “I said, get!”
Elizabeth couldn’t hear him. She was kicking and screaming too much to hear anything. Hands tearing at her back, she ripped apart the bloodied bindings there.
The Skeleton stopped. Neksha and the Maggot kept their distance. And Vrana retched when she saw it.
When she saw what’d happened to Elizabeth’s back.
The tattoo was infected. Badly. Like it’d been this way for decades. The skin was red, swollen; covered in sores that wept thick, white fluids. The ink was raised, and hard; as if the spellweaver hadn’t tattooed on flesh but scabs. It was moving, too—the piece. The archway was stretching; the hills and the parasites in them, ambling. The Bad Woman… she was pacing.
Nobody did anything. Their powers combined might’ve been enough to take down God, but to help their friend, they were nothing. Instead, they stood there, staring, words in their throats, hands outstretched. Even Vrana refused to lead the charge, too scared to do more damage than good. Elizabeth was afflicted with Exuviae. None of them had a cure for that.
Elizabeth, on her belly, dug her hands into the silt. She arced her back. The tattoo continued to swell. At first, it was a scab, and now, something like a conjoined twin; a single blister rapidly filling with fluid—the size of a hump, and then, an opaque lump that dwarfed her shoulders and legs all at once.
Fuck this.
Vrana ran to Elizabeth, but she was still lucid, despite the agony, and screamed at her, “Stay back! Please!”
Not listening, not willing to watch another friend die before her, Vrana ignored Elizabeth. She splayed her claws, thought of her mother, and prepared for surgery on this burning battlefield.
The blister expanded. Fluid sloshed inside. Too large and heavy to hold itself, it fell over Elizabeth, leaving her to look like a frog with a single, massive egg hitched to it. Stretch marks ran up its sides. Pinholes opened in the taut flesh that connected the blister with her back; ink dribbled out—whole images riding on that slow drip.
“I’ll go back in time,” the Skeleton offered.
The Maggot told him, “No,” and to Vrana: “Be careful.”
She knelt down at the top of Elizabeth and petted her head. “Just… I’ll… Let me…”
The blister popped.
Like curtains ripped from a rod, the milky bubble was hewn from Elizabeth’s back, flaying her from her ass to her neck. A gallon of blood, pus, and serum drenched Vrana, getting into her eyes. She fell backwards, frantically wiping the hot, bitter fluids out of her sockets. The Skeleton was shouting, and the Maggot was moving, and Neksha… he’d simply gasped. But Vrana couldn’t see what they were seeing, not with these liquids in her eyes.
The world a blur, she stumbled to her feet and went farther back, saying, “Liz? Liz! Are you… is she…?”
With one final wipe, her vision was clear enough to see she wasn’t. Elizabeth wasn’t anything at all, anymore, and would never be.
Because standing on her back, her long-nailed bare feet sunk into the raw, exposed muscle there, was the Bad Woman. She’d lost none of her horrifying details in her emergence. Her face, an inverted triangle. Her hair, spiderwebs. Her eyes, goat-like and deeply sunken, spasmed in their sockets, causing the numbers burnt into her irises to blur. The slits of her nose dribbled snot like an infant’s might. Still, she had no ears with which to hear their pleadings. As in the tattoo, her mouth was curved into that sickle-shaped sneer, flashing with pride rows of crooked and mismatched teeth.
The Bad Woman’s eyes slid to one side, to consider her captor beneath her.
Liz’s dead. She’s dead. Vrana’s beak hung open. Oh god, she’s dead.
The Bad Woman kicked Elizabeth. She let out a pathetic mewl.
Oh, fuck, she’s not dead.
The Exuvian outstretched her crooked hand, large as any human’s head, and pointing at the Skeleton with her sharp, chipped nails, said, “I’ll be taking what’s ours, Boy.”
She stepped off Elizabeth, the bottoms of her feet red with Elizabeth’s blood. At that same moment, the Skeleton lurched, hand to his ribs. The heart of the Black Hour was pounding. With each beat, the ground split apart further and further at the Bad Woman’s toes, until the silt gave way to rusted light—another prolapsing portal to the golden orifices of Exuviae.
“But not now,” she said, stepping into the gateway. “When you most expect it.”
And with that, she was gone.




CHAPTER XLII

Isla was tired of waiting. She’d been waiting for as long as she could remember. Joseph, who’d sent her off with a kiss and a feeble attempt at positivity, had told her it’d been worth it, and if need be, she could hold out a little longer. That was where he was wrong. Patience wasn’t something she possessed, not with others, let alone herself. As she sat here, alone at the top of former Archivist Amon’s tower, she knew she should’ve felt ecstatic, privileged, even. She should’ve felt a burning need to search the room and turn up every stone and piece of furniture, to find any secret messages or relics that’d been missed when they’d cleaned the place years ago. But instead, she stayed by the window, watching Ghostgrave, cussing Edgar out, because after all she’d done for him—giving him the Winnowers, Rime, and now Hex and Sloane—he still didn’t trust her, and he still kept her waiting.
You don’t want a strong woman in your corner. You just want insane ones, she thought, images of Lotus blowing Itkos’ face off flashing through her mind. You’re not going to come in here and threaten me. I’m not your lapdog, mother fucker.
Before she’d left her room, she’d caught herself falling into old habits. When Joseph kissed her, she pulled away, said never without my permission, and then planted one him before he had time to consent. Telling her she could wait a little while longer, she became so angry that he had the nerve to assume anything about her, that she almost pushed him against the wall. She didn’t, but she almost did. And he’d seen it coming.
Planting one sweaty palm on the window, it soon turned into a fist. She hit the glass. It cracked and cut her hand. She bled, but one day, she wouldn’t.
Isla pulled away from the window. Old habits. That was just as bad as men saying a woman was acting crazy because of “nerves” or “hysteria.” Who the fuck were they to say she had to change? And who the fuck was she to think she had to change for them, they—those nebulous nouns that wanted nothing more than to put a boot in her face? Let them think she’d changed, and when she had a seat at the high table, she’d knock theirs out from under them and bash their heads in.
A cool wind crept into the Archivist’s Tower. It smelled of pine and burning logs. Whether it was real or not, or it was simply her mind telling her to cut the shit, it didn’t matter. Because one whiff of the stuff sent her stomach tumbling, as she recalled the atrocities she’d committed and allowed to be committed in Rime and to its people. An entire town had been wiped out under her watch. Nothing good had come out of it, either. That was the thing about Lux. She could take the worst and turn it into something more, something better, through sadistic alchemy.
Isla tongued her lips. She could still taste Ikto. The anger was dying out inside her, and in the ashes, fear. She wasn’t in control of her life, not that she’d ever been. She’d thought that by coming here, she might be. But she wasn’t. Not yet. She was tired of waiting.
The people need me, she thought, starting to take notice of Amon’s chambers. I can’t wait because they can’t wait.
Truth be told, the tower wasn’t as impressive as she’d thought it might be from the ground floor. Most things were that way, though. Nothing was left but an empty desk, a chair that’d been turned to ribbons, and a few wooden toys by the fireplace. Names had been carved into them. One read Auster, the other Lena. Of course, there were vermillion veins, fresh and old, but she’d seen so many of them at this point they were unremarkable. A few copies, first editions by the looks of it, of The Disciples of the Deep lay here and there. Isla picked one up, flipped through it to a random page.
Heaven is the wellspring from which all humanity had sprung; therefore, it lies beneath our feet, in the Deep. The vermillion veins are God’s own, and the foundations upon which our land is to be built, so that God’s inspiration can be present in all things. A man—
Or woman, Isla thought.
—who would willingly destroy the vermillion veins is a heretic. God’s blood is to be consumed only through religious rites, as man—
Or woman.
—is not yet strong enough in faith or spirit to endure the transformation consumption will bring. All of those who bear God’s red mark have been chosen to undergo this metamorphosis, and in time, upon following the Will and Way of the Speaker, shall. A follower of the Disciples of the Deep can be no closer to God than by having God inside them. A follower who is transformed will become an appendage of God, to welcome brothers and sisters, or to smite enemies. They will become the Worms to till the soil of conquests to come.
Isla stopped there. This was the first time she’d actually paid the book any attention. When she’d been in contact with Eldrus last year on behalf of the Winnowers, Edgar had sent her a copy, along with several seeds of heaven, and a warning about their “potency.”
Sometimes, she wondered how things would’ve gone if she hadn’t reached out to Eldrus, if she hadn’t betrayed Penance. She’d be on the losing side, that’s for sure, with Joseph Cleon right there losing right beside her. She couldn’t believe Felix and Justine were actually here. God, the look on his face when he gave up the Marrow Cabal and Compellers…
If I’d stayed, she thought, I would’ve never met Joy. Then these words began to echo like a mantra through her head: Sadistic alchemist. Sadistic alchemist. Sadistic alchemist.
Isla threw The Disciples of the Deep. As she did so, Edgar entered the room, a tome in hand.
She let out an awkward laugh, arm still extended.
“Don’t worry about it,” he said, coming in. “I was never a fan myself. That’s mostly Amon’s.”
Isla looked past Edgar. No guards as far as she could tell. She backed up to the window, glanced out it. Yeah, they were alone.
“Thank you for bringing Hex and Sloane back. Forcing the Holy Order to give up the Marrow Cabal and the Compellers was necessary in making sure they knew their place in our city.”
“Sure,” Isla said. And then, against her better judgment: “my Lord.”
Edgar went to the shredded chair and took a seat. He laid the tome on his lap. The cushion sank. He fell into the chair, laughing. “Last time I sat in this chair, Amon was at his desk, scheming. Hmm.” He picked at the fabric. “I do miss him.”
Isla was at the desk now. The symbolism wasn’t lost on her, or him. “What happened to Amon?”
“Amon was dying, finally,” Edgar said. “Also, Valac ate him.”
“Oh.” Isla fumbled for her words. “What’s going to happen with the Arachne now?”
“Now that Ikto’s dead?” Edgar asked. “Nothing. Lotus is the Warden of the Nameless Forest. Most answer to her, regardless. I told Lotus to kill Ikto…” he stared at Isla, “… or to kill you.”
Isla felt that Rimean chill again.
“I told her to she could choose the one who she thought would be most useful. I figured she would kill you, because she doesn’t seem to like you, but I guess she changed her mind.”
“I… I guess… I guess so.”
Edgar licked his vermillion lips. “This is for you,” he said, setting the tome on the desk.
Apprehensive, Isla opened the book as if it might try and kill her. Everything else was trying to, apparently. Inside, there were pages after pages of data. Words like murder, sexual assault, and drug use stood out to her. Also, a rudimentary scale for gender; that is, male or female. And numbers, a lot of numbers, with dates and what appeared to be coordinates.
“I had my people make a copy for you.”
“What is it?”
“Statistics. As much data as we could gather, qualitative and quantitative, on every village, town, and city. I think we can learn a lot from the Old World. I think a lot of the problems they faced then, we’ll begin to face now, as the continent becomes united once more. Before God, we were split, left to our own devices. But now there will be a definite hierarchy of power, and with power comes corruption, oppression, institutionalized racism, sexism, and violence against minorities.”
Isla, conflicted by this gift and the revelation she was lucky to be alive, mumbled, “All that’s already happening.”
“It is, but it will get worse. The Night Terrors are almost wiped out. Their rhetoric turned humanity into the minority, and humanity bought into it.”
“Are you saying you shouldn’t have started the Great Hunt?”
Edgar didn’t answer for a moment. Then: “They erupted Kistvaen. I had to give the people something to take their fear out on.
“I want you to study our data, and when you feel as if you’re ready, present to the council your ideas on how we can avoid letting our New World become the Old. The Night Terrors tried, but genocide is not going to cut it.”
Isla felt funny. Was this anxiety? Was she nervous? She’d been sure of herself her entire life of everything, and when she wasn’t, it was either met with anger or depression. But what was this fluttering inside her? He’d given her the opportunity to finally do what she’d set out to do all those years ago, when Uncle had made her write a thousand times how useless she was, and now… Now, she didn’t know how to feel. She’d always worried that, when this time came, she wouldn’t know what to say or to do, that it’d all been nothing more than hot air, but no, it wasn’t that. It was almost as if this was too good to be true.
And then Edgar kept talking, and she realized it might be.
“I need two more things from you, Isla,” he said, standing. “Joseph Cleon has gotten a free pass on account of having come here with you.”
Isla opened her mouth, as if to ask Edgar not to hurt him. It surprised her how quickly that concern welled up inside her.
“He is no longer Penance’s Demagogue, but Eldrus’. I want you to have him go into the city and begin spreading stories about the greatness of Joy and her Choir.”
“Wait… what?”
“Absolutely no negativity. He must paint Joy in a positive light. The goal is to have these rumors reach the ‘rich and powerful,’ especially those outside Eldrus. I want them trying to break into Ghostgrave to meet her.”
“I’m not sure…” Isla lowered her voice to a whisper. “Why?”
“I can see that you are afraid of her, and you should be.”
“She doesn’t feel welcome here. She’s going to know something is up.”
“Exactly,” Edgar said. “Where does she keep her portal to the Void? The torture chamber?”
“Yes.”
“Is it always open?”
Isla started to smile. “It is. She has to keep it that way. There’s some… reservoir under Ghostgrave. It’s so the flesh fiends can come and go. Her, too, if she needs to, I guess.”
“Tell her we’re planning on doing something to her children,” he said. “We’re going to do it, while we have a celebration to celebrate her arrival and services to Eldrus.”
“There’s going to be a… celebration?”
“The ‘rich and powerful’ will want one, to meet Felix and Justine. Joy is going to want to feast on them, in every way she can, so let’s go ahead and make her think she can make it about her. And when you tell her we’re going to do something to the fiends… I promise you, she will do something belligerent, thinking that somehow, she’s outsmarted us.”
Isla couldn’t believe how much of a weight was being lifted from her. She scooped up the tome into her arms and held it against her chest. “Yes, my Lord. Okay.”
“Also, I’m sure you’ve realized the predicament you’re in.”
Isla stared at him blankly.
He shook his head at her, laughed, as if ashamed. “I forced the Holy Child to give up the Marrow Cabal because they were traitors. I could tell he had friends amongst them. Right now, he will not speak to me. But there may come a time when he realizes that we harbor traitors in our midst, too.
“You, and Joseph, and whatever Winnowers may be left in the Void. If the Holy Child asks me to put you to death, I’d have to, wouldn’t I? That would be fair, wouldn’t it?”
Isla gulped.
“Do your part. And don’t utter a word of what was said here to Joy, except for what I told you to tell her. And if that moment ever comes when the Holy Child demands your head, I’ll make sure it stays attached to your neck.”




CHAPTER XLIII

Felix felt like a total jerk asking Justine this, given that she was literally falling apart right before his eyes, but he couldn’t help it.
“Please, can I have your boon again?”
It was a good thing they were well-guarded; well-guarded, in the way meat could be well-done. There were so many soldiers between them, their quarters, and the rest of Ghostgrave that it was stupid. Overcooked, really, to the point that it only bred the paranoia it was supposed to have burnt out. But for now, it was fine. Because Justine, having used all her power to do the meet-and-greet, wasn’t Justine anymore; at least, not the Justine anyone would know or recognize or not kill on sight. Today, Justine was a head, and the rest of her, a moldering amalgamation of white tentacles and flesh that covered most of the floor and part of the walls.
As soon as they’d shut and locked the doors behind them, she’d begun melting, her limbs hanging from her body, stretched and sickly, and slickened with the sweet, clear water that must’ve been her blood. Dutiful as always, Felix had tried to pick up what she’d dropped off, to help put her back together, but it was no use. Whether it was an arm or a leg, or a quivering tentacle, it always managed to wriggle out of his grasp and rejoin the pale mass that’d once been the Mother Abbess.
Justine didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure she could. Her head looked like a broken vase, and the sum of herself expanded outward from it—a collar in the shape of mating snakes. Her one good eye rolled back in her skull, while the other appeared in her mouth and rooted itself on her tongue.
Felix cringed. He kept his distance, then found a chair, set himself up in a corner, and sat, elbows to knees, palms to chin. All he was missing was a dunce cap, because at this moment, he felt like a complete dumbass.
He could’ve run. He should’ve run. With Gemma and Warren, James, or just Justine in the dead of night, he could’ve got away. But he’d doubted himself, and he’d cared too much, and - dare he say it? - trusted too much.
Clementine was gone. Will was gone. Hex was imprisoned. Sloane was imprisoned. The Marrow Cabal, abandoned. The Compellers, abandoned. Gemma, James, and Warren, forsaken. Narcissus, nearly nothing. The Holy Order had filled the Heartland with mercenary missionaries that, instead of bringing aid, brought tainted food supplies and suicide bombings. And then there was Cathedra, a few hundred people shorter, because of the Bloodless that’d been let loose, for the blood well that Hex had only used as a distraction to disappear.
Justine had told Felix the point of coming to Eldrus was to slowly absorb the Disciples of the Deep into the Holy Order of Penance by becoming allies. The more the Holy Order appeared to be like the Disciples, the more their changes would go unnoticed, and the longer Lillian would sleep because of it. Eventually, the Holy Order would take over the Disciples, as they had the Lillians after the Trauma, and things would go back to the way they were.
But after reading through, in his head, that laundry list of fuck-ups, Felix struggled to see what was so special about the Holy Order anymore. If someone who didn’t know any better looked at both religions, they’d have a hard time telling them apart. They were both the same, except one was the original, the other, the remake. Avery and Mackenzie would’ve probably told him to get his eyes checked for being so short-sighted, but he didn’t see the purpose of the Holy Order anymore. And he wasn’t so sure they should be the ones to come out on top when the dust settled. There was no reason for him and Justine to pretend to be gods if they couldn’t do godly things. It’d sounded good, that chilly night on Pyra’s rooftop when she showed herself for the Worm she was, when she said they could save everyone, that kids like him wouldn’t have to suffer people like Samuel Turov. But since then, they’d lost so many, so many times. And the only time they’d actually made a difference? Turned the tide? When Justine had given the Conscription her boon.
“Felix…” she said, a piece of jaw reattaching to her head. “You don’t… want it.”
Ready to argue, he stopped. In his mind’s eye, he saw his memories of the battle on the Divide and the red lines crossed through them, like his teachers used to do when correcting his papers. Justine’s boon hadn’t turned the tide of the Divide. Commander Millicent’s number-crunchers had concluded, while twirling their moustaches, that both sides had suffered equal losses, with a thousand survivors for each the Arachne and the Conscription. Her boon hadn’t made them fight better. It’d just made them die better.
“Why do you call it a ‘boon?’” Felix asked, drawing the chair up to the edge of the Justine pool and sitting on it. “It’s not a good thing.”
Her head sprouted from the organic sludge, now attached to a neck. “It sounds better than forced martyrdom.” Two hands appeared several feet away where her arms ought to be. “You brought us here. That is all that matters, my love. You are the bravest man I know.” The hands inched along the tentacles, and attached to the wrists and forearms pushing out from below her head. “It hurts me to see how much you must shoulder, and I did this to you…” the forearms reclined; two jagged legs like mountain chains built in the substance of herself, “… because I chose you. But I knew it had to be you.”
Felix held the White Worm’s sealing stone through his shirt. It was funny that he only remembered he was wearing it when he wanted to use it on her. “Did you know about the Marrow Cabal and the Compellers?”
“The Compellers? Yes.” The white mass sucked inwards, ballooned outwards, causing the tentacles to flail and break off, until the whole thing took the shape of a fish tail. “They have always been murderers and rapists. Some power and little supervision will do that. But they were our murderers and rapists, and though they were not always loyal, they were always useful.”
“If they were like that, why did—”
The tumorous fish tail rolled up into a throbbing ball, curdled and leaking, and with the tentacles along its underside pulled itself between Justine’s legs. The tentacles reached out, stuck to and then pulled on the legs, fixing them to the ball.
“The Marrow Cabal was a lot of things. Remember what I told you? We could use them as allies—”
The ball, a swell between Justine’s boneless legs, inched forward, taking her arms.
“—or we could take them to Eldrus and turn them in. I told you Edgar would want to have their heads.”
The pregnant torso, with the arms and legs hanging off it, looked like a doll that’d been jammed together with random limbs that didn’t fit. Justine’s neck stretched along the ground. When it touched the torso, it melted into it, joining the two.
“You also said we would let the Bloodless out in Eldrus, and we’d make the Marrow Cabal take the blame!” he cried.
Justine shushed him. As fully formed as she was going to get, she pushed herself up, scooted backwards, until her back was in the corner. “You cannot have one plan, Felix. You must have many, because most of them will fall through.”
He squeezed the white stone necklace harder. “You told me to get to know them,” he pouted.
“Oh.” She let out a sigh of relief, as her massive belly toyed with the air with its numerous ashen tentacles. “This is about your friends.”
“You tried to turn Clementine and Will into another Avery and Mackenzie!”
“I thought it would be good for…”
“And Gemma’s never going to trust me after this!”
“I did not realize you liked her in that way.”
Felix fought to breathe, what with all the words clogging up his throat. He had so many for Justine right now. So many he’d never had before.
“James is a good guy,” he said. “And… Warren, too, I think.”
“No love for Hex?”
“No,” he spat. “Did you… did you know the shepherds would take Clementine and Will away?”
Justine stared at him for several seconds before saying, unconvincingly, “I didn’t.” She rested her hands on her belly. The tentacles twisted around her fingers. “I just thought it would be nice for you have more… friends. But they are human, the vampyre withstanding, and humans do not last.”
He laughed, said, while pointing at the mess she was, “And you do?”
“I have, and I will.”
“I’m human.”
“You’re the Holy Child, and my love. You are more.”
“Guess all I needed was you, in the end.”
“Felix…”
He stood, shaking his head. In a dramatic twist, he kicked the chair, sent it spinning into the other room.
“You were the one who gave the Marrow Cabal up.”
“You told me to!”
She smiled in a way that made him want to slap her. “You are the embodiment of god. No one tells you to do anything.”
“Except you! You’re the…”
“Embodiment.”
“…embodiment, too!”
“Giving Edgar the Marrow Cabal has put us in his favor. It was the only way to get through the front door, and you know that. Think of the alternative. The Bloodless would be here, possibly unleashed, killing the whole city.”
“Not if I didn’t agree to that.”
She eyed him like he wouldn’t have had a choice in the matter. “We are here. Edgar will not harm us. We have thousands of soldiers back home, and many more that can be conscripted, if need be. But it will not come to that, because we are here.”
“Since you’ve been telling me what to do this whole way, why don’t you just say it? What do I need to do next?” He approached her, going red in the face. “Huh? What next?”
Wearing a crown of tentacles, painting the corner in the oily runoff of her grotesque pregnancy, her face flashed, like light catching a gem, and mumbled, “I liked you kids better before your balls dropped.”
That hit so hard it knocked the wind out of him.
“Audra is here. You have a special connection with her.”
She’d never said anything like to him before, ever.
“Find her. She has not given into being Speaker yet. She must still bear a grudge against her brother.”
She wasn’t even acting like what she’d said was a big deal.
“You might even be able to free your friends that way. Edgar will do anything to get his Speaker.”
She’d said you kids, like she was talking about the other Holy Children, too.
“But we are running out of time.”
Whenever the Holy Children got too old, they got replaced. How many “chosen ones” had come before him?
“Lillian will interpret our being here in Ghostgrave as one step closer…”
Justine trailed off.
Felix came to.
She stared at him, vacantly. Her irises began to split like cells into smaller irises. She grabbed the sides of her belly. Suddenly, it sucked inwards. Flattened out like an empty sack, the heft that’d been inside her torso rushed up her neck. Her mouth opened, ripped apart at the edges. The top of her head flapped back and got smashed against the corner. With a guttural groan that rocked the walls, she vomited out a fully-formed woman. The woman smacked into the floor, her frail legs catching at the knees in Justine’s esophagus. Lying there, nude and hairless and just as white as the White Worm herself, Lillian rolled her wrinkled face across the ground until her eyes met Felix’s.
“Soon…” she wheezed. She smiled, drooled all over herself. “Soon…”
A knock came from the door: “Your Holiness?”
Felix stammered, “Don’t c-come in!” Panicking, he grabbed the chair he’d launched earlier, ran over to Lillian. “Get…” He nudged her with it, harder and harder. “Get the hell out of here!”
Again, the door: “Audra of Eldrus is here to speak with you, your Holiness.”
Lillian cackled, even as he broke the skin on her forehead with the chair leg.
Another knock. This time, Audra: “Your Holiness, is everything okay?”
No, goddamn it! He cracked Lillian across her scalp. She stopped laughing and lay stunned in her spit.
He heard Audra order the guards to open the door.
Felix reared the chair back.
And then dropped it behind him.
With Lillian still knee-deep in Justine’s throat, Justine, the top of her head reattached, begun chewing her way up Lillian’s body. Like a snake gorging on itself, the Mother Abbess choked down Lillian. As she did, Justine’s own body began to take shape again, white dress and all. When her mouth closed around Lillian’s head, the old woman lifted her eyes once more to Felix’s, and from the dark recesses of Justine’s cavernous throat, he heard echoed: “Soon…”
There was a rattling of the doorknob. And before he could say otherwise, the door swung open.
Four guards, Penance’s finest, filed into the room, their swords drawn, their veins bulging on their necks.
Felix fell back on his butt, slipping on the drool Lillian left.
Justine, herself again, swept her legs outwards and under her. Pressing the back of her hand to her forehead, she said, weakly, “I’ve fallen.”
Felix hurried to his feet. He helped Justine to hers. She laughed. And when she laughed, it sounded like Lillian.
“Your Holinesses.”
Audra stood between the guards, hair tied up, all dressed in black. Her tunic was stained, and her trousers, just as bad. Her nails were caked in dirt, and her boots had clumps of soil and dried leaves sticking out from under them. It looked as if she’d been gardening.
“Mother Abbess,” Audra said, her tone suggesting she hadn’t forgotten what’d happened in Penance, when she, Deimos, and Lucan had been ambushed by the statues. “Your Holiness,” she added, staring at Felix. “May I have a word with you?”
Old habits kicked in. He started to look at Justine for permission, but instead, he stopped himself and left her side, and joined Audra in her shadows.




CHAPTER XLIV

Audra could tell she’d walked into something she wasn’t supposed to have. As Felix went to her, guilty and shaken, she noticed the floor looked wet, and there were pieces of things, like wadded up paper, all over the place. But it was Justine’s face that ratted them out; that otherwise porcelain veneer turned cherubic red. Her expression was stuck. To the untrained eye it might’ve read as a smile, or shock, but for Audra, who’d gone about her business most of life in the shadows, with shadows, she knew what it meant, and it meant this: “Oh, shit.”
Felix joined Audra at her side. She said to the Mother Abbess, “Would you like me to send for one of our doctors?”
Justine shook her head. As she did so, one eye rolled farther back in her skull than should’ve been possible.
Audra smiled, ignored what she’d seen, since she was going to obsess over it later, anyway, and left with Felix.
The outside of their quarters might as well have been a trench on the edge of some No Man’s Land. It was row after row of exhausted soldiers crammed together in this pillared hall, getting by on crumbs and scraps of sleep. The walls were dark and greasy, from where they’d pressed their palms or the backs of their heads. The ground, a charcoal gray that befitted Ghostgrave’s name, was scuffed and scratched, and littered with trash. The whole hall smelled of stale farts and sweat—the universal stink of misguided loyalty.
She could feel the men and women drawing their weapons. Not their swords, but their words. Audra of Eldrus. What was she doing here? Wasn’t she supposed to be dead? Hadn’t they heard she’d announced in Nyxis she was going to kill the King? What gave her the right to come and go as she pleased, with the Holy Child no less? Ultimately, she was a prize to them. For some, a trophy to rise in the ranks; and others, a trophy still, one they’d brag about later to likeminded degenerates about how they’d held her down and had their way with her. Isla would’ve been proud that Audra’s mind had gone there, but unlike Isla, she didn’t revel in these revelations. They scared her. She’d seen her fair share of men and women, and soldiers, and these that guarded Felix and Justine, but Felix in particular, were hardly Penance’s finest. Of course, there were always shitheads, but in here? There were so many the flies didn’t even know what to do with themselves.
It wasn’t surprising, but it was alarming. She’d spoken enough with Edgar since she and Deimos had arrived to fit together the pattern her brother kept noticing. The Holy Order of Penance had made so many missteps that, at this point, it was dancing to the tune of own its inadequacy. From aligning with the Marrow Cabal to splitting Narcissus up on a town-by-town basis, until the army was nothing more than overachieving ass kissers like those parked before her, none of it made any sense. It was one thing to surrender, but the Holy Order was surrendering to stupidity. She’d heard that Felix had been in charge, and sure, some of the developments sounded like some milk-toothed momma’s boy like himself might muster up (Vermillion God, bless his soul), but where were his advisors? Where were the adults? Where was his god, fake though it might be? A religion that’d once been a well-oiled machine was turning into nothing more than junkyard fodder; an afterthought, in an afterword, in the history of the world. Audra was glad the fighting might be coming to an end, but prowling these halls, seeing these prowlers perched like carrion birds outside the door of one of the purest souls she knew, it seemed as if there might be more fighting to come. For flesh and bone, and the bleeding heart of fading glory.
To put it shortly, as Shorty walked beside her: She really had to protect the kid, no matter what. He’d done the same for her. It was only right she should return the favor.
Audra smiled at Felix. He smiled back. But she didn’t think he just got happy because of how happy how she was to see him.
The living statues blocked their path ahead. Twelve of them. Apparently, it’d been too much to hope for that one or all of them had been smashed to bits since Audra had last seen them. She hated them. Once the public found out about them, the Holy Order branded them as angels, and their followers liked that. Some of the even more desperate equated the statues with those chosen and/or childish disciples who ingested seeds of heaven. You’d think the body God had personally handcrafted would’ve been good enough, but you’d be wrong.
Audra knew better when it came to the statues, though. They used to watch her while she’d been imprisoned in Pyra, undoubtedly reporting back to Justine her progress with the Bloodless. Then, that last night she’d seen Felix, after she’d sent the shadows into the Void and fought off the Cult of the Worm, Justine had the statues arrest her, Deimos, and Lucan, and much to everyone’s surprise, let them go via an escape tunnel in the lyceum. She didn’t know what they were, but she knew what they looked like: Children. Children, like Felix; and on that cold night, in their cold and unrelenting grips, as they’d traveled the empty halls of a dying faith, the statues had cried like children; and when they reached the end of the escape tunnel, and the old, iced-over gates had been kicked open, those childish statues, with their star-shaped heads and petrified faces, tried to follow her and the others into the frostbitten night, but couldn’t, for when they crossed the threshold, the stone turned to raw flesh, and they bled out until they went back in; and when they got back in, one, in a fit of rage, had reached out and punched Lucan in the stomach so hard, his organs ruptured; all because, she reasoned later, they were jealous they got to leave.
She didn’t know if Felix knew that. Felix should probably know that.
Felix waved his hands. The living statues stepped aside.
Audra bumped shoulders with one of them, to remind them whose house they were in.
Two of the living statues started after them, but Felix threw up his hand, told them to “Stay,” and like dogs, they obeyed.
Audra had been “royalty” long enough to know what was expected, and what would turn into a side of gossip for the idling rich throughout Ghostgrave. She said to him, “You might want to have a guard or two.”
“I’d rather be alone,” he said, with a thousand-yard stare.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ve just the place.”
Audra had lived so long in Ghostgrave, that, even after having been gone for a few years from it, she’d still lost some appreciation for the keep. Felix, on the other hand, had never been here. If all went well, here he’d be for the remainder of his days. She decided, then, to give him a tour. If nothing else, it would give them both the time to figure out how much they trusted each other.
Together, they stalked the headstone-gray halls. The two of them at once was almost too much for everyone else to handle. Should they bow? Should they get down on their knees? Should they wipe the drool from their mouths, or should they let it puddle pridefully? You might’ve thought a tornado had spun through Ghostgrave, what with every dignitary pressed up against the walls, terrified, their bodies pretzeled in the hopes of finding the perfect form of subservience for these world-movers. But these halls were already familiar to Felix, and these mouth-breathers, window dressing, so she took him deeper.
First, to the patios, where the gardens that’d nurtured her love for botany still grew along the balconies, chaining each of them together along the keep’s façade—a bridge of life over the murky purgatory of Eldrus’ dimming streets. It was spring still, though summer wasn’t far, and the flowers were gorgeous. Gargantuan Dreampots stood boisterously, their baby-blue bellies striking amongst the pink roots of the Haze that managed to always grow around them. Human-shaped Heartstrings latticed the stonework, while the creeping ivy of Dread covered the small ponds and fountains, leaving an intricate blanket of black weavings like braided hair. There was teacup sized Restore drifting on lily pads of Rest; and thick tufts of Bitter Grass acting as the perfect hiding place for jeweled beetles and water striders. Her favorite among them, and she had a sneaking feeling Felix felt the same, were the Heavenly Horns—the golden, bell-shaped fruits whose ovaries, when cut into, released a euphoric cloud that smelled of clean linen. She’d thought they might’ve been used in religious rituals back in the day, but according to Amon, they hadn’t been. They were just universally liked, and universally agreed upon as being awesome. Given humanity’s knack for disagreeing on everything, it was a start.
“What’s that?” he asked her.
She’d thought he was pointing to God, but actually, he asking about the Archivist’s Tower. She told him about it.
“Who’s that in the window?”
She couldn’t tell at first, but after putting two and two together, she got: Isla.
Next, the kitchens. No one was strong enough to resist the smells inside. The kitchen was huge, always packed, and precisely calibrated to the temperature that practically made napping there mandatory. Roaring fires and bubbling cauldrons set the tone, while the blur of cooks carting off meals for tonight’s dinner set stomachs on edge. Hers was already growling when they came through the door, and Felix laughed when his let out a righteous bellow. The cooks paid them the bare minimum of mind, for it was more important to have something to serve tonight, than to do the usual empty salutes. With that, they flew about the room, laughing like idiots, as they plunged their fingers into pies or took bites out of drumsticks, which they then carried around, like clubs, as they gobbled down grapes and slurped up puddings, and both gagged on some vegetable medley that’d clearly gone bad. Realizing this was the leftovers the servants were given to eat from the dignified, Audra sobered. She was twenty-four, not thirteen, like Felix; and though she had every right to do anything she wanted in Ghostgrave, really, she had no right to come into the kitchens and treat these peoples’ sanctuary as a funhouse. None of the staff knew her, because they were all new. Maybe if Maude or Clarence were still around to vouch for her, to let the others know she wasn’t like her brother or the other brooding diplomats, but they weren’t. No one was, not in the kitchens or most of Ghostgrave. She was just some rich bitch back from the dead.
“You okay?” Felix asked; he’d managed to find half of a peanut butter sandwich.
It was dawning on Audra what she was doing, but there was still time before it was morning in her mind, so she smiled, said, “Heck yeah,” and hurried the both of them out of the kitchens.
More headstone-gray halls. More gibbering dignitaries. She steered him clear of the “pleasure wings” of the keep, the unofficial but may as well be official lavishly decorated rooms where a bunch of lonely old men, varicosed middle-aged women, and sadistic twenty-somethings liked to get their rocks-off with payrolled prostitutes. Audra wondered if Isla had found out about this service her brother offered, and if she did, what she’d do about it. There she was again, thinking about Isla. She cleaned the top of her tongue on her teeth to get the bad taste out of her mouth.
Now, the throne room. Ghostgrave’s throne room was different than most throne rooms she’d read about. It had the hallmarks of one: the high ceiling, intricately carved, lovingly painted with black and gold accents so obnoxiously precise that, if you listened hard enough, you could still hear the painter’s neck cracking; the wide open floorspace, tiled, of course, and spotless but for the toys left behind by her siblings two decades ago; the walls, where if there weren’t windows, there were portraits of the royal family—the ones of her mother and father gave her a twinge of grief—and renderings of important events, from the culling of the witch cults in Nyxis, the Great Harvest in the Heartlands, the expeditions into Gelid and the Frozen North, to the long-winter of yore, where demons traded fires for souls, and her great, great, great… very great grandfather Novn had met Annaliese, or Joy, and…
Shit, there she was, in the painting. She’d never noticed her before, the woman in white atop Ghostgraves’ snow-capped towers, the gloom of wintry doom swelling behind her. But wait a minute, the paint looked fresh. It glistened in the light. Audra drew as close as she could without drawing Felix’s attention and saw that Joy’s figure had recently been added, by Joy herself, undoubtedly. There was no sense in her getting comfortable here, though. She wouldn’t be staying for long.
Audra marched across the throne room. With her hand that still had remnants of the Shadow Bladder’s soil on it, she smeared Joy into the background of the painting, where she belonged, until she was unrecognizable, like she ought to be. Like she would be.
“Someone vandalized the picture,” Audra said.
She took him up to the throne. It was uncomfortable, like all thrones ought to be according to her father. A slab of black stone with a seat, two arm rests, and back. No cushion. No cupholder. No place to rest your feet. A king, her father had said, should not be able to relax when considering his kingdom. The thing about it, though, was that he never sat in this throne and considered his kingdom. No one ever had, as much as she knew. That was what made this throne room different than others. It’d always been maintained, but never used. It barely qualified as being symbolic. It was like someone had looked at their culture, and Eldrus’ monarchy, and said to themselves, “We better have a throne room.” That was the whole land, though, wasn’t it? A conscious effort to maintain homeostasis in this fantasy-esque Trauma-dream that just would not come to an end. They were like Night Terrors, in that way. They had Night Terrors in them all.
Nevertheless, Audra had brought Felix here because it was cool, and he dug it. He had the run of the place at a snail’s pace. She kept to the throne, because it reminded her of Dad. That’s when dawn broke across her mind, and light was shone on her intentions. She was giving Felix the grand tour, but really, it was more than that. She’d been here for two months now, and still Edgar breathed. Like Joy, she’d been left out of the painting, and now, she was putting herself back in. Parts of her wished she’d stayed in Nyxis, where she could drink and fuck and plot Edgar’s murder until the end of her days. It would’ve been easier, simpler. But no, she had to come here, and here, she’d been swayed, by nostalgia and her growing powers. Here, she could make a difference, but with him, Felix, she would make a difference. This wasn’t a tour. This was her turning on all the lights, settling in for the night. She just needed him to be her scheming bedfellow.
Audra took the throne. She threw one leg up over the arm rest, and leaned into her elbow rested into the other. The stereotypical pose for all distinguished women who had no fucks to give. If only Auster could see her now.
Felix wound his way back to her. When he went to sit at the foot of the throne, she made room—there was plenty of it—and he wedged himself beside her. And there they sat, gazing out upon that empty court, like two children readying for a game of make-believe.
“No one—” Surprised by the echo of his voice, he lowered it. “No one comes here?”
“It’s just for show.”
Felix whispered, “I’m glad you’re okay.”
“Me, too. What a ride, huh?”
He laughed. “Yeah.”
Sensing his unease, she cried, “You got so old! Look at you with your peach fuzz!”
“It’s a moustache!”
Audra cringed.
“What about you?”
“What about me?” she said, darkly.
He shrank beside her. “Nothing.”
“Nothing’s right.” She paused, considered where to take this next. Then: “How are you? Really?”
Felix’s eyes widened and he smiled like a lunatic. “I don’t know. I’m glad you’re here. Why… are you here?”
That wasn’t a question so much as a probe. “I’m God’s Speaker.”
Felix didn’t even bother feigning surprise.
“That’s not why I’m here. That’s just what got me in. I came here… to kill my brother.”
“Will you?” Felix asked, excitedly, as if that were the reason he was here, too.
“One day. Why’re you here?”
Felix stared into his lap. She could see the deliberation in the creasing of his brow.
“I just admitted planning regicide to you, Felix. Me, the sister who knows what my brother did to my family, and the part he played in Geharra’s genocide. Me, who, really, should be ruling Eldrus, not him, because I was ahead of him in the line of succession. If telling you, our enemy, isn’t the stupidest thing I could do, then I don’t know—”
“To stop you,” he said, forcing the words out. “To stop you… from being Speaker.”
That threw Audra off-guard. She’d always assumed they’d come for her brother, or even Valac. Justine, like Joy, had a reason to take her out, but never did she imagine she’d be at the top of her hit list.
Felix quickly added, “Not to kill you!”
“How do you know I’m the Speaker?”
“Justine…”
“She also tried to convince you I was the White Worm, and look how that turned out.”
“Are you really the Speaker?”
“Yeah, I am.”
Audra pointed at the far wall. A shadow seeped through the stone. When she waved her hand, it disappeared.
“Holy crap, you’ve gotten really good.”
“Yeah, a little too good, too quickly. Why’s Justine want you to stop me?”
That, then, threw him off-guard, too. “She’s the White Worm. She’s dying.”
Oh, man. Finally.
“If you start listening to God, like, for real, she’ll die…”
Oh, man. He really loves her.
“… and Lillian will be reborn.”
Oh, man. Wait… what the fuck?
“She lives inside Justine, kind of. I saw her. She summoned Justine after the Trauma to revive the Faith. She was the original Speaker.”
“But I’m supposed to be the Speaker.” That sounded whinier than it should’ve. “What happens if there’s two Speakers?”
Felix shook his head.
But she knew the answer, because it was always the same in this world. Lillian would try to kill her, or enslave her.
“And not letting me become Speaker does…?”
“The White Worm is religion. God’s religion. As long as It’s missing some of the pieces, she won’t die. Lillian won’t come out.”
“I wonder…”
Desperate to hear something good, Felix practically sprung out of the throne, crying, “What? What?”
“Edgar knows I want to kill him, but he’s let me do whatever I want here. That’s how bad he wants me to be Speaker. But… the other day, he said I could be God’s… Interpreter.”
“So, he’s on our side?”
“No, never. Edgar’s never been on anyone’s side but his own. He just sounds like he’s on everyone’s. My brother is… long gone. But Interpreter? That’s different. I think some part of him is trying to have its cake and eat it, too. He wants to use God, but not give It what It wants, not completely.”
“Would that work?” Felix asked. “Would that… save her?”
“Honestly, Felix, I don’t trust Justine, and I can’t believe she’s put you through so much—”
He went red in the face, ready to fight.
“—but maybe if I were the Interpreter and you were the Speaker.”
“That’s what Justine and I used to do,” he mumbled.
“That might be enough to throw a wrench in the whole thing. Honestly, I’m not sure what would happen if Lillian were reborn, but given that last time she was responsible for the Trauma in some way… It’s probably best the bitch stays asleep.”
“Yeah,” Felix said, brightening up. “Yeah, yeah. You’re right.”
“You’d still be the Holy Child, though.”
“I mean, I don’t know what else I’d be.”
“Anything!” she cried. “Dude, you could be anything.”
“I want to do this,” he said, resolutely.
“Be honest with me, though. Why was the Bloodless in Cathedra?”
Felix looked as if he might lie, then: “Justine.”
“It was supposed to come here, wasn’t it?”
He nodded.
“Maybe it should’ve, you know, to meet its Maker. Me.”
“No.”
“If we do this, if it works, we have to control Justine when this is through,” Audra said. “At the end of the day, she is still a Worm. You said she’s religion. She is going to try and undermine things again. Nothing against her. That’s just what she is.”
“She’s trying to be human,” Felix said.
Audra sighed. “So were the Night Terrors, and look what happened to them.”
At once, they both snapped their heads to the doorway, where Deimos stood, perched against it, his arms crossed, fake Corruption displayed prominently. He looked as if he’d just had a bath. He was taking a lot of them these days, given his lessons with the flesh fiends in the torture chamber.
“Sneaky son of a bitch,” Audra chided.
Felix got out of the throne. “D-Deimos?”
“It is good to see you again, your Holiness,” Deimos said, coming into the room.
Audra stood, too, and walked with Felix to greet the Bat.
“I am sorry about the Marrow Cabal,” he said, bowing his head out of respect. “Audra told me how hard it was. They must have been close friends.”
“We hadn’t gotten that far… yet,” Audra said.
“Guess it was pretty obvious,” Felix said.
“There may still be time to change Edgar’s mind.” Deimos’ slow, measured speech seemed to soothe Felix. “I know Hex.”
“You do?”
“I met her once, with the Skeleton. Well, he was the Gravedigger, then.”
“What was she like?”
“Calculating,” Deimos said. “Did she ever find her brother?”
“Ichor, yeah,” Felix said. “She was torturing him in Cathedra. He wasn’t even human. He ate one of those seeds of heaven.”
Deimos hummed. “What happened to Ichor?”
“She used him to free the Bloodless,” he said. “I guess I never really thought about what happened to him. She didn’t go the Dead City, like she said she was going to.”
“To get weapons?”
“Yeah. How’d you know?”
“Same reason my people wanted to go there.”
“I think Mr. Haemo went, though. Maybe he took Ichor with him.”
Deimos glared at Audra.
She didn’t know who this Mr. Haemo was, but clearly, Deimos did.
Instead of getting further into it, he said, “Should we be going?”
This time, she glared at Deimos.
“Where are you guys going?” Felix asked, a fearful warble in his words.
“We…” She shot him a look that said, I was getting to that, Big D. “We, us three, have a meeting with my brother in the next few minutes.”
Felix took a few steps back, his eyes locked on the exit.
“This isn’t an ambush,” Audra said, holding her hands out, wanting so badly to hug him, because badly, he needed one. “I swear to… whatever freaking god is out there… it’s not. Like I said, Edgar is eager to have me become Speaker. I know you just got here, but you know, we can’t wait, right?”
Felix mouthed Yeah.
“Are you still completely in charge of the Holy Order?” Deimos asked.
Felix said, “You don’t want Justine there, do you?”
“Do you?” Audra said.
“I’m in charge,” he said, pushing his chest out. “Whatever I say goes.”
“Then…” Audra took his hand, squeezed it. “Let’s go surrender together.”
A gay Night Terror, a lesbian Corrupted, and a heretic child walked through Ghostgrave. There had to be a punchline there, but Audra was sure she wouldn’t hear it for decades to come. It felt good. It felt right.
The meeting was being held in the unlikeliest of locations: the attic. According to Edgar, he had chosen the attic, because it was small and cramped, and everyone would literally be at each other’s necks.  It was, she later realized, an attempt to adopt their father’s philosophy of ruling as related to sitting on an uncomfortable throne. Their court would be one of musty wood and dusty cobwebs, he’d said, and indifferent insects thrilled not by the political intrigue, but by the soft flesh and sweet blood in their seldom visited haunt. Needless to say, Edgar had lost his goddamn mind, but he did have a point. She wasn’t sure what it was yet, but she felt its pricking all the same.
Coming up on the gated stairwell reserved for trusted servants, the three of them crossed paths with Joseph Cleon. Clad in black and hair greased back, he was armed to his yellow teeth with pamphlets and posters. The prints were so fresh, and his hands so sweaty, that the tips of his fingers were covered in ink. At first, he pretended not to see them, but then, he came to a comical stop and swung back around, one sinewy scarecrow-like leg at a time.
“H-Holy Child,” Felix’s former Demagogue said.
Felix held up his hand in that way all spiritual leaders do.
Joseph dropped several pamphlets. In trying to collect them, he dropped a few posters as well. “I… I… It is so good to…”
“What’re those?” Felix asked.
Audra swept in front of him, before the posters unraveled and he saw what was on them. Felix had enough on his plate. If she doled out any more, he was liable to choke. She didn’t want him mixed up in this Joy business, not after she’d sent the Cult to kill the both of them back in Pyra. In a week, it wouldn’t even matter.
When Felix got around her, Joseph Cleon had already scurried off. She shrugged in a Demagogues will be Demagogues kind of way, and flashed a smile at Deimos. Isla had done her part so far. Now, it was just a matter of her keeping that toxic mouth shut until the deed was done.
Running late, they ran up the stairs that led to the attic. True to Edgar’s word, there were no guards along the way. As far as she could tell, no one was even aware this meeting was happening. Audra was thinking that was pretty decent of Edgar, until, out of nowhere, she started thinking of the night he’d killed their family. Who were they meeting with today? Edgar? Or his “ghost?”
Floor by floor went past.
Felix said, “God, how big is this place?”
“Way bigger than it looks,” Audra said, feeling a stitch in her side. “Not much—”
Ahead, where the staircase began to wind into a spiral, a train of white satin lay across the stairs.
Audra hit the brakes.
Felix crashed into her.
Deimos braced against the walls, trying not to lose his balance.
The fabric moved. One leg took a step back. Then Joy leaned backwards, smiling coyly. “I thought I heard rats.”
What the fuck is she doing here?
Joy stepped down, turned around. “Holy Child,” she said, eyes like black holes.
“Do I know you?”
“You know my work. Oh—” she made a gesture with her hand, “—if you wouldn’t mind?”
Deimos, out of character, covered Felix’s body with his own. Because coming up the way they’d come was Joy’s right-hand flesh fiend, Ezra. An idiot dressed smartly, the creature drooled all over the lapel of its blood-splattered suit as it limped up the stairs. He, or Joy, had tried to comb the wiry doll-like hair that grew out of his soft, scarred head. And was that cologne she smelled? To cover up the fruity reek of rot? It must’ve been, and Ezra must’ve had an allergy to the stuff, as his hands and neck were covered in blotches; and some, he’d even dug into down to the muscle.
“Greetings and… Salutations,” he said, shambling past, but not before getting a good whiff of Felix.
Joy collected Ezra once he reached her and said, never taking her eyes off Felix, “Shall we?”
There were more surprises awaiting them in the attic. They went by the names of Valac and Isla Taggart.
What was worse, though, was where they were seated. Between and under the crossbeams, a relic from her childhood had been wheeled out and desecrated with what surely must’ve been good intentions. It was a long, sea green table, cracked to the point you could say it had character. Audra, Auster, and Edgar used to sit at this table when they were little, ten and eight, and over it, they’d plan how they’d rule Eldrus together and fix all of its problems. Back then, the solutions had been simple. Lock the bad people up. Take away all their weapons. Feed the poor. Fleece the rich.
Edgar’s eyes lit up when he saw them. He didn’t have to smile, because the vermillion stains on his lips gave the illusion he was. See, we finally did it, his body seemed to language. Look how human I am, Sister.
Isla had a corner to herself. Her arms and legs were crossed, and she was doing her damndest to look as if she wished she was anywhere but here. It was reassuring to see her back in a burka—her face exposed, her tits out. For a second there, Audra had thought she might’ve actually gotten her shit together for once.
Valac sat to Edgar’s left, his pudgy fingers picking splinters out of the tabletop. When he spotted Felix, he slipped and cut himself, but the wound was quickly healed by the veins inside him. Could a child be a pedophile? How about a child that’d never truly been a child? Because that’s what Valac was. He’d been obsessing over Felix’s arrival for weeks now, asking about his clothes, his hair, what he smelled liked, what he talked like; he’d asked Audra if she’d ever seen Felix naked, and if so, after dropping his drawers, if the two compared. Valac was a predator, an Unholy Child who’d been born into a role that Amon had more or less phased out. He was supposed to be the Harbinger, and yet God had already been, more or less, brought. He was supposed to be the Anointed One, and yet most people forgot he even existed. He didn’t learn, he just leered, and languished until the day when he’d consume the object of his leering. And for that reason, Audra had to keep Felix close.
Edgar rose. “Thank you, your Holiness, for joining us. I know that the surroundings and company are… unexpected—”
Valac scratched behind his ear until it bled.
“—but I wanted us to sit with one another away from prying eyes and ears. History’s delicate these days. Our fumbling hands can hardly hold onto it.”
Felix, catching her and Deimos off-guard, came out of nowhere with: “Where are my people?”
Joy snickered and sat at the table. Ezra plopped down beside her, smoothing out a spot for himself on her dress by wiggling his ass.
“Though it may not seem it—” Edgar offered him a seat.
He took it. Audra and Deimos sandwiched him.
“—you have us outnumbered.”
“You’re right, it doesn’t seem it,” Felix said.
Shit, Audra thought, that’s the Holy Child I know. Watching him speak, she could see his “god” speaking through him, empowering him. One man’s schizophrenic was another’s savior. That wasn’t fair, though. At this table, Felix was the only who had it together.
“Well, let’s be honest. Audra and Deimos are on your side, not ours,” Edgar said. “And I’m not sure I’ve won Isla or Joy over yet. This is Joy, by the way.”
The witch licked her lips, said, “We’ve met.”
“Everyone here has come together in Ghostgrave at relatively the same time,” Edgar said. “Everyone here plays an integral part in the Disciples of the Deep. Everyone here… wants something, myself included, and though we all may not realize it, in the end, I believe what we all want is God.”
Audra rolled her eyes.
“Isla wants…”
She hit the bottom of the table with her knee. “I can speak for myself.”
“She sure can,” Joy said.
“I want equality. I want…”
“I know what you want, Traitor,” Felix interrupted.
Audra stifled a laugh.
Even Deimos had to look away.
Surprisingly, Isla didn’t snap back. Instead, as soon as she’d heard ‘traitor,’ all the color left her face, and she shrank, as if Felix’s condescension had been a microscope that’d revealed an irreparable weakness.
“What do you want?” Valac asked, his vermillion-flecked eyes watering. He came out of his seat a little, to suck up Felix’s air. “What does a boy like you want?”
“Peace,” he said.
Before anyone else could get a word in, Joy, outstretching her hand and plucking a cobweb from the crossbeams, said, “Exactly. We all want to serve God, in our own way. Tell me, Holy Child, have you heard of the Cult of the Worm?”
Audra tried to take his hand underneath the table, but his anxiety carried it away, between his legs.
“We were quite popular, for a moment.”
End this, Audra tried to signal to Edgar.
And to her, he replied: I can’t.
“I’ve heard of it,” Felix said.
“Well, Valac and I are rebranding the Cult. We haven’t quite come up with a name yet, but Deimos here—”
Deimos crossed his arms.
“—has been a big help.”
She’s trying to turn him against us, Audra thought. Either she knows what we’re planning or…
“The problem you ran into with the Marrow Cabal and the Compellers is that they had their own ideas about what was best. My Choir doesn’t make its own songs. It just sings. You see—” she leaned forward, “—when one thing goes extinct, another occupies its place in the food chain.”
At this, Edgar cleared his throat and took charge of the meeting. “Isla wants equality. Joy… is a true missionary.”
Audra could tell how hard it was for Edgar to say that.
“And I want a land where the people are provided for, taken care of; where we can thrive, as we had in the Old World. I believe that all of us here are the missing pieces to solving the puzzle that is our times.
“You said that you want peace, your Holiness. You’ve come a long way, endured many hardships. I don’t believe you would go through what you have without having your own list of demands. This meeting is informal. Nothing will be signed, yet. This is merely to make sure we are on the same page, because the sooner the people see we are working together, the sooner this war will end.
“How would you bring peace?”
There it was. Here it came. That pivotal moment. His decision, her damnation. The fact of the matter was that she couldn’t keep resisting the Word of God. It was getting too strong, too desperate. Eventually, she’d have to give in, or kill herself. There was no other way. She could’ve unleashed the Shadow Bladder at any time while she’d been here, but she’d found an excuse not to in Joy, instead. As much as she wanted to eviscerate Edgar, she couldn’t. The continent would suffer for it in ways she couldn’t begin to comprehend. She was selfish, but not that selfish. As always, she needed a confederate, like she’d needed her brothers before, when she’d grown the Crossbreed. She needed someone standing at her side, urging her on, reminding her that what she was doing was right, and she was right to do it. And there was so much she could do, it seemed a waste to not see her powers fully realized.
Sometimes, Deimos joked that Audra’s Corruption was looking redder than usual these days. She usually cussed him out and put what he’d said out of her mind. She was young. Young people changed. She didn’t have to be set in her ways. Look how well that’d worked out for Isla. If she had Felix, she’d be fine. And one day, when everything was settled, and God was eating out of her hand, she’d visit Edgar in the dead of night.
“I want to stay the Holy Child,” Felix finally said.
Valac’s face was so sour, it looked as if he’d shit himself.
“I will be the Holy Child, who speaks to the people about God, as long as Audra will be God’s Interpreter.”
Was that the first genuine smile she’d seen on Edgar’s face? It was truly a beautifully ugly thing to behold.
“Many of your followers were my followers,” Felix said. “If we don’t stop demonizing each other, even if the war ends, people will keep fighting.”
“Tribal warfare,” Isla interrupted. “My team is better than your team.” She said that as clarification, but it sounded like an actual statement.
“Yeah,” Felix said, and then went back to ignoring her. “The Holy Order and the Disciples have to be one, but not step on each other’s toes.”
“I do like dancing,” Joy said.
Ezra started to tap dance, until his hip popped out of its socket.
“My thoughts exactly,” Edgar said, beaming. “I’ve only ever wanted to unite the people, not tear them apart. Now, we can do it spiritually—” he nodded at Isla, “—and socially.”
Isla took a deep breath and held it in her chest.
Audra imagined if she hadn’t, her head would’ve swelled and exploded right then and there.
“There needs to be a ceasefire,” Felix said.
“Of course,” Edgar agreed. “We will meet with Lotus—”
“Where is Lotus?” Audra asked, surprised she wasn’t here.
Edgar shifted uncomfortably. “Facilitating a handoff from the west… As I was saying, Lotus, Yelena, and Commander Millicent… We’ll meet with them to iron out the details. I would advise the Conscription to retreat from their attacks on the Nameless Forest, though.”
“Why’s that?”
“I know your intentions were to raze the Forest, but those conscripts who’ve actually stayed are no match for the creatures inside. Admittedly, it is a problem I, we, will have to face in the future. Anything that goes in there right now is nothing more than a host for the Arachne’s growing brood.”
Felix wavered; sweat pressed through his robes. “I’ll consider it. Also, the Mother Abbess is not to be harmed.”
Now, it was Edgar who wavered. His scheming eyes shot back and forth in his skull. The attic creaked, much like the gears in his mind—those dusty machines he’d shut down since he’d giving up being human.
“She will… serve me,” Felix added.
Audra glanced at Deimos, who made no attempt to hide his doubt in that actually happening.
Valac readjusted himself in his chair, his fat, blistered legs unpeeling from the seat. “If I may, my Lord?”
Edgar waved him on.
“Mother Abbess Justine is the White Worm of the Earth. Despite her actions, she has no choice but to follow her nature. She was created by God. I am certain it is God she will serve. If not…” he stared at the chain of the white stone necklace around Felix’s neck, “… there are ways to subdue her should she become… unruly.”
“I accept, then,” Edgar said. “What else, your Holiness?”
Felix pondered the question for a moment, then: “The Marrow Cabal.”
At this, Joy tutted and turned her chin to the rafters. “They are my stock,” she rumbled, the fabric on her dress becoming animated.
Like the abused child she was, Isla cowered before the darkening Maiden, instinctively raising her knees to her arms to the fetal position.
“Hex and Warren are key figures in the Marrow Cabal,” Edgar said, ignoring the witch. “I’m sorry, your Holiness, but they must be executed. Were you close with many of the cabalists?”
“No…” Felix said.
“Perhaps we could spare one.”
That’s fucked up, Brother. Don’t make him choose.
Already, she could tell Felix was trying to pick a soul to save.
“It is a difficult decision. I assure you that, for the time being, no harm will come to the cabalists. Audra?”
She perked up.
“Will you become God’s Interpreter?”
Valac said with a lisp, “Speaker.”
“Will you?” Edgar asked again.
Audra slipped inside herself, to the lonely shore at her mind’s edge, where the Word of God ravaged and raged; a hurricane of demands and shadowy debris desperate to make landfall, as if there were worse things out there in the preternatural dark. God needed her. Without her, It was impotent. For so long she’d fought against It, afraid that It would take her over and guide her hand with Its cruel will. It could’ve, if It could’ve, at any time, but It hadn’t, and when she’d let It in, the first thing It’d done was show weakness. Gods don’t do that. Like demons, they deceive. She should know. She was about to be both.
“As long as what I say is final,” Audra said.
Isla uncurled.
Joy smirked.
Valac tongued the holes in his gums.
Deimos closed in to the table and stood behind her, as he always had.
Felix stared at her, every emotion going off all at once in his eyes.
Edgar rose and extended two hands.
Audra stood, and Felix followed. Her left grabbed his right.
With their free hands, they shook Edgar’s.
“Thank you,” he said, tearing up. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
After a minute, he finally let them go. Gathering himself, brushing the cobwebs off him, he exclaimed, “We will have a celebration in a week’s time to commemorate this historic moment!”
Joy shot to her feet, knocking her chair over. She grabbed Ezra’s hand and jerked him out of the attic with her. It was amazing that something so predictable had lived for so long.
As soon as Joy had left, a large moth with strange patterns—skulls, it looked like, and eyes—fluttered past and landed on her overturned chair.




CHAPTER XLV

Elizabeth was responsive, but she wasn’t responding to them. She stood at the edge of the yawning Deep, sword in hand, feet sinking into the turgid silt. Fresh streams of bright red blood dribbled down her shredded back. The Bad Woman had flayed her way out of Elizabeth. Now, there was nothing left of the tattoo; only a large patch of sticky wrappings and ragged flesh matted together by congealing gore, like a giant, infectious scab. It provided just enough pressure to prevent her from bleeding out.
The wind kicked up. It pressed into them, warm and acidic. At some point, the Maggot had told them the air they were breathing was nothing more than God’s exhalations. Whatever it was, it wasn’t helping. Every time it blew, Elizabeth started to shake, as the current caressed with all the kindness of an inquisitor the tender remnants of her hubris. She’d carried the Bad Woman in her skin for decades, and tortured her at every opportunity. It was only a matter of time until her prisoner broke free and got revenge.
Vrana’s legs were trembling. Her arms were useless. Fighting the viracocha here, in this oppressive hellscape, had taken everything out of her. She held herself, because no one else would, and dropped to the ground. The gray silt didn’t give, and her tailbone suffered for it. Another bruise, fracture, or break she’d have to tend to later. There was too much wrong with her at the moment to begin making a mental inventory of her physical wellbeing. Her body was spoiling, going soft; nineteen going on nine-hundred. After everything she’d been through, it was hard to say if this was disappointing, or just par for the course.
The gigantic, plummeting gateway that led to the Deep called to her with the sounds of skipping stones and running water. She peered over the precipice into the unyielding dark of Heaven. There were no pathways, and why should there be? This place was not meant for the living, nor the dead, but the deity beyond such trivial states of being. She didn’t know how they’d get down there, but she knew they’d find a way. They had to. Because God wasn’t far now. She could feel Its overwhelming presence emanating from the Deep. It made her bones tingle, and her stomach cold.
Despite this, it was getting warmer. Dudael was burning. The viracocha village had erupted into a crumbling ring of fire, as the flames leapt between the puddles of jet fuel. The aircraft was up to its cockpit in silt, and the rest of its battered body covered in viracocha-shaped bruises. On the battlefield, the bodies of the dead creatures were being molested by their brethren. These survivors, who’d missed the fight by being on the farthest ends of the village, were now raiding the dead, stripping them of their wraps and weapons, or body parts, tearing off arms and legs, or chewing eyeballs and tongues out of skulls. The scorpion-werewolf hybrids were savage in their scavenging, and left little but bone fragments. When others drew too near to their treasures, the Viracocha would attack—their selfish solidarity unwavering even here, on the eve of their extinction. For this was God’s kingdom.
The Skeleton stood in the ruins he’d rendered, soaking up the flames. They ate away his cloak and glove until nothing remained but bone and black mass. He was completely covered, from head to toe, in Black Hour. He was Black Hour.
Neksha was quietly nursing his wounds by some smoldering debris. A large crucifix with a semi-melted Jesus Christ nailed to it marked the spot. It was then that Vrana realized that Dudael was filled, almost constructed from, really, this Old World religious iconography. She’d spotted the sunken churches in the fields, but here there was so much more. Thousands of paintings and portraits and busts and statues, wood carvings, figurines, and kitschy decorations. From stone slabs depicting Odin at Valhalla, a double-headed Aztecan serpent, an ornate, enflamed altar for Vishnu, to a Muhammad tearing his chest open, revealing the bold colors of a Confederate Flag inside him.
The Maggot lumbered near Elizabeth, its sickly yellow body covered in dark splotches from where it’d been penetrated. Its disintegrating fluids dribbled from the ragged holes, eating away the ground. Vrana could tell it’d been awhile since the Maggot had taken so much damage. There was a serenity to the beast; a concession, in those black chevron eyes, that it was lucky to be alive. Since the Trauma, it’d been roaming the sands of the Ossuary, unchallenged. The long passage of time had tricked it into thinking killing God would be easy, but now they were in the thick of it, and the Maggot wasn’t so sure. There were horrors in the Deep even it wasn’t aware of. Things just as strong, if not stronger than the Skeleton.
It glanced at Vrana, then Elizabeth, and back to Vrana again. She could tell it was considering what would happen if the two of them were to die; not to the mission, but to the Skeleton. Would he carry it out alone? Or was his sanity so fragile that, even the death of two decent-but-not-particularly-close friends, would break him? What then, she wondered as the Maggot might wonder, would he do? In a place so close to fabled Exuviae, could they afford the Skeleton losing himself to the Black Hour for good?
The hypotheticals were making her dehydrated. She drank some sanies, shook off a hallucination of Aeson, and right before she started to doze…
Elizabeth said, “I’m leaving.”
That got everyone’s attention.
Head hung low, Elizabeth stumbled away from the Deep. When Neksha stood, she gestured for him to keep sitting. When the Maggot turned, she shook her head. When the Skeleton stepped out of the fire, she didn’t even bother stopping him, because it was clear she knew he wasn’t going to try to stop her.
Vrana pushed herself off the ground with one arm. Her knee gave, and she gave it hell until it started working again. The hole in her foot pumped out blood, but she’d suffered worse.
“Don’t worry about it,” Elizabeth said, her voice so soft, it didn’t seem like hers. “I’m leaving, Vrana. Thanks for having me.”
Stubborn as ever, Vrana went and worried, anyway. She shot the Skeleton a look—Don’t just fucking stand there—caught up with Elizabeth, and took her hand in her claw.
Elizabeth stopped. When she squeezed Vrana’s talons, more blood eked from out her back. “I don’t want to die here.”
“You’re not—” Vrana’s claw fell as Elizabeth let go. “You’re not going to die.”
Still marching on: “Let’s face it: We’re all going to die here. I know it, you know it. But I wanted to die taking down God. If I die right now, It’ll just suck me up, make me one of Its shadows. Right, Maggie?”
The Maggot rumbled, “Right.”
“It’s going to die, Liz,” the Skeleton said.
“I’m sure It will, but when?” She hissed in pain. “You could kill It in the next hour, and It still might have a millennium to torture me. Been there, done that. I’m done with that, Atticus.”
The scavenging viracocha on the battlefield had begun to disperse. Vrana had a feeling that, after the Skeleton’s theatrics, they wouldn’t bother attacking them again, but the same couldn’t be said if she went out there alone.
Every step was a struggle for Elizabeth, but chances were that wasn’t any different from any other day in her life. She passed through Dudael and the places where the fire had died down. Vrana and the others followed her at a distance. Everyone knew what they should do, but no one was cruel enough to do it.
“What about the Bad Woman?” Vrana said.
Elizabeth shrugged. “Don’t care anymore. I’m sorry you’ll have to deal with her at some point.”
“Where are you going?”
“Ossuary. Figure I’ll let Death deal with me, instead. If I just keep going straight, I’ll get there. Right, Maggie?”
The Maggot rumbled, “Right.”
Reaching the battlefield, Elizabeth stopped. She wavered. Her hands attempted to touch her back, but her arms wouldn’t bend that far anymore. She shivered. More blood leaked down her legs.
Vrana tightened her muscles, readied herself to catch Elizabeth when she started to fall.
But she didn’t. She straightened up, started up again.
Neksha said, “There’s viracocha out there.”
Elizabeth brandished her Red Death sword. “Isn’t there always?” She kept walking. “Good luck.”
Watching her disappear into the dreary horizon, Vrana couldn’t bring herself to cry, because there was nothing to cry about. Elizabeth was a soldier headed out on a much-deserved leave. Whenever she got to where she was going, she was sure Elizabeth would fight again.
“Hey,” Vrana said, a thought occurring to her. “You didn’t say ‘yeah’ this whole time.”
Elizabeth, glancing back, said, “It’s a nervous tic, Vrana,” and kept going.
Neksha found Vrana. Though large portions of him were missing from where the viracocha had torn his wrappings out, he still managed to offer a shoulder for Vrana to rest her head on. And she did.
The blackened Skeleton went farther out than the rest. He stood on the edge of the battlefield, atop the corpses of the dead and said, “I’ll see her off.”
Vrana, Neksha, and the Maggot made their way back to the Deep’s gateway. Jittery shadows scattered across the gigantic throat. They glimmered, in a way, like light catching on treasure.
“Ignore them,” the Maggot said, slithering away. “The Deep is reacting to our presence. If you stare much longer…”
Vrana’s heart shot straight into her throat. Looking down, she saw she’d placed one leg over the edge.
The Maggot said, “This is the way,” and burrowed its head into the silt.
Neksha drove Vrana from the gateway, placing himself between her and it. “I have you,” he said.
Vrana smiled behind her beak. She knew what he was doing, trying to take Elizabeth’s place. That was fine. She could live with that. At this point, she’d lost everyone, and so had he.
After building a sizable mound of silt, the Maggot reared its head out of the ground. The upside-down crucifix mouth said, with a mouthful, “Skeleton, we need you.”
Vrana didn’t dare glance back at him, or Elizabeth. Instead, she went with Neksha to where the Maggot had dug and saw it’d uncovered a large circular door. It was unmarked and utterly ordinary in every regard. If she had to guess, there were probably hundreds of them lining the gateway. Only something like the Maggot would know the right one to choose.
The Skeleton, still looking as if he’d swan dived into a tar pit, went up to the door. He found two grooves and worked his fingers into them until he had a hold.
“Where’s this go?” he asked.
“It’s the quickest way to God,” the Maggot said.
“Alright.”
The Skeleton, forgoing any attempt at proper form, yanked backwards. The door didn’t budge. Laughing, shaking out his shoulders, the Skeleton went at it again. This time, with a throaty growl, he pulled backwards so hard that his left arm broke off at the elbow. Left hand still attached to the door, he screamed, pulled again, and it came free, letting out an explosion of built up pressure. With his right arm, he flung the door like a shot-put into the billowing clouds over Dudael. Then he sat down, and he waited.
A few seconds passed. As the dislodged debris cleared from the tunnel behind the door, the Skeleton’s left arm returned to him. Using its fingers, it clicked and clawed its way across the silt. When it reached him, the arm reattached itself at the elbow. More impressive were the bone fragments. They rose off the ground and gravitated to the break, filling in the places where they’d shattered free from. A few more seconds passed, and he was whole again.
“Hey, Atticus,” Vrana said.
The Skeleton got to his feet. He didn’t touch her and yet—
Smoke trails in the sky. The aurora borealis ablaze. A derelict ship.
—the Black Hour took over her mind all the same. She drew away. It covered him like an aura. Whatever he’d had in place to contain it was failing.
“Yeah?” he said, following the Maggot into the tunnel.
“Uh…” She palmed the side of her head with force, as if the Black Hour were venom to be forced from it. “Did… Sorry. Did Elizabeth make it?”
“If she didn’t, she will soon enough.”
Neksha gave her a weak thumbs-up.
“Hey, Atticus,” she called again.
“Yeah?”
“You okay with all that shit all over you?”
The Skeleton laughed, rubbed the top of his skull. That was his answer.
The tunnel went upwards, not downwards. Anywhere else, that should’ve been impossible, but here, in the Deep, it was expected. The farther they walked, the wider it grew. The silt walls gave way to a combination of it and cyclopean architecture fashioned from green-speckled stone. Vrana didn’t even need to ask to know it was likely indigenous to this place, and this place only. There was no light in the tunnel, and yet everywhere was bathed in a shadowy-blue wash. Its kind was intimately familiar to her. She remembered the same color from when she’d been a little girl, waking up in the middle of the night. It had always excited her as much as it terrified her, because it meant the world was asleep, that anything could happen, and no one could stop it but her.
After ten minutes, which could’ve been a decade in Deep-time, the tunnel expanded beyond the size of the gateway. It was here, in this gargantuan space—a labyrinth without walls; vexing in its vastness—they discovered what the viracocha did with the trophies from their victims. Innumerable mounds of fat were scattered with a kind of sloppy precision throughout the area. Fires, dark as dried blood, with flames like sinew, crackled atop the offerings. Smoke didn’t rise from the fire, but instead, light, which clouded and drifted like smoke; never collecting upon the ceiling, for it was likely there wasn’t one.
Seeing the greasy altars, watching them burn but never break down, Vrana couldn’t help but wonder the point of it all, if there was a point to it all. The Vermillion God was supposed to be a god. What need for It of defenses and gruesome displays to ward off Its enemies? Was it simply part of Its adherence to tradition, to order? To play the role of God, had It gone out of Its way to set the stage and get into costume for a play none but the most dedicated and deranged would watch? Maybe. But Vrana knew weakness. The witches had taught her well. And this was it. God’s power was Its reputation, Its legacy, and Its mistake was that It had been collecting fat, when It should’ve been worried about bone.
They wandered in silence, going nowhere in particular. When Vrana glanced back, she found the way they’d come from was gone; shifted, or closed off, like it’d never been. In its place, there were only offerings, and the dark light, which shimmered like a nasty reflection in a surgeon’s blade. At times, the piles of fat would move, and at other times, slightly slither towards those mounds beside them. She stood by her beliefs that this was still some tough-guy act, but okay, yeah, maybe there was a point to this place. There was something elemental in the air, drawing the remnants to one another, like an electrical current. For a god that couldn’t create but imitate, the mad-scientist route seemed the most obvious next step.
“This is Heaven,” the Maggot said.
“Not much here,” the Skeleton mumbled. “Hope God’s followers kept their receipts.”
Neksha, awe in his voice, asked, “How far does it go?”
“Heaven isn’t infinite, but as with time here, distance is different. Every inch, a kilometer.” The Maggot chuckled. “A mile, rather. Shame that system survived the Trauma.”
“You said that the last you heard, the Holy Child was leaving for Eldrus,” Vrana said.
The Maggot nodded. “When all is said and done, several months will have passed before we’ve reached God, though not at the same speed.”
“I don’t…”
“It is not worth trying to understand. All that matters is that God is dead before the Speaker accepts her role.”
Neksha, hobbling along the tunnel-turned-country, said, “Where are we going, Maggot?”
“God’s heart.”
The Skeleton, picking at the Black Hour, said, “Of course we are.”
“A very long time ago, my mother—”
Vrana cocked her head. She’d forgotten for a moment that Ruth Ashcroft was inside the bug, communicating through it.
“—tried to rescue me and my brother from the Vermillion God. Our uncle, Amon, the real Amon, had given us to It. God was different then; weaker in a way, less organized. It wanted for less. My mother descended into our old estate to save us. She encountered the cocoon that’d spawned the clone of my uncle, and severed the umbilicus that kept it suspended with a Red Death weapon, a dagger.
“While Death cannot reap God, the weapon was the first of its kind. It held an unparalleled amount of Death’s power. The Vermillion God reconstituted itself in the years after my mother escaped, and it absorbed the umbilicus she’d cut into Its body. The Death-touched tissue made its way to God’s heart, and there it’s poisoned It since.
“The Maggot was the first Worm, a failed Worm, created in response to humanity. It was meant to encapsulate humanity, but that proved to be impossible. Seeing humanity as maggots themselves, God attempted to make the Maggot clean the tissue, but even it wasn’t capable of healing God. That’s when it, we, were cast to Its bowels.”
The Skeleton ground his teeth. “So, what you’re saying is that to save the world, all we got to do is have a heart to heart?”
“Yes,” the Maggot said. “As it usually goes.”
Vrana, feeling a second wind (or was this her tenth?) coming on, gave the ax a swing and said, “Where to next?”
“The city of Dis.” The Maggot paused for dramatic effect. “And then the Worm Chambers.”
It’d happened before any of them had realized what was going on. First, they were in the labyrinthine hall, each of them sweating, the Skeleton included, watching as every bead was sucked from their body, into the heated cores of the candles of fat.  Then there were walls where once there’d been darkness—emerald-speckled sheets of sedimentary rock that flowed in a way that it called to Vrana’s mind bodies under bedsheets. The burning offerings grew fewer, the walls narrower; and when the Maggot finally urged them on after letting them seemingly wander forever, the walls fell away, the offerings were no more, and before them:
The seamless, stygian chasm in which Dis sprawled, the city, chaotic and cutting, like a colorless coral reef. It was hard for Vrana to believe that, after walking for what felt like, and probably was, an eternity, she could actually appreciate the change of scenery when they came upon the fabled city. She’d heard of it in passing, often in school or from one of Aeson’s ramblings. When they finally made it to the outskirts of the place, the Skeleton brought up how someone had told him Dis had something to do with kings sending slaves to the Nameless Forest, she realized there was more to this city than legend. For one, it was supposed to have existed somewhere in the north during the Trauma, and two, she was pretty sure it was supposed to have been built out of stone, not dried spit.
Set aglow by its own heavenly light, Dis was the crowning jewel of God’s drooling maw. The city was an island in a sea of nothingness, reachable only by three gigantic, arching bridges. Its buildings, if they could be called that, were interconnected haphazardly, sloppily rendered there by heavy tongue-strokes. Densely-packed to the point of near impenetrability, it was hard to say how deep the city went, for details and depth were lost to the sheer, glacial walls of saliva. Stranger still were the wires. Thick, taut cords, black and unanchored, running in mass like telephone wires, cut across the city; occasionally vibrating, but never revealing their cargo.
The Maggot moved to the edge of the cliff on which they stood. “Dis is the closest the Deep comes to what you think of as Heaven. God formed it for that very reason, and then Its followers told themselves Dis was earthbound. They claimed it was a mythical place only the most devout could discover through total subjugation. No one ever discovered Dis, and Dis has never been occupied. The origin of the story was lost, and historians began to convince themselves Dis was real; hence, the connection with the Nameless Forest.”
“Faith is a mother fucker,” the Skeleton said. “The shadows are the ‘heretics’ who turned God down. The believers don’t go here?”
“Heaven is a carrot on the longest stick,” the Maggot said. “Believers do not go to Dis when they die. They just die, and Death takes them. God gets the bodies, if It can. But if It takes over the world, like It had before, then It just might have a chance at the souls, too. Not only on Earth. Earth is just the perfect staging point.”
Neksha, finding his way down the cliff to the nearest bridge, said, “What does It do with the bodies? Does It really need to eat?”
“No, but It needs to grow, and It needs soil to keep Its Worms fed.”
Vrana gave her ax a swing. She fished some human meat out of a pouch and gulped it down. “You’d think a god wouldn’t have to go through all this to get what it wanted.”
“Your give gods too much credit,” the Maggot said. “They are the children. We, the parents. And what are our children if not imperfectly perfect?”
“Fancy words, Maggie,” the Skeleton said, going past Neksha. “Vrana’s right, though. You’d think God would’ve gotten the job done a few eons back.”
“Why do you think It hasn’t?” There was that accent again, full of sarcasm. “An eon is nothing but a blink of Its eyes. And God is very large. It has been eating here, and elsewhere, for a very long time.”
“You’d think It would’ve chosen somewhere else,” Vrana said, “like, a place where the Black Hour wasn’t.”
“There is no place where the Black Hour is not,” the Maggot said. “God’s mistake was thinking that, in all Its infinite years, nothing would discover a way to harness the heart.”
Vrana stared at the Skeleton. He was changed. It was more than that his bones were blackened. The takeover seemed to have taken almost everything. It was subtle, relying on the insanity of the situation to hide its infectious nature. Though he still sounded like himself, he also sounded so distant. He was twitchy, and at the same time, sluggish: his movements measured, like he was trying to run underwater. She’d noticed he’d kept driving himself forward, and she couldn’t help but wonder if that was because something was trying to hold him back. Then, there were his eyes. They had a glint to them, not unlike tears; and in them, a light. It didn’t sit still, but turned over, like a cog.
He was in pain, she was sure of it, and eventually, that cog would grind to a halt, and they’d be out of time for good.
The Skeleton caught her looking at him. Did his bones just stretch around his mouth to smile? He snapped his fingers at the Maggot. The two of them made it to the bridge.
I’m alone, Vrana thought. Aeson was dead. Elizabeth was dead. The mumiya, but especially Sehket and Sopdu, were dead. That was just those who’d been involved, though, and said nothing of her mom, R’lyeh, Bjørn, and everyone else she’d ever known. It was funny she had to get to Heaven to realize how alone was she, but here it was, strangely sobering.
“Neksha?”
Adjusting his wraps, so he wasn’t collapsing upon himself, like a clam closing shut, he said, “Yes, Vrana?”
“You still hear Mr. Haemo’s voice?”
The mumiya nodded.
“You’ve been hearing him the entire way here, not just in the Ossuary, haven’t you?”
“Yes.”
“You know what’s he saying.”
“Yes.”
“What?”
“Home will be here soon.” Neksha paused. “It is constant, like an alarm. It is only quiet if I am following the Skeleton. Even now, I can hardly hear anything.”
Vrana laughed, said, “I guess we didn’t have the luxury of time to get to know each other, all of us.”
“You know enough to get what you need to done, do you not?” Neksha walked with her towards the bridge. “Is there anything else?”
Vrana picked some meat off the side of her beak and didn’t say another word.
The bridge, already enormous, seemed even larger when they were on it, headed towards Dis. It, like the city, had been built out of spit, and spit alone, and yet it seemed as sturdy as stone. Reassuring as that might’ve been, the sounds were not. When they walked, it sounded as if they were walking on eggshells.
What was with this sudden urge to get to know everyone? Vrana felt the feeling welling up inside her to the point she could smell its desperation, like wafting rot from a cavity. It was this place, the Deep. It was nothing but loneliness and despair. No wonder the shadows hated the living. In place of the necessary elements to sustain life, there were only emotions; a polluted atmosphere of negativity coughed out over millennia by the brooding beast that slumbered here. It was draining, and she wondered if it was meant to be. Her mom used to say when Vrana shivered, it was because someone had walked over her grave. That’s what this felt like, except she was the one doing it. She was the ghost, haunting herself.
They’d all be, wouldn’t they? If God got Its way.
Or maybe it’s just me. Maybe I’m getting cold feet. Because I might die soon. With strangers.
Halfway across the bridge, Vrana heard skittering, and flapping, much like a ship slicing through still waters. She drifted to the edge and looked over. Something long and muscular, like a rat, slipped underneath the bridge, out of sight. She pulled back, took the ax in both hands. Spinning around to the others, she spotted a shadow—the same Felix and Audra had used to penetrate the Void last year. It stared at her, silver fangs dripping, and stepped backwards, off the bridge. Instead of falling, it faded into and became part of the chasm’s blackness.
“We’re not alone,” Vrana said, rejoining the others.
Neksha rearranged his torso’s bindings so that he could speak. “What did you see?”
“I heard it,” the Maggot said. “This place is supposed to be empty.” It swung its phlegm-colored girth around. “We should go faster.”
The Skeleton didn’t need to be told twice. Squirrely as his movements had become, he was still pressing on.
Vrana sprinted up to him, said, “Atticus, you—”
Tortured angels tethered, toiling in sputum.
She hit the brakes, took a few steps away. She’d forgotten about the Black Hour aura around him. Blinking her eyes, shaking her head, Vrana couldn’t figure why she was still seeing the grotesque hallucinations of Black Hour angels scattered across Dis. Looking at the others, who were staring intensely at the city, she realized the hallucinations weren’t in her head.
The abominations were real.
To call them angels seemed wrong, but they were in the Deep after all, and what better heavenly hosts than things that looked as if they’d been heaved from the sea? The creatures’ heads had been lopped off above their mouths, and rising out of their gullets was a fleshy lure attached to which was a gold, glowing bulb. Out of their bent backs grew long, decayed strands of kelp that’d been braided together into a set of wings. Their bodies were puffy, scarred-over; the sides of their torsos, arms, and legs rigid, and patterned after a nautilus shell. Around their waists, they wore belts. Attached to them were computer parts—motherboards, possessors; GPUs and CPUs; and coils of wiring—that’d been painted over in the strange symbols of some future cult’s cryptic language.
Vrana looked at the angels, to the Skeleton. “Did you do this?” she cried.
The Skeleton didn’t stop, except for when his body tried to jerk him backwards.
“It is the heart,” Neksha said. “It is trying to stop him.”
The Maggot threw its girth into its movements. “The Black Hour’s leaking.”
“Are you saying it’s making these creatures spawn?” Vrana asked, hurrying down the bridge.
“I don’t know, but if too much insanity is let loose, God’s going to know we are here. We can’t do this without the Skeleton.”
The angels watched from on high, the beams from their bulbs shining like spotlights on the bridge. Vrana and the others ran as fast as they could. More angels filed in from the depths of Dis, until every peak and perch were occupied. It wasn’t long until Vrana couldn’t look at the city, because the lights coming off the creatures formed a singular, blinding beam.
More strained sounds swept up from underneath the bridge. The shadows called to them with laughter and whispers. Suddenly, the temperature was soaring, climbing as curious monstrosities scaled the walls. The chasm was alive.
“Do you see it? Where the bridge meets the city?” the Maggot asked.
Hearing wings beating, Vrana kicked off the ground and started flying, near one of the cables connected to Dis. She squinted the angels’ light out of her eyes and, yes, she saw it. Right before the saliva wall, a second staircase plunging deeper into the animated dark.
“The Worm Chambers are down there.” The Maggot bashed its body into the Skeleton to keep him focused. “After that—”
An angel flew out of Dis, the cable between its wings.
Vrana spun out of the way. Steadying herself in the air, she glanced back.
The angel kept going, flying without beating its wings, until the chasm-black swallowed it whole.
Then came more angels out of Dis, wings stilled, the cables wedged into their backs. The creatures scattered, taking to the various lines; they spread across the hollow, blanketing it in their penetrating light.
They can’t fly. It’s just for show, Vrana thought. They can’t go anywhere except where God’s already said they can go.
Reaching Dis, they spent no time sightseeing. As angels departed above them in droves, like migrating birds, Vrana and the others hurried along the outer wall. Chunks of dried spit broke away underfoot. When they braced themselves against the wall, it crumbled and came away in sheets. Then it dawned on Vrana, as they reached the second staircase, that this was probably the first time since its construction that anything had ever touched it. Like all God’s creations, it was perfect, until you realized it wasn’t.
“I can’t,” the Skeleton said, stopping at the top of the second stairs.
The Maggot bashed him from behind, sending him tumbling along the open-faced well.
“Holy Child!” Vrana cried.
“He’s fine,” the Maggot said.
She and Neksha hurried down the steps. The Maggot plop, plop, plopped down in front of them. The Skeleton, nearly wheeling off into a plummet, caught himself on the edge and kept going. The angels trained their beams on them, following their every move. But once they were far enough down, and Dis was no more than a pinprick of light in the Deep’s eternal night, they were finally alone again.
The open-faced stairwell plunged into the belly of the chasm like a jagged knife. Without supports, it was fixed to nothing. This might’ve alarmed Vrana a few weeks ago, but now, she barely batted an eye at the impossible idea. In a way, it was comforting. At least the place was consistent in its inanity.
Two or six hours down the stairwell—it was hard to tell—Neksha broke the silence: “Why are we going to the Worm Chambers?”
No one responded. Instead, they waited for the mumiya’s words to draw in predators lurking in the Deep’s shadowy folds, or escapees from the Black Hour’s leaking menagerie.
The Skeleton groaned. He started tearing at his Black Hour shell, ripping free whatever hallucinations had probably taken root there. When he attempted to flee back the way they’d come, the Maggot threatened to wallop him with its head. Vrana didn’t think he’d care enough to listen, but the Skeleton did. Picking at himself, and pissed, he carried on.
“The Worm Chambers are the quickest way to God’s gut,” the Maggot said. “Once we’re inside It, we’ll find Its heart in no time.”
Vrana laughed. “There’s going to be Worms of the Earth in this chamber?”
“Yep,” the Maggot said.
“I don’t think Atticus is in any condition to be fighting one.”
“He won’t have to. They’ll be asleep. The Worms are forbidden from being awake in the Deep.”
“Why’s that?”
“So they don’t try to overthrow It.”
“Isn’t that what the Mother Abbess is trying to do?”
“Just imagine how much she could’ve accomplished if she’d been let loose in here.”
“Kind of wish she had.”
Neksha finally found a decent way to stack his wrappings. Bouncing atop himself like a spring, but holding steady, he said, “Are you going to make it, Skeleton?”
For once, the Skeleton stopped. He turned sideways, stared at them. The black mass clinging to his bones swelled. He made a fist, and he said, “I cannot make any promises, my brother. I have grown rather weary.” A beat. “Tell Clementine to put on the same ol’, same ol’. Will and I’s worked up a hunger out here in the field.” Then he turned back around, and kept descending.
Vrana drew close to the Maggot.
Anticipating her, it whispered, “Yes, I can take the heart.”
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After the Black Hour wave had subsided, the Maggot finished: “But not to God’s.”
“Why?” Neksha snapped, almost offended. He’d been listening in.
“I’m a failed Worm. The moment I enter God, Its immune system will kill me.”
Vrana clicked her beak. “Immune system?”
“The shadows,” the Maggot said. “They tend to It, like lice. Look, we’re here.”
The stairwell came to an abrupt stop. Ahead, a small, disconnected archway stood, the passageway within barely large enough for the Maggot to pass through. Inside, an enclosed room awaited.
The Skeleton came off the steps, fell elbow first into the archway. He held out his free hand, said, “Give me a second,” and shook for a while.
Vrana crept up behind him. She stole a glance into the room—dark pillars of muddled colors, and twinkling—and whispered, “Hey, man, what’s going on?”
He drove his skull hard into his forearm, as if he were about to puke. “The heart’s killing me.”
Vrana’s feathers stood on end.
“I’m always dying, but not like this. It’s too much. I can’t… see straight. One foot’s here, the other’s in the Membrane. It’s in my head, making me feel things I can’t be feeling.” His shoulders slacked. “It just keeps showing me Clementine and Will. Says they’re back in the Membrane. I think I’ve seen them, in my dying.”
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“You’re doing this for them, aren’t you?” Vrana said, trying to ignore the Black Hour wave.
“Don’t know why I’m doing this anymore.”
“’Cause it seems right.”
“That why you’re doing it?”
Vrana clicked her talons together.
“Guess that’s how gods get to live so long. Not faith from their followers, but doubt. Son of a bitch.” The Skeleton stepped back, faced her. “The Black Hour’s going to die from this. I know it. It’s never stopped me like this before.”
“Mr. Haemo wants that,” Neksha said, chiming in.
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All of them stared at the mumiya.
“The worse you become, the louder his voice gets in my head.”
“Why’s that?” the Skeleton asked.
Neksha said, “I am still not sure.”
“What’re we sure will happen if the Black Hour stops?”
The Maggot’s upside-down crucifix mouth tented. “No more spellweaving.”
Vrana cocked her head. “I thought the Blue Worm bestowed ancient knowledge? That’s how the Night Terrors made Kistvaen—”
“Where do you think the Blue Worm got the ancient knowledge from?” the Maggot interrupted. “God does not share Its power, but It knew It could tempt lesser beings with the magic of Exuviae.”
“All spellweaving is channeled from Exuviae?”
The Maggot secreted its affirmation. “Your kind wouldn’t exist if not for Exuviae.”
“What?”
“The homunculi were grown in the Mokita machines by Frederick Ødegaard.”
“I’ve been to his hospital,” Vrana said.
“So you saw the machines?”
She nodded. “There was a strange liquid inside them.”
“That’s not science. It’s Mokita. Oil—”
The Skeleton glanced at his Black Hour-slickened frame, the mass that enveloped him glistening like grease.
“—from the enemy.”
The Maggot lurched onwards, urging the Skeleton with it into the Worm chamber. Vrana didn’t bother asking any more questions, or entertaining any more possibilities. It was just as fascinating to her as it was pointless at this point. In the twilight of her people’s extinction, hearing about their origin was nothing more than fun facts to share with Aeson the next time they met.
Vrana had seen pillars from outside the room, but once in it, she discovered the pillars weren’t pillars at all. They were glassy tubes, not all that different from oversized IVs, inside which unformed Worms churned. They stretched upwards for miles, where each of them was capped at the top by an island of land, giving them the appearance of gigantic toadstools.
There was one tube for each color. Red. Blue. Green. Gray. Yellow. Purple. White. Some were filled more fully than others, while the Green and White tubes were nearly empty, recognizable only by the smeared dregs inside. And what was that around their bases? Waving off the nagging Maggot, Vrana headed towards the Blue Worm’s tube—it was, in a way, a surrogate parent to her—and went down on her haunches.
The tube didn’t touch the ground, because there was no ground to touch. Directly below the tube, the floor fell away, like a trapdoor. Vrana, minding the bruise-colored material dangling off the tube, glanced into the hole.
And then she reared back.
Digested gore shot upwards in a thick, fecal geyser. When it hit the tube, the orifice at the bottom expanded, vacuuming the excrement. Immediately, it was assimilated, and the bruise-colored material within enlarged.
When the stream slowed to a sputter, to a stop, Vrana chanced another look.
“Offerings,” the Maggot whispered. “From God’s bowels.”
The hole was clogged with blessed feces. A glutinous mire of sacrifices reduced to the basest of components. She didn’t see flesh or blood, or even bone, but an underground sea of shit. Fertilizer on tap, for the hungering Worm-men of the Apocalypse eager to sup from this giving rectum.
“But—” Vrana dug into the feathers around her neck, clutched the Blue Worm’s necklace, “—I have it right here.”
“That won’t stop people from trying to summon it,” the Maggot said, voice even quieter than before. “The Worms will always grow.”
Vrana got up. “But the bodies… God doesn’t eat them right away.”
The Maggot blubbered out a laugh. “These offerings are thousands of years old. God is constipated with devotion. No more talking.”
Vrana started to say something, but the Maggot shushed her by shooting out a jet of its dissolving secretion, narrowly missing her. She wasn’t about to argue with it.
Good thinking, Aeson whispered to her.
Shut up, she said, with a hidden smile.
They passed through the Worm Chamber as quietly as they could, spending most of their time wrangling the Skeleton, as he kept trying to run back towards Dis every chance he got. Every Worm tube—
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—like Blue’s, had its own direct line into God’s digestive track, and seeing this, Vrana understood why they had to come here. If they were going to find Its heart through Its bowels, this was the place to do it.
The Maggot had told them to keep walking straight, to where the next archway was posted against black oblivion, but Vrana’s curiosity got the better of her. Instead, she drifted the way she used to in the Garden of the Elders—in aimless wonderment, in hopeless hesitation.
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She found the Red Worm’s tube, and to no surprise, found it swollen, filled, as far as she could tell, all the way up the island to which it was connected. Somewhat adjusted to the place, she started picking up on details she hadn’t realized were there before; like the metal chains around the tubes, like the twinkling gems lodged into the upper islands’ undersides. If any Worm were to wake again, Red would be first, for violence was part and parcel to the human experience. All killings were offerings, in their own way, to this nesting demi-fiend.
The White Worm’s tube was nearly empty. When she leaned into the hole out of which it fed, she saw the stream of sacrifices had nearly hardened over. Either the offerings to Justine had dried up, which didn’t seem all that likely, or God had cut her off. When she was inevitably put down, it looked as if it might be for good.
The Green Worm’s tube, almost as empty as the White’s, was different in that it wasn’t. Rather than being stuffed with the substance of its making, the Green’s tube was filled with a swirling gas that was escaping from hairline cracks along it. The Skeleton had said he and R’lyeh found the Green Worm in the Dead City, that’d been lying in wait there this entire time. Here, it looked like it was running on fumes, yet, somehow, it seemed as if it’d found a way to break out of its casing. Was that how the Maggot had escaped? What could a Worm do if it were completely beyond the control of the God-Horror that’d birthed it?
She thought about asking the Maggot, but now didn’t seem the time or the place.
“I can’t!” the Skeleton cried.
The Maggot stopped. Neksha’s body unraveled. He quickly put himself back together.
A monolithic shadow grew across the room from behind them.
Vrana started to turn around…
And the Maggot shook its head back and forth. Keep going, it seemed to say, and keep going, they did.
Barely.
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The second archway wasn’t but thirty feet away, but this shadow was trailing them. It loomed over them, beyond them, and what it touched was erased from their perceptions. The ground become black, infinitely deep and devoid of depth at the same time. The tubes they passed were expunged from their peripheries, until, for Vrana, it felt as if she were going blind, not just in her eyes, but in her mind; as if something were clopping across her lobes, killing the lights in its choking grip.
Every part of her told her to turn around, to drive Death with Death’s ax into their stalker. Not to kill. To protect. But she’d trusted the Maggot thus far, and they had so much farther to go.
She focused her attention on the remaining tubes. There, the Yellow’s, unsummoned for so long, it was ready to burst. Piles of coins were scattered around the feeding hole. Greed, she thought, while not thinking of the shadow. What good is Greed in a dying world?
The Skeleton went sideways, nearly bumping into her. Clutching his ribcage through the black mass, he marched forward, gritting his teeth until they exploded out of his mouth. It was only seconds before they were back in there, perfectly reformed with imperfections.
The shadow grew even larger, more encompassing. It amplified that ghostly feeling within Vrana, teasing out even more loneliness and despair. She started to cry. Her free claw, with its own free will, found Neksha’s hand and held it. She wasn’t just walking over her own grave now. She was trying to dig herself up.
There, another distraction. The Purple Worm. The material inside its tube was fluctuating, because it was constantly being passed back and forth between it and God’s innards. The stream wasn’t only shit, but viscous fluids, too. She smelled blood, piss, and semen, and musky discharges. It should’ve inspired revulsion, yet she was salivating, and all the veins in her body were throbbing; and if she just put down the ax, her hands would be free enough to rub out the loneliness between her thighs.
“I can’t!” the Skeleton cried.
The giant black shadow split apart, became snake-like in shape. Vrana could feel it rearing up.
“Don’t. Turn. Around.” The Maggot said. “Don’t. Look. At. The. Warden.”
The Warden slipped over the Purple Worm’s tube, eradicating it. Vrana’s ecstasy fell from her like a blanket. She felt naked without it. Quickly, she trained her eyes on the last tube, the Gray’s, and they bulged from their sockets.
There were Corrupted in the feeding hole, reaching up out of it, just barely missing the Gray matter encrusted on the tube’s rim. There were men and women, and even children, crammed there. Some had pickaxes, others, shovels. They were so skinny, so malnourished; their skin was gray, and their eyes were gray; and there was a reverence in their ravaging as they worried like Scavengers on the scraps of Worm above them.
“Why are you here?” the Warden bellowed.
Vrana’s body went ice cold. She’d hoped it’d been one of the Corrupted who’d spoken, but she knew better.
Again, the Warden rumbled: “What is this?”
The Skeleton, with the Black Hour at the wheel, wheeled and made a run for it.
Neksha lunged at him. Instead of holding him back, Neksha unraveled his arm and quickly wrapped it around the Skeleton’s. He did the same for one of his legs, attaching it to the Skeleton’s, and then anchored the both of them there, until they were non-identical conjoined twins.
“I see why you have returned,” the Warden said.
Twenty feet from the second archway, the Maggot shouted, “Run!”
Vrana didn’t need to be told twice. She ran harder than ever before. Sloppily, too; tripping over herself. She didn’t get more than a few feet, though, when she noticed she and the Maggot were by themselves. Neksha and the Skeleton hadn’t followed.
“Your friends are leaving you, Skeleton,” the Warden said.
Shit, Vrana thought. She hadn’t turned around, but she knew what’d happened: to keep the Skeleton from running, Neksha had truly bound the two of them together. They weren’t going anywhere. Not like that.
“What is that you have in your chest?” the Warden hissed. “How… No! You cannot!”
That was her cue.
Or at least, it should’ve been.
Rather than spinning around, going in ax blazing, she stayed, her back to her menace, and her friends. All this talk of ghosts and graves got her thinking about R’lyeh. The little girl who’d been fed violence, instead of honey. Vrana had done her best to pretty up R’lyeh’s rest as best as she could, but it was too little, too late. Geharra was a wound that’d cut too deep, and the Dead City, the infection that’d rotted her out. If only someone had stopped her, made her stay; put a book in her hand, rather than a dagger.
Vrana had failed to heal Aeson, hadn’t even tried with Elizabeth. Now, as always, and even more so these days due to her diet, her blood was screaming for blood. But the Maggot was side-eyeing her, those blue chevrons etched into its face literally leaking its terror. She wasn’t about to become a pacifist. Not even in Heaven could that miracle be worked. But she did do something almost as unbelievable.
She dropped the ax.
The Warden spoke: “I can smell the Blue Worm inside you, Bird.”
Nodding at the Maggot, she started backwards, going deeper into the voiding black.
“You will be recycled, and for once in your life, you will be useful.”
An immense pressure of presence built up around her, like a wall. The Warden swallowed everything in front of her, wiping out her line of sight on the Maggot. In this intense blackness, she was blind.
The loneliness, the grief—the unquenchable yearning—it billowed in her belly, having finally escaped that hole in which she’d buried the feelings for so long. Her arm tickled from where Aeson used to run his fingers up and down it. Her nose twitched, because it’d smelled Bjørn after a long day at the forge. In her ears was R’lyeh’s voice, quietly asking her about the Old World. On the back of her eyelids, Elizabeth’s tattoos ran, like scroll paintings. And on her forehead, crisp and wet, a sloppy kiss Mom had planted there fifteen years back.
“Do you hear that?” the Warden asked. “I am killing them.”
She did. It was. Bones breaking. Cloth ripping. There were screams, not Neksha’s or the Skeleton’s, but some combination of the two. Intense suffering; an operatic duet sung solely with cut vocal cords.
“Kill it,” they cried. “Kill us,” they begged.
There was lumbering in the darkness, like two beasts fighting for the right to take a fresh kill. She heard a chest crack open, and out of it, a thudding treasure came.
“To bring such an unholy thing into God’s kingdom is beyond blasphemy,” the Warden said. “How will you repent?”
Vrana fought every impulse to turn around. She flapped her wings to self-soothe. Her talons. She still had her talons. If she were quick enough, she might catch this mother fucker off-guard and rend it to shreds.
I can’t. She jumped. The sound of her own thoughts frightened her. You’re a healer’s daughter.
“Will you get down on your knees?”
Vrana froze. The voice had come from right behind her head. She smelled its garlicky breath.
“Will you beg for forgiveness?”
A second shape, darker than the dark around her, ran over her body, molested it.
“Will you give yourself to the Deep?”
Vrana dropped her hand to her side, opened it, and then held it out behind her.
“When the world is Its, we will crack open the Black Hour.”
She walked backwards, into where the Warden should’ve been. Instead of stopping her, it walked with her, mirroring her steps, so that the two of them never touched.
“You stink of Exuviae.”
Now, the creature was looming over her, its form on the upper rims of her eyes—violent wisps of a lunar flare.
“These are Worms of the Old World. A New World needs new Worms.”
Vrana stretched her arm out even further. She pawed in the dark for purchase.
“Will you become our new Worm? There is no higher honor in Heaven than a celebration of our flaws.”
The feathers on her wings parted. Her beak started to be pried open. She felt cold appendages running up the sides of her body. They stopped at her ribs and rubbed hard their outlines.
“You can become so much more in service to God. Your people had plans for you, did they not? We will take you apart, piece by piece. You will not die. There is no Death here. You will live through it all. Forever.”
Vrana stopped. Her hand had touched something. If it had been the Skeleton’s hand, she should’ve been hit with the Black Hour. She pulled away, confused, and then, taking a chance, reached out once more.
Her hand closed around Elizabeth’s. She said, “You know, Night Terrors have been good for business these last few months.”
Her hand closed around Bjørn’s. He said, “I sharpen blades, girl, not clean them.”
Her hand closed around R’lyeh’s. She said, “It’s from a book. We choose our own names in Alluvia.”
Her hand closed around Adelyn’s. She said nothing, but squeezed her fingers instead, the closest thing to a hug she could give.
Her hand closed around Aeson’s. He said, “What was that for?” in that snide tone of his that made her hate-love him.
Her hand closed around the Skeleton’s, Neksha’s wrap the barrier between the two of them actually touching. And then she ran with them.
Not looking back, using every muscle in her body, she dragged the Skeleton and Neksha with her. As they ran, the Warden followed. The Worm Chamber rumbled, as if the creature weighed thousands of pounds. It barreled down on them. Its presence rode her. She could feel it in every one of her pores, widening them, to get its hooks in.
She jerked the Skeleton’s hand harder, swung him out in front of her. She took him in her arms, kicked off the ground, and flew into the air. The Warden grabbed at her wings, clapped them together. Bones fractured, but she fought through the pressure and the pain and kept flying.
So used to nothing, she couldn’t believe there was something. And something there was. An end to the Warden’s erasing shadow. There, yes there, close enough to touch. The second archway, and the Maggot just beyond.
She held on tighter to the Skeleton and Neksha. Screaming, she dive-bombed the archway. The Warden’s grip closed around her neck. She narrowly gave it the slip, losing a patch of feathers in the process. Blood leapt from her wound, but that was nothing. She had blood to spare.
“See me!” the Warden cried.
Vrana, ever-defiant, never turning around, gave it the middle finger and crashed through the second archway.
She hit the ground, lost hold of the Skeleton and Neksha. She rolled, end over end. When she almost smacked into the Maggot, it slithered aside, so as to not dissolve her.
Quickly, she stumbled to her feet, to make sure the others were okay.
There was the Skeleton, covered in wrappings, as if he’d decided to go out as a mummy on Halloween night.
“You scared the shit out of me,” the Maggot said, literally sitting on its own waste.
Vrana looked around. Where was Neksha?
“That creature is the guardian of the Worm Chamber,” the Maggot went on. “It has no form, because it’d forgotten it, so that it cannot disobey God and release the Worms on its own. It did that to show its devotion.”
Vrana asked if the Skeleton was okay.
He said he was alright.
But where was Neksha?
“If I’d told you about it, you would’ve looked. The Black Hour would’ve reacted.”
Vrana looked around the archway, then said, “Where the hell is Neksha?”
The Skeleton came to his feet, the wrappings hanging loosely off him. “Right here, I think,” he said, a tremor in his voice. “Ah, hell. He went and did something dumb and human on us.”




CHAPTER XLVI

The portal to the Void hummed over its watery ley line, captivating with rippling waves its contemptible audience. The flesh fiends, Deimos’ pupils, were mesmerized, just as Isla was at their patience and restraint. They were children a few weeks ago, and now, adolescents. The creatures were already sexually active at birth, but with puberty, they’d become much more. Several of the untaught fiends in the Void had died from their “explorations” as Joy put it, while others had to be segregated to the Void’s noxious pits, where they masturbated to the extent that it qualified as self-mutilation. But these flesh fiends here in Ghostgrave’s torture chamber were different. Though naked and often covered in blood, they had some semblance of civility thanks to Deimos’ efforts. The flesh fiends were raw impulse, unshackled and formless, and for years, they’d haunted the land and campfire tales with their nearly indescribable depravities, and yet to tame them, all it had taken was some guidance.
Reading Edgar’s notes on the Heartland towns, which was what Isla was doing at this moment, had made her mind more academic than usual in its thinking, but still, there was something to be said for these flesh fiends. She didn’t know how long the glamour of education would last, but if Night Terrors were truly flesh fiends just with baths (again, Joy’s phrase), then this might last forever. Was that good? It wasn’t good. Was it? She knew how desperate the witch had been to have a family of her own, and of how many times she’d failed to find one. In the flesh fiends, she had a family with an endless bloodline, and also, an army.
But not for much longer. Not if Audra and the others ended up doing whatever the hell it was they were doing. She and Joseph had done their part. He’d been praising Joy from every street corner, sowing curiosity and intrigue by combining Joy’s works with the coming of the Holy Child. While Isla, well, she hadn’t done much at all, except keep her mouth shut and her lips pressed to Joy’s proverbial ring. Her smokescreen was loyalty, as it’d always been, be it here in Ghostgrave, or Rime, or Pyra. It was discomforting to think that the only way she’d climbed the ladder, so to speak, was by holding onto the heels of those above her. That was why she’d worn the burka at the secret meeting in the attic. And that was why, when this was over, she’d cut all the tendons between her and the way to the top. Change? She couldn’t afford to change, not when this land was morally bankrupt.
The flesh fiends had seen something she hadn’t. Isla, sitting at the back of the chamber on the one good chair that had only a marginal amount of gore on it, leaned in over her knees. Then, she jumped back, as a snarling sound came from behind the room that divided the farthest part of the chamber. There was something back there. Something that scared the flesh fiends. No one was talking about it, and admittedly, she was too afraid to ask what it was.
The portal rippled grayscale bands. Out of it, Joy stepped, her tender, bare feet landing in a pile of her precious children’s shit. She smiled, lifted her foot, and three flesh fiends in the front row eagerly licked at it until it was clean. When they were done, Joy patted each of them on the head and zeroed in on Isla.
“Sweet Sister,” Joy said. She never called Isla anything but Sister these days. That wasn’t an accident.
Isla, well-trained, stood and hugged Joy. Her white, satin dress coughed out a cloud of blood smells when compressed.
Joy, always the first to let go, let go, pushed Isla away a little, and said, “Tonight is the night. Everything we have ever wanted is about to be ours.”
“You know, they’re planning something against you,” Isla said, a phrase she’d used several times already to maintain her trust.
Joy sneered. “Oh, I know. Do you know something new?”
Isla didn’t hesitate with her answer, because it was true. “They don’t like me.”
“That’s because you’re a strong woman. I had a husband once, a sheriff by the name of Boone. He was strong. I thought we could be strong together. But when he found out about me, he cut me into pieces and left me in a swamp.”
“Did you kill him?”
“You know I did. Him, and the whole town.”
Isla glanced over her shoulder at the portal. “Why didn’t you stop him?”
“A lot of animals play dead before they attack,” Joy said.
“Is that why you’re leaving the Void open?”
The question might’ve been too much. Joy half-smiled and left Isla to tend to the room. She cleaned it by passing through, absorbing the spilled blood and guts directly into the fabric of her dress. With a mind of their own, they turned to fluids and snaked into her dress, staining, and then receding into that impenetrable field of white. It took several minutes, but when she was finished, the torture chamber was spotless.
Isla often wondered how much blood was inside Joy’s dress. When this was over, and they did the inevitable autopsy on her corpse, she thought it would be best to start with the dress. She imagined it had an anatomy all its own. A museum of hand-me-down hearts and lungs and other vital organs preserved by oceans of blood. What she could never figure out was what Joy was storing it all for. She never used it, nor ever spoke of it. It was like it was a compulsion, to collect the substance of lives. Everyone had their vices.
Apparently having been mulling the question over, Joy said, “A deal’s a deal, that’s why.”
Isla didn’t say anything.
“Onibi…” Joy stared at Isla, sizing up her to see how well she’d keep this secret. “Onibi has been starving for centuries. Rime and your Winnowers weren’t enough. To track Vrana and her boy toy, I had to promise I’d keep feeding Onibi. One person for every mile between Rime and the Ossuary.”
“How many miles is that?”
“A lot,” Joy said, matter-of-factly. “I… shared with Onibi we were going to Eldrus. There is a flooded cavern beneath Ghostgrave. It’s linked with Onibi in Gelid by my portal to the Void.”
“You have to keep it open, to keep feeding the spirit,” Isla said.
“Yes, Sister. Onibi thinks it has me. I am only playing dead.”
Several flesh fiends, two adult males, one adult female, entered through the portal. Behind them trailed Ezra, looking disgustingly dapper as usual.
“You can’t just… close it? Right now?”
Joy cocked her head. “Why so many questions all of a sudden?”
“I… just… don’t think you’re thinking this through.” Isla swallowed hard. “I almost did something s-stupid, too. I mean, I wasn’t thinking.”
“Oh?”
“I was going to try to change who I was to fit in. I was going to do it for good. I was going to be weak… on purpose.”
Buy it, you dumb bitch, buy it. For the love of God, buy it.
Joy, levitating off the ground, glided towards her. Rubbing her fingers against her thumb, causing small, rotted conjurations to leak off their tips, she looked at Isla as if she were a wounded animal.
“Like you said, Sister, we’re about to get everything we want. And they’re definitely planning… something.”
Joy held up her hand for her to stop talking. “You forget, Sister, that nothing can harm me. If they even try to go into the Void, my children will fuck them to shreds. And if they don’t…” She looked at the small room behind which the unseen terror lurked. “Something else will.
“Sister, have I not kept you safe?”
Isla nodded.
“Have I not given you everything you wanted?”
In a way, she had, and so she nodded.
“My methods may be unsavory, but are the rewards not sweet?”
“They are.”
“If I close the portal, Onibi will still be linked to the Void, and I’m not about to have some spirit no one gives two shits about change the locks on me. After tonight, when all the cocks and cunts with big coffers are groveling at our feet, Sister, we’ll deal with Onibi. And Audra.”
Isla laughed. “I’m surprised you haven’t killed her yet.”
“Me, too.”
“Valac is on our side, right?”
“No, but he thinks we are on his. Stay clear of Felix tonight. Valac wants some alone time with him.”
Isla’s stomach turned. “Kill… the Holy Child, too?”
“Valac thinks we are on his side. We need his patronage.”
“For what?”
Joy gestured to the flesh fiends who’d been gathering behind them. Each of them was dressed in hooded, white robes with thick, black linework running down the center. There wasn’t a single drop of blood or erection amongst them. For once, they actually looked as if they could pass for the Choir Joy kept calling them.
“Songs need ears to be heard. Valac has all the ears,” Joy said.
“I can’t believe Deimos managed to train them…”
“I can. Flesh fiends, Night Terrors… This new strain we’ll call something else… But all the same, they’re all highly impressionable. They were meant to be. Even you, Sister, could’ve taught them.”
Isla could taste the bitterness of the insult.
“But Deimos is a Night Terror, and, better yet, Audra’s lapdog. The more time he’s spent in our company, the more confident he’ll be in thinking they can outsmart us. It’s a shame you’re not immortal like myself, Sister.”
Isla shivered: “Why’s that?”
Joy smiled and turned away.
It was little comments like that that justified betraying Joy. Going back to her chair, she picked up the notes from Edgar and sat. Scared, and ready to strike with condemnations about how Joy was no better than the patriarchy, she needed to distract herself. She turned to the qualitative narratives from individuals who lived in Bedlam, thinking that, by drowning herself in their sorrows of marginalization, and poverty and poor drug control, she’d somehow feel better about her own situation. Usually, that worked, and then she’d take those experiences, to embody them and make them her own, because the only way to solve things in this world was to make it about you, but she couldn’t do it this time. Like before, even after reading all these accounts and statistics, she still didn’t have a way to fix the continent. All she kept coming back to was Lux’s teachings, and she didn’t have a scalpel big enough to flay the world. She did with Joy, but Joy had just warned Isla that she might die soon. Also, she was supposed to be turning on Joy. She’d said it herself, though. With them together, everything was coming together.
Isla was getting cold feet. She needed somewhere warm to nuke this germ of doubt growing in her brain. She closed the notes and hopped off the chair.
“I’m going to get going,” she said.
Joy was going down the line of flesh fiends, adjusting their robes, sending others back into the Void to be refitted.
“I was thinking about giving them pointed hoods and masks with eyeholes cut out in them, but that might’ve been a little too on the nose, don’t you think?”
Isla said, “Yeah,” and kept backing out of the torture chamber.
“Oh, Sis.”
She stopped. She was crinkling the notes she was holding them so hard.
“I need Joseph Cleon.”
Defensively, she said, “What? Why?”
“I just do.”
Isla knew that look in her eyes. It was the same look everyone had in their eyes, all the time. That scheming look, gleaming and gleaning; maleficent. Joseph had done nothing but sing Joy’s praises better than her Choir ever could. She wasn’t one for appreciation or private audiences. If she told Joseph to come here, he’d never leave.
“He’s… out, I think. Demagogueing it up.”
“When he comes back, then. He should be in, any minute. I know his schedule well.”
Joseph. Isla had tried to hate him, then love him, and now, she was somewhere in between. Her one and only groupie. It was one thing to lie to Edgar or Joy, but he’d been nothing but obedient. If she told him to come down here, he would; and if she asked him to submit to any experiment Joy had in mind, he’d strap himself in, tears be damned. Isla had decided she wasn’t going to change, but like all her decisions, it wasn’t a strong one. If she gave up Joseph, then she’d be no better than the woman she was back in Rime, who’d put to death over one hundred Rimeans and Winnowers for this psychopath before her. On the other hand, if she didn’t give Joseph up, Joy would call her bluff, and all of this, whatever this was that Edgar had planned, would be over, and Joy would probably end up killing Joseph, and her, anyway.
Was he worth it? She wasn’t sure. She’d never been loyal to someone who’d been loyal back.
Isla nodded, said, “Okay,” and ducked out of the room. She’d figured out the rest along the way.




CHAPTER XLVII

Of all the things Felix wanted to do right now, going to this celebration was not one of them. Curling up into a ball and waiting out the next few years with a few tons of peanut butter and bread, and a farm’s worth of milk? Now you were talking. But this? Anything but this.
After the secret meeting in the attic, when he and Audra had given their terms and taken charge, Felix had felt that way he did back in Pyra, when Justine told him everything, and then told him they could be as gods. Of course, that’d never really happened. It’s hard to feel like a god when the real God has decided to come and visit after so many delays. Justine would probably call him naïve, but this time was different. This time, it wasn’t so much that he was a god, but that he could make a difference. He wasn’t running some, albeit massive, religion from the ass-end of nowhere. He was in Eldrus, at the center of it all. This was it. He could save Justine. He could save himself. He could save the tens of thousands that might’ve died in war. Heck, maybe he was giving himself too much credit, but he might’ve even saved the planet.
So yeah, after that meeting, he was riding high, a pep in his step that he was pretty sure even a few young servant girls noticed. Not something necessarily to be proud about, given there shouldn’t be girls his age serving royalty, but all the same, he felt good. Even now, as he sat in his room, staring at what he might wear and what excuse he might come up with so he didn’t have to go to the celebration (“I. Can’t. Stop. Pooping.”), he felt good. He’d done something right.
The thing was, this celebration? There was something about it that wasn’t right. It was so fishy, he could’ve sworn he’d seen more cats than usual prowling the halls. Going to his closet, grabbing a handful of clothes and laying them out on the bed, he considered spilling ink on them, just so he’d have nothing to wear. Yes, he was anxious. Wouldn’t anyone be? Up until the other day, he was a traitor, a war criminal; a blasphemer, a heretic. King Edgar was asking him to go in front of hundreds of people who would’ve gladly caught him, killed him, or worse, before the deal had been made. Even with that deal, Felix knew there were still people out there who wouldn’t support it. It’d happened so fast, so cleanly. They hadn’t even asked God what It thought about the whole thing.
Felix just wanted a little more time to enjoy this blissful ignorance. The only thing this celebration would be celebrating tonight was the death of it.
He rolled his eyes, told himself to “Get over it,” and settled on an outfit. A collared, black jacket covered in flowery red adornments, a gray lace shirt, and black breeches. The color and style of Eldrus. When in Rome, whatever that meant.
Felix was surprised to find Justine waiting for him in the gathering area of their quarters. Not only was she completely intact, but dressed to the nines for tonight’s event. She’d barely spoken to him since the meeting, mostly due to the fact her mouth kept caving in, but now, she was absolutely stunning. He’d never seen her look so human before.
Justine’s hair, blonde bordering on white, was healthy and full, and way longer (past her chest) than he remembered. Her skin was perfect, every pore where it ought to be. She’d been eating, too. She must’ve gained five or six pounds, or maybe more, overnight. Before, she’d been a skeleton, but now she was filled out, especially in her face. Felix had forgotten what she actually looked like, and hadn’t realized this person he’d gotten used to wasn’t the Justine he’d used to know. There was a glimmer of light in her pale gray eyes again. She was smiling, too—really smiling, not because she had to, or thought she was supposed to, but because she wanted to.
Felix had always had a little crush on Justine. Who didn’t? It was sinful, since in a way, she was like his mom. This was different, though—this attraction. God, it just felt so good to have her back. And then there was the dress she was wearing. He didn’t have to ask her to know she’d made it herself. It was the same pearlescent color that her other clothes, and Commander Millicent’s plate armor, were, but there was more to it than that. It wasn’t some “this old thing” she’d thrown together at the last minute. If he had to guess, she’d been working on it during the carriage ride here. The full-length tulle skirt (wearing disguises had improved his vocabulary), layered and speckled with iridescent sequins, and covered in cream embellishments of some ancient language, must’ve taken weeks. The bodice, sheer and high-necked, and sleeveless, had ruffled edges that fed into a tentacular scene tastefully sewn and beaded across her torso—an image of her time in the Deep, most likely, to appease the Disciples. And then there was the material beneath the bodice, that swirled and shifted hypnotically, kind of like a mirror, calming like a metronome. He didn’t know what it was at first, and then, knew it wasn’t anything. Just her.
Touching her collarbone, Justine said, “All I’m missing is my necklace.”
Felix mimicked her movements. He had the necklace (though not the necklace) around his neck, hidden beneath his clothes. Like always, he’d forgotten it was there. Taking it out, he noticed the white glow of the sealing stone. It was reacting strongly to Justine’s presence, stronger than it had before.
“That’s okay,” she said, “you keep it for me.”
Felix did as he was told, and hid it again.
“When you told me you and Audra convinced Edgar to let you both be Speakers—” Justine started moving about the room, straightening up nothing in particular, “—I believe it was enough to stop Lillian for now.”
“It’s working,” Felix said, grinning.
Justine stopped fidgeting, went to him, and grabbed both his hands. “It’s working. But already I can feel her clawing inside me, regaining her strength. We will need to continue subverting God, and quickly.”
“Audra is going to open herself to Its Word after the celebration. I think she’s still scared to do it.”
“But she will, won’t she?”
“Yeah,” Felix said, unsure. “Definitely.”
“The sooner the better,” Justine said, squeezing his hands.
He mouthed I know, and could tell by her impatience Lillian wouldn’t be down for much longer.
“I don’t mind not running the show anymore.” Justine let go of him. “You didn’t hurt my feelings. You did what you had to do.”
Kind of sounds like I hurt your feelings.
“A break will be nice, and I’ll always be here for you.” She gave him a quick kiss on the forehead. “You have done so much for me. I always knew it would come to this.”
Like Lillian inside, Justine wouldn’t be down for the count, either. She was acting like she was cool with him and Audra, and to a lesser extent, Edgar, having all the power, but she wasn’t. They’d deal with that later, though.
“Are you nervous about tonight?” Justine asked.
“Yeah,” he said, blushing a little.
“Don’t be. It isn’t anything you have not done a thousand times before.”
“Yeah, but… they all hated us.”
“You can’t take it personally,” Justine said. “That is the way of the world. You have to be what they want. They’ll love you for what you can give of it, or hate you for having it instead of them. But you will never make them all happy.”
“I guess I thought I could before…”
Justine found a mirror and started picking at herself. “Edgar is going to let you save one cabalist, you said? Did you pick someone?”
“It makes me too mad to think about.” That was a lie, though. He’d been thinking about it a lot, and it came down to either James or Gemma. He hadn’t visited them since they’d been arrested. He was too afraid to; afraid of what they’d say, afraid of what he’d see.
Changing the subject, he said, “I think that woman, Joy, and the Cult of the Worm are going to try something tonight at the celebration.”
“The Vermillion God will see us through,” Justine said.
There hadn’t been a hint of sarcasm in her voice. Felix didn’t like that.
The celebration began at sunset. Felix, flanked by two living statues, stood at his balcony for a good hour, watching the privileged and proper pack themselves into Ghostgrave. The steps up to the keep proved to be a challenge for many of them, as it was probably the first time those fat and pampered Big Wigs had done any exercise that didn’t include moving a fork from their plate to their mouth. Their carriages, which were numerous and ridiculously decorated, created a traffic jam at the gates, but worse were their horses. They were crapping and peeing everywhere. It was so bad, Felix could smell it from all the way up here. It was bad, but it made the bullshit of everything else a little more bearable.
Fashionably late, Felix and Justine went over the plans one last time before departing their quarters with Commander Millicent and a cavalcade of soldiers. The living statues would be posted up around the room, keeping an eye on the two of them and gathering information from any overheard conversations. He and Justine would stay at each other’s sides all times. And it was better if they said as little as possible to anyone Edgar allowed to visit their table.
“We’ve fought our way across the continent to be here. Almost everyone there will be seeing our faces and hearing our voices for the first time,” Justine said. “Let’s make them wonder a little while longer.” She paused, gave him a once over. “You really should’ve worn the robe I made for you.”
On their way to the celebration, Felix’s guilt got to him and he ordered they make a detour. As he understood it, Hex, Sloane, Warren, James, and Gemma were being held in separate cells throughout the Keep, as Joy had claimed the dungeon for herself and her… children. But in passing the dungeon to get to where James and Gemma were, he noticed that handfuls of grunt cabalists were being led into the dungeon. Joy wasn’t there, but Joseph was, and several jailors.
“Your Holiness,” Joseph said.
He and the jailors shoved prisoner after prisoner into the dungeon. There had to be at least fifty or sixty in that tiny place.
“What is this?” Felix asked.
“New orders.”
“From the King?”
Joseph smiled, said, “The Queen,” and when the last prisoner was inside, slammed the door shut, locking himself and the jailors inside.
Felix tried to commit to memory everything he’d seen, and went on his way. He’d tell Audra later. She’d know what to do.
James was being kept in a guest house outside the Archivist’s tower. Because it was beside the tower, the house was covered in a layer of the vermillion veins that’d grown over it from off the tower. This courtyard they were in was covered in dark red stains. At first, Felix had thought it was blood and he assumed the worst. Then, he saw the piles of vermillion veins that’d been hacked away, and the gaps in the growths from where they’d been hacked, and saw that the guards posted here were not only responsible for watching James, but for keeping the veins in check.
Felix imagined God wouldn’t like that, but then again, God liked whatever he said It did, or would soon.
The two guards at the guest house paid their respects to him and the Mother Abbess, unlocked the door, opened it, and stepped aside. Behind the door was a metal gate, and candlelit darkness. Felix asked Justine for some space, and she went with the soldiers elsewhere in the courtyard.
“James?” he called, going to the gate.
He heard shuffling. Something passed in front of one of the candles.
He tried again: “Hey…”
“Sorry,” James said, not yet having made his appearance.
Felix waited, and he listened. James was taking his time, choosing his steps carefully; going the long way around the guest room. There was a grunt, followed by slicing. Silence. Nervous laughter.
A few steps and a relieved sigh later, James arrived at the metal gate. He gripped it like a good prisoner with his one good hand and pressed his face to the bars. He wasn’t as beautiful as Felix remembered. He looked exhausted, starved; there was a crazed fear in his bloodshot eyes.
Felix went clammy. “I’m so—”
“Hey, how’re you holding up?”
“Seriously?”
James smiled. He was missing a tooth. He was serious.
“We did it,” Felix whispered. “We’re in.”
“I knew you could do it.”
“The Marrow Cabal…” Felix wrestled with the question. “Did you know? Did you know what they were doing?”
James shrugged. “I knew what they were capable of. Figured they were under more scrutiny than they actually were.”
“I…”
“It’s not your fault, Holy Child. You had a lot on your plate. I think I saw the Holy Order as a way out. I had my blinders on, you know?”
“Did you know Hex didn’t go to the Dead City?”
James shook his head. “Had no idea.”
“Did you know about the suicide bombers?”
“Yeah, to an extent…” James stepped into the darkness, came back out. “But, Holy Child, turning people into suicide bombers is exactly what Hex and Sloane said they’d do at that meeting you held in Cathedra months back.”
“I told them not…”
James tilted his head.
“Why’d you take so long to come to the door?”
“Room’s booby-trapped.” James snorted. “Floor falls away to spikes. The bathroom’s an oubliette you can’t actually get out of from what I can tell. Getting around… takes a while.”
“I’m sorry,” Felix mumbled. “King Edgar said I could pardon one…”
James shook his head. “Don’t waste it on me.”
“What? Why?”
“I’m a whore. A traitorous whore, that’s what they’ve been calling me. I know too much. I have too many… heh… skeletons in my past. I’ll get a week at best, and then someone will come calling in the night, and that’ll be that.”
“No, I won’t…”
“I’m right where I ought to be. I can’t say I don’t deserve this, after the bad things I’ve done. Thanks for thinking of me, but… it’s better I don’t have options. Never seem to make the right choice when I do. I ever tell you about my brother?”
Felix said, “No.”
“Well, there you go.”
Gemma was being held in an old chapel attached to the yard where the cabalists would be executed in the days to come. Because she was a vampyre—more specifically, a monster—Edgar’s “professional” interrogators had probably thought putting her here in this holy site would hurt her. But Felix knew better. She’d spent weeks cooped up in Cenotaph Cathedral without a single complaint. The worst thing that’d happened to her there was when she’d been kidnapped from the cathedral to be burned at the Compellers’ stake. And there’d been nothing godly or holy in that.
There was just one guard in front of the chapel. She was leaning against the front, arms crossed, chin to her chest, snoring her head off. As soon as she heard them coming, she woke up. And she was very cool about it. Without moving a muscle, except to tilt her head up at them, she said, eyes half-open, “What can I do for you, your Holiness?”
“I need to speak to Gemma.”
The guard glanced at Justine and their squad of soldiers and living statues. “What else did she do wrong?”
“Open the door.”
The guard took out a keyring and unlocked the front door. She pulled it back. Like the guest house, there was a heavy metal gate on the threshold.
Felix didn’t have to call for Gemma, though. She was already there, sitting creepily on the ground, her legs crossed; face titled up, the full moon, her irises.
“Fucking idiot,” Gemma said.
She was still wearing her green dress with the red collar, but it was ripped at the cuffs and shoulder, and there were stains all over it. He couldn’t find any cuts or bruises on her face, but there was something wrong with her hands. She couldn’t close them, because the mouths in her palms were panting, thirsty for their favorite red drink.
“How are you…?”
Gemma started to rock back and forth. “I’ve been through worse, Felix. I went right into the Dread Clock, Felix. I survived the Trauma, Felix. I’m doing just fine, Guy. No biggie, Buddy.”
“I can get you out—”
“Cammie’s going to come,” Gemma said, rocking harder.
“I’m sorry I didn’t run. I couldn’t just…”
“Cammie’s going to come.”
“What did you think I’d say when I found out what you and Warren were…?”
“Cammie’s going to come.”
Felix stopped talking.
Gemma kept rocking.
“Cammie’s going to come. Cammie’s going to come. Cammie’s going to come.”
Felix sighed, shed a tear, and rejoined Justine. Even as they headed into Ghostgrave, he could still hear Gemma rocking back and forth, saying, “Cammie’s going to come. Cammie’s going to come.”
Felix smashed a cup of red wine outside the hall where the celebration was being held. It wasn’t the first time he’d had alcohol—he’d had a taste every Mass—but it was the first time he’d actually drunk it for the sole purpose of getting drunk. When he went in for a second cup, Justine intervened and spun his dizzied self around to face the doubled-doors through which they were supposed to enter. This was the back entrance to the hall, private but for the guards posted here, and the odd servant or two. It didn’t seem private though. He could feel the crowd on the other side, their excitement shaking the walls. It sounded like a hive of bees eager to show the size of their stingers.
“Ready?” Justine asked.
He wasn’t. He glanced at Commander Millicent, who’d accompanied them with the living statues and a handful of guards. She ignored him, and her armor squelched as she did so. What was her—
Justine grew tired of waiting for him to answer.
Grabbing his hand, she went to the doors and pushed them open as if they weighed nothing at all.
The uproar he’d heard dropped to a whisper. He had to squint, the light in the hall was so bright. And the heat—all those mouth-breathers crammed into one place—it turned Felix’s armpits into swamps. The wine kicked in hard, his anxiety even harder. The two combined made him feel as if someone were trying to drag him off-stage with a crook, like one of those shepherds might that took Clementine and Will.
Then the whispers began to rise. Then chairs were scooted back. Then the clip-clop of heels on the floor. Drenched in sweat, he started to cool. Shocked with sobriety, he started to see. He squeezed his eyes shut. And when he opened them again, he opened them to hundreds.
The foulest women in the finest dresses and the dumbest men in the smartest suits had come for him. Crammed into the ballroom, elbows were in sides and shoulders in backs, and not a face wasn’t red as the rich and the powerful silently supped on everyone else’s air. From the malnourished ministers that scampered about like wingless birds, the balding penny pinchers with their potato-shaped heads, the fat politicians in their moldering robes, to the calculating dignitaries done up like the whores they’d always aspired to be, not a single stereotype was ignored. If Felix hadn’t known what was going on in the ballroom, he might’ve thought these crude elite were nothing more than Joy’s flesh fiends at their own graduation ceremony.
Their silence bought him some time to scan the scene and secure an escape route, if, as Mackenzie used to say, “Shit got real.” He found himself drawn to the spidery chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, strands of light shared between them. Following their glowing webs with his eyes, he saw they slithered down the back wall, to where a table, multi-tiered and elevated like a courtroom panel, had been installed. On the lowest level were two empty seats; at the middle tier, Isla by her lonesome; and at the top, King Edgar and Valac. There were three empty seats in total beside and between them. One for Felix. One for Justine. And one for Audra.
But where was Audra?
Still holding Justine’s hand, he quickly dropped it. He was god—no, now he was back to just being God’s Speaker—and gods didn’t hold hands, right? Guilt got at him, nagging-like, and he side-eyed Justine. She looked hurt. He’d hurt her feelings. A couple of hours into this changing history business, and it’d already gone to his head. He’d tell her later he was just going through a ‘phase’; that he was just being a teenager. But she wouldn’t buy it. Being a god and being a selfish brat were too similar to tease apart.
I’m such a jerk, he thought.
This moment, five seconds stretched to what felt like five years, abruptly came to a close as his guards broke around him like a wave. Commander Millicent led the charge, the living statues intermingled amongst the soldiers. He and Justine followed the flow, going between the guards cutting a path through the thirsting vultures. They could take any seat in the room, and maybe they should’ve to set a good example. But like Justine had said, they were generic, not brand-name; and Edgar could force him and her down their throats for years to come, as long as they swallowed and didn’t taste. So he kept his distance, distant and aloof, and went with swords and fists and threatening stares to his place above the rest, at the King’s and Anointed One’s sides.
He settled in as his guard scattered out across the ballroom. He’d seen enough of their visitors, here and throughout his life, to say with certainty he’d had his fill. His life was nothing more than over-exaggerated reactions from people like this. To them, he might as well be one of the nameless statues of the previous Holy Children he’d seen back in Cenotaph. They saw him for what he was, not who he was; what he could offer, like Justine said. He stared at the back of Isla’s head. What was the word she’d used once? Objection. No, wait. Objectified, right? Yeah, objectified. That’s how he felt. With that, he felt Samuel Turov, too. He shivered, smelling the odor of that old man—dry skin, crusty lotion, and spit.
Stop, just stop. He took a deep breath, told himself to smile. You’re drunk, and they might not all be that bad. Don’t be a jerk.
Edgar to his right. Valac… to his left. God, he didn’t want to sit next to that creepy slug of a so-called kid. It was too late, though. If he got up, if he changed seats, he might as well cry “Game on” when it came to the war. Despite all the warning signs in his head and his gut, he ignored them. He’d told himself he’d never do that again, the way he had with Turov, but just as before, what choice did he have now?
I could probably kick his ass, he thought. This time, he smiled for real.
Justine sat on the far end of Edgar, further away than Felix would’ve liked. Their guards carried out their orders, taking up posts along the tables and the edges of the ballroom. The living statues, scuffing the beautiful marble floor as they dragged themselves across it, sought out the most optimal spying spots.
Once everyone was in position, Commander Millicent took hers beside Isla. But not for long. There was murmuring about that that seat was reserved for Lotus, who was nowhere to be found. Commander Millicent started to put up a fight, and then her armor began to squelch. She backed down, went down a tier to the ground floor. Felix thought she might’ve glanced back in an apology for not being close enough to protect him should something go wrong. She didn’t.
Edgar rose. With him, came his vermillion cloak, flowing like melted rubies down his back. He had no crown, but he couldn’t have looked any more kingly. Under the spidery chandeliers, his rings shone; and his clothes, a deep black, shone, too, putting off a kind of dull light, when they should’ve been absorbing it, instead. He didn’t look as worn out or scarred up as he had in the attic, but that was because he was wearing at least ten pounds of makeup. That made Felix laugh. Even when you’re the king of everything, still you have to wear a disguise.
“What you are witnessing tonight is history in the making,” Edgar said, his voice filling the room with little effort. “As is often the case, the Disciples of the Deep and the Holy Order of Penance were two warring religions that, in the end, wanted the same outcome. Unfortunately, our past is rife with instances where conflicts could have been solved sooner if both sides had come together and simply listened to one another.
“That is what has happened here. The Holy Child and the Mother Abbess risked their lives making the long journey from not just Cathedra but Penance to Eldrus, all the while providing aid to the Heartland towns along the way. Though they were deceived and betrayed by the Marrow Cabal and the Compellers, and many of their efforts were undone because of these extremists groups, their intentions, in the end, were pure. They came to our city, the greatest city, to share with us God’s Will.
“The Holy Order continued Lillian’s teachings, but over time, strayed from their meanings. The Mother Abbess was justified in defending her church.”
Murmurs of discontent worked through the crowd.
“As were the Disciples of the Deep in striking back against the Holy Order.”
The murmurs died down.
“We both believed we were correct in our beliefs, but we were both missing integral pieces of God’s testament. What we needed was each other.”
Edgar stared at the seat clearly meant for Audra and continued. “My sister, Audra, who has endured such suffering these last few years, came to us with God’s voice upon her lips. She is God’s Speaker.”
Gasps, shuffling.
“But she is one half of a whole. The Holy Child is the other half. God did not mean for the Disciples and the Holy Order to kill one another, but to come together and share in Its gifts and guidance. The similarities between our churches are undeniable. They are one and the same
“As of today, the war with Penance has ended. God has waited patiently in the south for us to realize the error of our ways, and we have, through the tutelage of the Anointed One.”
Valac, baring his tiny teeth, soaked up the praise like the dirty sponge he resembled.
Edgar put his hands together over his mouth, quickly shoving a vermillion vein into it, probably hoping no one had noticed. But Felix had.
“As you may have noticed,” he went on, “Audra is not here. Fear not, she will join us shortly. Now that the Holy Child… Felix—”
Every mouth dropped open. Every eye went wide. Felix. Felix? The Holy Child’s name was Felix? Holy shit.
“—is here, Audra will begin preparing herself to commune with God. In the meantime, enjoy the food and the wine, and take solace in seeing your future unfold before you. It is truly a rare thing, to see Heaven on the horizon.”
Edgar took a seat. The rich put their clammy hands together and clapped, each one clapping louder and harder than those around them, until the sweat flying off their hands turned to blood. Felix noticed a cup of wine in front of him—Where’d this come from?—and threw it back. Justine shot him a look that said Slow down. He finished off the cup, he just did it slowly. She didn’t like that. He thought it was the funniest shit he’d ever done.
The applause went on for what seemed like hours. At first, Felix refused to smile, but the more they clapped and bled, the more awkward it was to be sitting up there, acting hard. It started as a grin, and then the alcohol stretched it out until his face hurt, he was smiling so hard. It wasn’t long until he was waving at everyone, improvising holy gestures, which the crowd mirrored back at him. Tonight, those dumb little hand movements meant nothing, but tomorrow, they’d be dogma. That’s all it took.
Eventually, the excitement died down. The pompous bloats and their malnourished accessories went back to talking amongst one another, or raiding the long tables for seconds, thirds, fourths, and fifths. No one was brave enough to cross the ballroom, to ask for an audience with Felix. Not yet, at least. But they would. He’d never known flies not to try.
Justine started talking to Edgar about something. Felix perked up and went to listen in when—
“Are you glad that’s over?” Valac asked, his breath smelling of spiced sausage.
Grumbling to himself, he said, “Yeah, definitely.”
Valac drummed his swollen belly. “You and I are the same.”
“We are?” Felix asked, swiping another cup of wine from the long table and pressing it to his mouth, so he wouldn’t have to respond so quickly next time.
“Well, no, we’re not. Is this what it is to be human? To be denied what you deserve?”
Behind the wine cup: “Hmm?”
“I am a part of God. I am Its Harbinger. I should be the one to hear Its word. Don’t you agree?”
“Uh—” he sipped, “—yeah, that makes sense.”
Valac scratched the side of his pockmarked face. His vermillion-flecked eyes rolled around in his skull like specimens in a vial. “Where’re your mother and father?”
Felix choked down the wine. “What?” He wiped his mouth, signaled to Justine, but she wasn’t paying him any attention. “Uh, what? I mean, I don’t know. I never knew them.”
Valac was staring at the chain of Felix’s necklace, the White Worm’s sealing stone. He hid it under his clothes.
“I know what that is,” Valac said.
Tipsy, and well on his way to not giving a damn, Felix said, “I bet you do.”
Valac smiled and sucked on his pointer finger.
“So, uh, what exactly do you do?” Felix asked. “Now that God is awake.”
Valac took his finger out of his mouth with a pop and said, “Did Samuel Turov ever tell you what you tasted like?”
Felix sprung from his chair. One second away from laying Valac out, the far doors flung open.
“Pardon our intrusion,” he heard Joy say, somewhere beyond the crowd, “but the King does like to save the best for last!”
Like the boys and girls had at Felix’s first grade school dance, the crowd parted sharply down the middle; and in the void between them, Joy. She’d come to the celebration, but she hadn’t come alone. Ten to her right, ten to her left—there were people, things, in stark white robes covered in thick, black markings. It was hard to say who or what Joy’s plus-twenties were, because other than their veiny hands and feet, and the lower halves of their quivering faces, everything else about them was covered up. Their robes were so white, though, that… they had to have been made from the same white satin dress Joy wore.
“My name is Joy,” she said, playfully, “and these are my children.”
All eyes, Felix’s included, locked on Edgar, but the King was focused solely on the witch.
“More importantly,” Joy said, “they can be your children.” Joy kicked off the ground and levitated in the air. “I have been sent by God, have I not, my King?”
King Edgar gave her the faintest of nods.
“I am an angel, and I have brought the Choir of God.”
Some of the crowd began to whisper amongst themselves, while others were looking for ways out. Felix’s guards slowly pressed towards Joy and her Choir, hands going red squeezing their swords’ pommels. Commander Millicent was turned all the way around in her chair, her face as pale as Joy’s dress. But when her armor started to squelch, color came back to her cheeks, and she faced the crowd once more.
Felix couldn’t help himself. He leaned over and asked Valac, “Is that… the Cult of the Worm?”
“Not anymore,” he said with such satisfaction.
“Are…” He started to sweat. “Are… are those… flesh fiends?”
Valac ignored him. “They’ve been searching for a song to sing. They’ll sing mine, since no one else will.”
Joy lowered onto the ballroom floor and padded forward on her bare feet. “The Anointed One called us forth from Heaven.” She put her hands together at him in thanks. “The Choir’s purpose is to praise God, to sing the sweetest songs in exultation of the Holiest One. But they can’t do that if the cries of the non-believers muddy their verses, can they? Do you understand what I’m saying?”
Joy was asking the lady nearest her. A young debutante with blonde hair who had a fork in her hand, ready to impale the witch on it.
“What good are Speakers, my King, if those who would listen cannot hear?”
King Edgar’s icy stare had frozen over further.
“The Choir carries the tune on which the notes of God manifest.” Joy put her hands on her hips, squeezed her back, making her breasts look larger. “They are much like the now endangered Night Terrors.”
The crowd grew even more uncomfortable. Felix’s guards were a few feet away from being able to hack off Joy’s arms.
“I know, I know,” she said, again moving towards Felix and the others. “The Night Terrors have held this continent hostage, and in their final moments before extinction, tried to kill us all. Praise be to God for saving us.”
Tens of Praise Bes were murmured throughout the crowd.
“But if they were right about anything, it was that some do not deserve to live.”
Gasps. A few swords were drawn.
“But!” She held up her finger. “It should have never been a matter of thinning out humanity, but thinning out those amongst us who do not believe in God. Because those who do not believe in God would try to destroy It, as they have tried before. God does not fear them. Of course, God doesn’t fear them. But what does that say about us… It’s most devoted followers… if we can’t keep Its garden rid of weeds?”
Are you kidding me? Felix stared at Justine, but still, she refused to look at him. He glanced at Valac, who was all smiles. I’m not letting this happen. This is not happening. He squeezed his wine cup until it cracked. Audra… you didn’t tell me about any of this…
Joy, inches away from Felix’s and the other’s tables, stopped, winked, and spun around to the ground. She gestured to her robed guests, who hadn’t moved an inch from the center of the room, and said, “The Choir are instruments. Yours to rent, at the King’s discretion.”
She curtseyed and stood there, staring out at the crowd. She looked back and forth, back and forth, becoming increasingly annoyed by their silence and distrust. Sighing and slouching, she pinched the bridge of her nose and cried, “They’re assassins. Hire them to kill people you don’t like. Right, my King?”
Again, Edgar nodded weakly.
The thickheaded crowd came alive. They pressed in towards Joy and the Choir, knocking Felix and Justine’s guards out of the way. Question after question built into an incomprehensible swell of greedy desperation. Names were being thrown about. Purses and wallets were being opened. Joy had done her saleswoman pitch, and now, sinking into the frenzy she’d whipped up, she became an auctioneer, valuing crime in accordance to how many of her ‘children’ it would take to carry it out.
“It’s not what it looks like,” Edgar whispered.
Felix said, “What the hell is it?”
“Necessary.” Edgar sank into his seat. “And whatever we want to say it was in the morning.”
They’re flesh fiends. Felix shook his head. Math may not have been his strong suit, but even he should’ve been able to put two and two together. He’d heard about the Cult of the Worm near Angheuawl and the flesh fiends there. He’d seen that servant… thing… Ezra in the attic with Joy during the meeting. There’d been whispers, too, around Ghostgrave about creatures in the dungeon. God, how could he be so stupid? Better yet, how could Edgar and Audra be so stupid? Why were they letting this happen?
Then again, what was happening? Joy was being a homicidal freak, which wasn’t all that surprising, but the Choir, her flesh fiends, they weren’t actually… doing anything. They weren’t… killing or raping or… eating people. They were just standing there. Things like that weren’t supposed to be just standing there, let alone wearing clothes. Either all the stories about flesh fiends had been a lie, or Joy had figured something out no one else had. Is that why she was here, right now, upstaging history? Edgar didn’t seem cool with it, but he wasn’t stopping it, either.
Is this a test? Immediately, he looked at Justine, who tested him constantly. And for the first time since they’d sat down, her gaze met his. It’s a test. This is my religion now. We’re not doing this. He took a (un)healthy gulp of wine and scooted his chair out as he stood. I’m not a statue.
Felix hurried past Valac, who reached out for him, but missed. Vision blurring, and unsteady, he went slowly down the steps. Commander Millicent said, “Your Holiness, wait…” but he didn’t. Down another tier, he noticed Isla. Her lips were stained, and her teeth were stained, and the armpits of her dress were soaked in sweat. She had a knife between her legs.
He wasn’t drunk enough to claim he didn’t know what he was doing, but all the same, Felix didn’t know what he was doing. He staggered onto the ballroom floor. For the moment, he went unnoticed by most, as many had crowded around Joy and her Choir, but with every second that passed, another head was turned and finger pointed, and talk of killing gave way to childish glee.
Felix smoothed out his robes as his guards, undoubtedly signaled by Commander Millicent, shoved their way through the crowd towards him. He took a deep breath. Anxiety was building inside him. It felt like he had a cushion around his heart, and every time it beat, it never could as hard as it should’ve. Stop, or go backwards, but never forwards, because you’ve been hurt, and you could hurt more. That’s what the anxiety always told him. That’s what the cuts on his thighs were for. If he hurt himself, no one else could. And for so long, no one had stopped him, even though they knew, so didn’t that mean he was right to do it? He took another deep breath. Tons of people were staring at him now, salivating praise. He was God’s Speaker. Like Justine said, Heaven was what they made it. All these adults didn’t know how to make things. They just built on things, or tore them apart. He knew what Heaven was supposed to look like. He’d dreamed about it so many times. Heaven was… It was… Well, he knew what it was. And it wasn’t about to be this.
The flies had found him. Carrying their drinks and hors d’oeuvre, Edgar’s esteemed guests drew nearer. Joy, still left with a degenerate audience of fifteen, pretended not to care that she was no longer the flavor-of-the-hour and encouraged her new friends to touch the Choir members. “Feel their muscles. Touch their teeth. They won’t bite… you. They are good stock. No, no… don’t lift the hoods. Some things are better left to imagination.”
A well-dressed man puffing out clouds of tobacco was the first to address Felix. “Your Holiness… it is…” He went to his knees. “It is an honor to be in your presence.”
“Rise,” Felix said. “How can I Speak for others, if I were to think myself above them?”
“Very good,” the man said, standing up into a bowing position. “Very good. If I—”
A woman in a flowing skirt with tattoos on her hand got pinned between two guards. Felix ordered them to step aside.
“Thank you, your Holiness.” She squinted at the guards. “I just want to say—”
More guests crowded around Felix, each of them fighting to talk over the other. He tried to get them to calm down, and for a moment they did, but not long after, they were back at it again.
“Your Holiness!” a man with feminine features cried. “See my devotion!”
The man tore open his shirt. Beneath his small breasts, where skin should’ve been was a patch of wriggling vermillion veins, like a pile of fat, juicy earthworms. Felix’s guards screamed in the man’s face to get back. But it was too late. Dicks were out.
An obese preacher with two chins too many rolled up his sleeve. Springing from his artery was a vermillion vein like a snake. It lashed and hissed, and he laughed.
A dwarf with a beard to his britches took off his hat. Vermillion veins like a bird’s nest sat atop his head, threaded into his skull.
From Felix’s left, two women approached, conjoined at the hips by their vermillion mutations. They rubbed the red, muscly bridge; stroked it, lustfully.
From his right, six foot of muscle opened his mouth and in place of a tongue, a trunk of vermillion veins lolled out. He said, “You Speak for me. I swear to you, I Speak for you.”
The guards closed ranks closer to Felix, but that didn’t stop Edgar’s guests from this grotesque show-and-tell. There vermillion veins in necks, in hands; some coming out of people’s shins, and other people were infested in one of their eyeballs. It wasn’t until a hairy twenty-something pulled down his pants, turned around, and started spreading that Felix had to look away.
Holy fucking Child, he thought. They’re all mutated. Chancing a glance, he looked back. Thankfully, the guy with his bare ass out was gone, but the creepshow was still just getting started. Between every person here, every body part had been afflicted by the vermillion veins. And they were proud of it. Excited to show it off. Think they’ve been chosen. Just another form of Corruption. He thought about Lotus, how the cabalists and Compellers had been infecting the food supplies in the Heartland with seeds of heaven. They were killing people, but… were they always trying to? Or were they just trying to level the playing field? He stared at King Edgar. Is that what pissed you off?
“Let’s give the Speaker some space,” he heard Joy say.
She cut through the crowd, Choir in tow, and charmed her way past his guards. Felix started up the steps, to rejoin the others, but he stopped himself and stood his ground. Bad as it might’ve felt, it felt good, too.
Joy got up on him and said, as they both stared out at the ballroom, “I have to thank you.”
“For… what?”
“All of this,” she said, arms out. “My sister and I used to draw crowds like this, but it has been difficult lately. What do you think of my children?”
He stared at the Choir in their eerie, stark white robes.
“Do you know why they don’t attack?”
He shook his head.
“I don’t want to take any credit away from Deimos. He did train them well. But… we are what we are. They are what they are. Maybe they won’t be in a few decades or centuries… You ever strapped down a cock before?” She laughed. “Anyway, those robes come from this.” She held the sides of her white satin dress. “I’ve killed so many, many, many things over the years. I’ve collected so much blood in it. Think of their robes as feedbags. They’re stuffing their mouths as we speak. All flowers need nutrients to grow, and once you’ve got a taste, you’ve got a taste. The Night Terrors tried to tell themselves otherwise, and look what happened to them.
“I’m getting off track.” Joy crouched down, so that they were eye-level with one another. “I was going to kill you.”
Every ounce of alcohol evaporated inside him.
“But not anymore. Not for now, at least.” She smiled her pearly whites. “Enjoy the party, Felix. I know I will. And don’t think I don’t know what you all—”
Felix was hanging on Joy’s every word, but the slack had run out, and now he was fumbling for something as she was crouched there, staring at him, her eyes glazed over, her fingers twitching. Behind her, the Choir became agitated. They were pulling at their robes, and making animalistic sounds. Edgar’s guests, still in various states of undress, started to take notice, but given that most of them were trashed, and far too comfortable around monsters at this point, didn’t run but giggle and laugh instead.
Uh oh, Felix thought, backing away from Joy. There was merit in standing your ground, as long as there was ground under you. And he had a feeling the witch was about to pull the rug out from under them all.
Joy stood, her eyes the color of the Void, and stared directly at Isla. Clenching her teeth, balling her fists, she shook her head violently. “No,” she said. “Not possible.”
Isla pulled the knife out from in between her legs and held it shakily.
Huffing, Joy stepped backwards into the ballroom, rejoining the Choir. Shadows filled her face as she smiled manically and said to King Edgar, “I’ll forgive you when I’m through.”
Slamming her hands together, a heavy, clammy wind swept through the ballroom, extinguishing almost every one of the hundreds of candles lighting it. Edgar’s guests buttoned up their shirts and threw down the skirts, hiding their vermillion treasures, and screamed. Felix’s guards, eager to do battle, abandoned him for the witch, swords drawn.
The witch levitated off the ground and grabbed onto the chandeliers. Rocking them like a madwoman, slinging light and shadow across the panicking ballroom, she screamed, “You knew I knew and you did it, anyway, Nephew!”
King Edgar backed out of his chair.
The Choir swarmed the ballroom. They ripped off their robes, revealing their naked, aroused, scarified bodies beneath. Snarling, drooling, they threw themselves at the rich, tore into them. Garments as expensive as the lives they trampled on were shredded. Strips of flesh slapped on the marble floor; fistfuls of organs crushed and flung at those trying to flee, blinding them. Glass was shattered. Tables flipped. Steel sang as it hit the ground, and guards were overwhelmed, their faces buried in God’s children’s pumping pelvises.
Felix lost his balance, his sense of direction. Joy on the chandelier, swinging it back and forth, was making it too hard to tell what was going on, where he should go. He cried, “Justine!” and thought he saw her, but she never came. He fell down on all fours, climbed up the stairs. His hand pressed down on something slippery, and when the light swung back his way, found himself palming a severed ear.
He screamed, shot up to his feet. Something smashed into the tables. The light came back around. Where Isla had been sitting was a body. Not hers, but one of Felix’s guards. A flesh fiend that looked like a five-year-old in a grown man’s body was fisting the guard’s mouth.
“Felix!”
A hand grabbed his. He jerked away. The light swept over them. It was Valac. Not the person he wanted to see, but a person all the same. One he knew. Better than nothing.
“This way,” he said, grabbing his hand again.
Felix’s stomach turned, but he ignored it, and let Valac lead him through the dark. Maybe the freak’s eyes were better than his. He couldn’t say. But he helped Felix down the stairs. And then Joy, laugh-screaming, swung the light over their way, and he saw a door at the back of the ballroom. A way out. Thank God, a way out.
“She’s… insane,” Valac shouted over the horrifying sounds.
Felix tugged on his grip. “Where’s Justine?”
“Edgar got her out.” A door opened in the dark. “Here…”
Felix moved forward, and then he was flying forward. Valac had grabbed him and flung him through the doorway. The light came back, shone on Valac, archetype of betrayal. Smiling, he slammed the door behind them, locked it.
“No, no, no.” Felix hurried to his feet. He spun around, ran, but hit a wall. This wasn’t a way out, but some kind of storage closet. “No, get away,” he cried, blind in this dark. “No, fucking… Don’t!”
Valac grabbed Felix by his collar and threw him to the ground. A sharp pain shot up his back, and his elbow went numb. It was pitch-black in the closet, but he could see what he felt. And he felt everything.
The Anointed One lay on top of him. Felix tried to buck him off, but Valac was stronger, heavier. He grabbed Felix’s neck, pressed his thumb into his esophagus.
“Stop…” Felix wheezed. He punched Valac’s sides, kneed him. “S-Stop.”
Valac slapped him. Felix stopped fighting. Tears welled up in his eyes, dribbled down the sides of his face.
“We are creatures of imitations,” Valac said. He dropped down on top of Felix’s legs, and grabbed both his arms. “We both know you won’t be Speaking for God. Ever since I met Edgar in the Nameless Forest, he’s been trying to have it his way. That’s not how this works. I am the Harbinger. I say what goes.”
Felix was half-listening. Gone were the sounds of the flesh fiends feasting. They’d been replaced by rain dribbling on a thatch roof, and the wind moving through trees. Gone was Joy’s laughing. It was Samuel Turov coughing, instead. Valac’s weight on his limbs, that melted away, too. Now, his arms were free, and his legs were free, and he was naked under a scratchy blanket, waiting.
“It won’t hurt,” Valac said in Samuel Turov’s voice.
Darkness, then a red light. It started small at first, stretching like a tendon in that tenebrous haze, and grew larger, more intense. The glow spilled over features, until Felix realized it was coming from Valac’s gullet. His jaw had dislocated, and out of it, a second mouth emerged. It was filled with hundreds of vermillion veins pulled taut and beaded with phosphorescent pustules.
“I’ve been watching you. I know everything there is to know about you. I’m sorry to say it, but you’re not that remarkable, all things considered.” Valac scratched his second mouth open even further, revealing a tunnel of Corruption-colored light at the top of his throat. “I promise I will do your name justice.”
Valac bore down on Felix’s mouth. Lip to lip, tens of vermillion veins began to snake into Felix’s mouth, down his throat. He grabbed the Anointed One by his pudgy arms, sank his nails until they were wet with blood, but it didn’t matter. In a frenzy, he tore through Felix’s clothes, ripping off his underwear. The Anointed One widened its mouth and clamped down on his belly. He wasn’t going to stop.
Except, he did.
The vermillion veins were torn violently out of Felix’s throat. He gasped, spit up blood from where they’d cut his tongue. He scooted backwards, until his back slammed against the wall. Valac was on his knees, his glowing mouth pulsating, unraveling, as he grabbed desperately at something behind him. Felix heard a slice, a stab; and then saw a geyser of hot red blood shoot out and douse the walls.
Valac fell face first onto the ground, severely wounded but not dead. Over him Isla stood, the same knife she’d had between her legs now in her hands, dripping with the Anointed One’s unholy blood.
“Get up,” Isla cried.
Felix got up, but he didn’t move. Valac was still alive, clawing for him.
Isla screamed and dropped onto him. She rammed the knife into the child’s spinal cord. Vermillion veins shout out of the wound, wrapped around the blade. They tried to wrench it free from her hands, and when they couldn’t, they slipped back inside and rapidly repaired the damage. Isla was faster, though. In a blur of flesh and blood, she hacked and slashed and sawed at Valac’s body, mutilating him with such ferocity that Felix found himself, for a moment, more afraid of her than the flesh fiends outside.
Panting, Isla took the knife in both hands and drove it into Valac’s face. It went straight through his skull. The blade hit the ground, broke off. The vermillion veins inside his human husk stopped moving. He was dead. She punched him. Hard. Again and again.
Isla stepped over his corpse and lifted Felix into her shaking arms. She pressed her face hard into his and screamed at him, “Never again!”
He squeezed his eyes shut.
“Say it,” she cried, crying.
He opened them, met hers. “Never again.”
She smiled, and instead of setting him down, carried him in her arms out of the dark.




CHAPTER XLVIII

“We’re running out of time,” Audra cried to Deimos, as they hurried with several soldiers towards the dungeon. “Joy’s almost at the celebration.”
It was that, and it was something else, too. Ever since Audra had agreed to become Speaker for the Disciples, she’d had a migraine that sounded and felt as if someone were literally knocking on the side of her skull. It hurt so bad, she couldn’t keep down anything she’d eaten. The good thing about this very bad thing was that she knew what it was. She’d consented, and now God had come a-calling. Who knew how long the doors in her mind would hold until Heaven had them off their hinges. But if she could just see this through, then that was all that mattered. They’d taken a risk, putting hundreds of lives at stake for the sake of stroking Joy’s ego until she was good and drowsy. She had to do this. For once in her life, her powers had to be put to good use, because God knows if God would ever let that happen again once It got ahold of her.
“This will be a fight like no other,” Deimos warned the soldiers. There were twelve of them in all. They were Edgar’s finest. Commander Yelena led them. “Be ready to die.”
Audra might’ve snorted at that before, but he was right. No one was getting out of this unscathed.
They hurried down the stairs to the bowels of Ghostgrave. The dungeon wasn’t far now. The final report she’d received from her snitch was that Joy had packed the dungeons full of cabalists, and that Joseph Cleon was amongst them. Audra was surprised just as much as she wasn’t that Isla had given him up.
“Are you okay?” Deimos asked, drawing his sword.
Audra wiped her forehead. She was sweating. Her mouth hurt, so she must’ve been rambling to herself, too. God’s silent commands, trying to loosen her tongue.
She deflected his question, said, with a laugh, “What would Johannes think of you now?”
Deimos smiled. Even when he smiled, his discolored and scarred face was hard to look at. “He would be very proud.”
“Don’t try and get yourself killed so you can see him sooner,” Audra said.
“He would not like that,” Deimos said. “I live, because he cannot. When I am gone, he will be, too. No one remembers him but me. Trust me, Audra, I want to live.”
The stench of the dungeon stopped them dead in their tracks. It was a few feet ahead, the torches in their sconces blazing by the entryway. The sweating walls around it were sweating blood.
Commander Yelena pushed through the soldiers to the front with Audra and Deimos. “When we brought the Skeleton in, King Edgar had his flesh fiend pet eat the flesh off his bones. It did something to it.” She drew her sword, too. “Pray, it is still locked up in the torture chamber.”
“And if it’s not?” Audra asked.
“Then we’ll only have to fight one flesh fiend, not tens of them.”
The soldiers filed past and took to the dungeon door, the obsidian armor they wore catching the firelight in its harsh, glassy texture.
“Well, thanks for jinxing us, Yelena,” Audra said.
Deimos shushed them.
One of the soldiers barked at the gated door, “By the order of King Edgar, put down your weapons!” and then, seconds later, using a skeleton key, opened it.
“My God,” one of them said in a baritone drawl.
Audra went to the door, and then regretted everything they were about to do. The fifty or sixty cabalists Joy had Joseph transfer here for someone called Onibi (Wait, she only just realized. That Onibi?) were still here. They were everywhere. On the floor and the walls, and the ceiling, too. Nothing was attached to anything. Every limb had been ripped from every torso; every organ, torn out. Half-eaten severed heads had been jammed between the bars. Piles of regurgitated gore, tender and glistening, stood four feet high. Worse yet were the bones that lined the walkway between the cells: a series of spinal cords all pointing in the direction of the torture chamber. They were expected. They were awaited.
Yelena rounded up her team. She put eight in front of Audra and Deimos, herself included, and four on their rear. She said to Audra, “I will do what my King tells me, but your brother couldn’t have come up with a better plan?”
“Joy can’t resist an audience,” Audra said. “She knew we were coming.”
“What’s stopping her from coming back?”
“She’s immortal. What’s the worse we could do to her?”
Yelena thought on this for a moment. “What is the worse we can do to her?”
“You’ll see.”
God’s voice was going at Audra’s brain like a battering ram. She ignored it and began to weave. She reached within herself, deep enough to touch the Deep, and pulled from that rank wellspring her minions. Umbra, her shadowy consort, was the first to answer. It rose up inside her, until it was beside her. The shadow, with its red eyes and silvery fangs, assessed their surroundings. It laid itself over her; bound itself to her with ephemeral webbings, so that its movements mimicked hers.
Just you, for now, she told Umbra. We’ll need as many of the others as you can spare.
They proceeded. The sticky, blood-soaked tiles gave away every footstep. The piles of gore shivered, avalanched into a sludge of meaty remains, as if to cut them off. Instead, they persevered, wading through the chewed-up dead. Yelena and her soldiers checked every corner, stabbed every nook. It’d been awhile since Deimos had a good fight, but you couldn’t tell. He was stoic, calm and collected. The sword in his hand didn’t shake; to every odd sound, he was attentive. The only thing missing was his bat mask, and it was obvious he was missing it. He kept rubbing his bald head, probably hoping for the texture of fur, instead.
In a constant state of shadow-weaving, the pain of God’s will had dulled. The Deep within her was a vacuum, consuming every emotion inside her to store in its heavenly caches. It was thrilling, though, to have the shadows—God’s damned—at her beck and call. Their hate and malice were so infectious, she felt it pumping through her arteries, blackening her heart. They hated the living, and though they helped her, she bet they hated her, too. For using them. For them having to be used by her. In some way, if they had any free will left, they still must’ve thought killing Joy would somehow stop God.
They reached the rotund room at the back of the dungeon. The back wall was an illusion, one wall overlapping one directly behind it. On that obscuring wall, smeared in semen, were the words: “Happy Wife, Happy Life.”
“I hate her,” Audra said.
They made it to the wall, went around. They slipped into the hall hidden behind it. At the farthest end: dark shadows, and that rotten orange light so characteristic of Vincent’s dungeon, it’d be disappointing if it wasn’t there. The gate to the torture chamber was open. If there were flesh fiends inside, they could’ve escaped, but they hadn’t, probably wouldn’t. Deimos had taught them too well.
“Can they be reasoned with?” Yelena whispered, as they inched down the hall, two at a time, because it was so narrow.
Deimos shook his head. “They are very intelligent, but they fear nothing. To them, there is no difference between the pain they inflict and the pain inflicted upon them.”
Audra drew more power from the Deep, to silence God’s rapping. “The Night Terrors were different, weren’t they?”
“Of course,” Deimos said, “but we had hundreds of years, maybe more, to become what we were. Joy has no patience. She does not grow. She takes, and takes apart.”
They pressed forward. The rotten orange light enveloped them in a sticky, stinking embrace. The two largest soldiers took the vanguard and hurried into the torture chamber. Seconds later, their shadows on the wall waved everyone else in.
The torture chamber was empty. Spotless, too. All that remained was the portal to the Void, bending reality around it, like a mirage no one would ever ask for.
They fanned out around the room, but there weren’t many places to hide here. It was clear. There were no flesh fiends.
Audra glanced at Deimos.
He shrugged.
A loud bang came from the edge of the chamber. That was the room Yelena had been talking about, where her brother kept the flesh fiend who’d feasted on the Skeleton. It sounded as if it were throwing its body against the wall, trying to break free. From what she could tell, it seemed to be working, too. The bricks were getting looser and looser; cracking. But just how large was that flesh fiend? It couldn’t have been the size of a man. Not anymore, at least.
“Alright, fuck it. I don’t know what’s going on, but let’s get this over with,” she said.
Audra went to the portal. The soldiers formed a circle around her. Deimos kept close. Calling upon Umbra, the shadow opened a tunnel inside her mind, between here and their garden in the Deep. Audra’s body temperature plummeted. She held her breath, so her lungs wouldn’t explode. The veins in her body tinted out of her skin.
Darkness oozed from underneath her. It latched onto the moist floor, and heaved itself from its eternal fetters. She became a conduit. The shadows were answering her call. They emerged from the darkness, like new souls crawling out of some primordial ooze. Two, three at a time; but it wasn’t enough. They would need more. She’d grown the Crossbreed and the Bloodless slowly, with the necessary ingredients to draw out the shadows that would assist in delivering the right seeds and soil. They didn’t have time for that. She didn’t have the necessary ingredients, because they existed only on that forgotten continent on the other side of the world. If they were going to bring the Shadow Bladder to the Void, they’d have to bring it wholly, all at once.
But as the shadows piled up around her, lying in the shallows of that darkness, their hands, or rather, their wills, latched onto the Bladder in the Deep, Audra realized this wasn’t going to work. Because she couldn’t do this from the torture chamber. If she were going to summon the Shadow Bladder, she’d have to do it in the Void itself.
Audra broke the connection with the Deep. The shadows receded. The darkness below her slinked back within. Umbra, disappointed, retook its place beneath Audra’s flesh.
“What is it?” Deimos asked.
“I can’t do it from here,” she said. “There’s too much interference.”
“I thought you sent the shadows into the Holy Child’s mind.”
“I did. That was only to find out about the Void. They need me to bring anything but themselves. We have to go into the Void.”
Yelena, ever the loyal soldier, nodded, shouted to her soldiers, “You heard your future Queen.”
Audra smiled.
The flesh fiend in the adjacent room let out an anguished moan and threw itself one last time at the wall. A brick fell out, cracked in half when it hit the ground. One long finger, with an infected ingrown nail, slipped through the gap and flexed. It started smashing itself against the wall again.
Time had run out. Joy would be at the celebration by now. And this thing, whatever the hell it was, was going to have this wall down, come hell or high water.
Don’t stray, stay sane, Audra told herself. Edgar had said it once. It’d stuck with her since.
“Ready to be ambushed?” Yelena asked, with the utmost sincerity.
Her soldiers grunted moronically they were.
Together, all at once, they went through the portal.
And to no one’s surprise, they weren’t. They weren’t ready at all.
Fifty flesh fiends, probably more, were waiting for them in the Void. Before they’d had a chance to step out of the portal, the beasts were on them. They tore Yelena off her feet. Her soldiers were taken from all sides; scattered like the crumbs they’d soon be upon the creatures’ rancid lips. Deimos, untouched by the onslaught, staggered into the Void. He ran his sword through a flesh fiend, ran with it still on the blade into another howling nearby. But before he could work the blade free of the creature’s spewing gut, a fiend was on his back, trying to tear his eyelids off.
Audra didn’t have time to think or take in her surroundings, just to react. The shadows were her weapons, and she, theirs. Screaming, she swung her arm. A black wave lashed the air. It crashed into several flesh fiends. Their chests cracked open like an overcooked animal, and hissed out a pink sludge of blood and liquefied bones. When they fell, more followed. She punched in front of her. A shadowy column of the damned rammed into the slobbering mass. Skulls caved in, and limbs twisted back; and the beasts dropped to their knees, as their brains oozed from their ears.
The bodies of soldiers piled up around her and Deimos. There’d been at least fifty flesh fiends, and for all their efforts, there seemed to be fifty more. Captain Yelena came raging from the sidelines, drenched in blood. She swung her sword in a dizzying flurry, maiming in favor of killing. Severed fingers and severed hands slid across the Void’s jagged ground, and lopped off feet rolled with thick thumps into craggy pockets. It was something to see, but it wasn’t enough.
Audra paced back and forth, narrowly avoiding flesh fiends that were practically throwing themselves at her. For every near miss, there was a soldier to absorb the blow. In a minute’s time, she’d seen her human shields lose ears, eyes, fingers, toes, cocks, and a hunk of their ass. Without them, she would’ve been long dead, a mangled corpse this side of nowhere.
The Deep swelled inside her. Her vision doubled. She saw the Void, and also, Heaven. In each, a swarm. The flesh fiends were tearing across the Void in packs of ten and fifteen. The shadows were climbing over one another, their arms extended, pleading wordlessly to be used. She had to be careful. She couldn’t overdo it.
Blood clapped the side of her head. Four soldiers went down, and their innards went up, as the flesh fiends dug into them and held their guts high. Deimos yelped. He was down on one knee. Commander Yelena, on two. Flesh fiends were bearing down on them, one of which was polishing off a newborn’s head, chomping into it like a ripe apple.
Throwing caution to the wind, calling on Umbra and the Deep’s most despicable prisoners, Audra dropped to her knees and smacked the ground with her palms. Out of the ground and into the feather-textured sky, massive spikes of shadow erupted. Tall as towers, thin as blades of grass, the roiling spears impaled fiend after fiend, tearing through their asses and exploding out their mouths. She kept her palms to the ground, and the plumes kept coming, penetrating every creature she set her sights on. The immense power it took was staggering—she was killing thousands of shadows by the seconds to hold the conjuration—but she had no choice; and God billions to spare.
With the last flesh fiend impaled, a bouquet of intestines and testicles and bloody shit dripping like stuffing from its mouth, Audra took her hands off the ground. The shadowy spears disappeared; every flesh fiend corpse—a hundred; maybe more—hit the ground at once in a deafening, stinking smack.
Deimos came to his feet. Both his legs were wobbling. Going to her, he offered her his hand, helped her up. Four soldiers were left, though they were so chewed-up, you’d only get two if you combined them together. Yelena was still alive, too. Her eyes were almost swollen shut, most of her armor had been torn apart, and she was bleeding profusely from somewhere.
“Got any more tricks up your sleeve?” she asked, drained.
Weaker than before, but more determined than ever, Audra called upon the Deep once more. Umbra, her second skin, split open her mind, and Heaven, like a ship parting placid waters, came through. That infinite, erasing darkness of before returned, spreading out from underneath her. Her heart stopped. Her lungs seized. Her veins ran hot, then cold, then scratchily, as if filled with sand. Hands clawed, head tipped back, she wrenched her minions from their eternal fetters. Out of the darkness, a multitude of shadows were pulled. They built upon one another, like a dam; their bodies melding together, in an orgiastic mass—a mating ball of death. From Umbra’s fingertips, to the heel of the shadow furthest down this interplanar line, she groped God’s Kingdom, until at last, the bridge of tens of thousands was long enough, she felt the sweet soil of her garden.
It was a maelstrom of wicked intent. At the eye of it, the Shadow Bladder. The way was open. Now, it was only a matter of getting it here.
One of Yelena’s soldiers let out a bloodcurdling scream. A flesh fiend, in its death throes, was on top of a soldier, tearing out her kneecaps. Deimos rushed to the soldier, clocked the fiend in the jaw, breaking it off completely. The bone fell down the beast’s throat, and it choked to death on it.
“More’re coming,” Yelena said. “More…”
Audra glanced at the Void. The haggard mountain ranges and the plunging valleys; the noxious vents coughing out toxic fumes into the raven-colored atmosphere; the dilapidated home upon a lonely hill; and the flesh fiends, yes more flesh fiends, climbing out of fissures; pale, not long from the womb, come to collect scraps from the living and the dead alike. No one would miss this place. And when she was finished with it, no one would know it’d ever existed.
She retched. Her throat widened. Shadows climbed up her esophagus, out her throat. Black vapors hissed out of her pores. This had never happened before. She wasn’t sure this should be happening.
The shadows were piling up around her, so much she couldn’t see her surroundings. One mass of countless many—and now, a great weight, a demanding load, pumping through it. Her final child, cultivated to perfection, ready to be reborn.
“Hurry,” Deimos begged.
She did him one better.
Blacking out, conscious only by the connection to the shadows, Audra disgorged billions of shadows into the Void. The mass shot out into the air, hung over the valley, a moon brought to bear. She fell on her ass, on her palms, her quivering legs spread wide. Systems failing, she forced Umbra from her flesh, for the shadows were parasites, and if it were to have stayed any longer, it would’ve killed her.
The shadow moon drifted for a moment in a constant state of entropy and negentropy, unmaking and remaking itself.
The pale child flesh fiends were groaning as they scurried towards them, cross-eyed with deviant glee. Yelena and her three surviving soldiers formed a bulwark, but it barely held, they were bleeding so bad.
Deimos limped towards her. “Is that it?” That’d been the first time she’d ever heard genuine disappointment in his voice.
Is that it? she said to herself, sarcastically. You’ll see.
And they did.
Shadows fell from the moon by the tens of thousands. The final remnants of the Old World’s people, finally laid to rest. Entire cultures cleaved, races snuffed; any hope for insight, dashed for this, it, the Shadow Bladder at the moon’s core. First, revealed, then obscured; and finally, naked.
It was gigantic, far larger than Audra had ever imagined. The size of Ghostgrave. She imagined it to be lumbering, ponderous, but it couldn’t have been farther from. Its purple, red-shocked roots, tightly bunched up around its central pouch, unraveled with startling speed. Along the roots, pitchers as large as the torture chamber grew. They quivered, their sensuality stomach churning, and spewed out a dense amber fog, like censers. The fog began to deteriorate the Void, dissolving the sky and the ground, layer by layer; first by rock, then by soil, and then bone, from the millennia’s worth of murders committed by the witches here, and finally, it ate through the amniotic swamp upon which the Void had been built, until there was nothing but Abyss.
The approaching fiends, for the first time in the history of their species, chose caution over carnage, and fled.
Deimos helped Audra to her feet once more, and hugging her from behind, said, “We have to go.” His breath smelled of copper.
She squeezed his forearms. He let her go. She had to be sure.
With the roots completely uncurled, the central pouch was exposed. It was… immaculate. Emerald green, and thickly veined, and itself as large as the Archivist’s tower, the pouch was covered in serrated frills and flaps, which chewed and smacked—tasting this place; identifying its every ingredient, down to every atom; to single out, to eradicate. Yet this didn’t go on for too long. It must’ve had its fill. From inside the pouch, a bubbling sound, so loud and deafening, it was as if the oceans were burning. The central pouch was a cauldron, and its magnificent brew about to overflow.
Audra had seen enough. “Okay.” She started back towards the portal. “Okay, let’s—”
A torrent of viscous fluids exploded out of the pouch. What it hit, it burned out of existence, the Abyss included. In an instant, the atmosphere was nearly gone, and the ground, what little remained, looked like a puzzle that’d lost most of its pieces.
More gurgling sounded from the pouch.
A stifling dread overtook Audra. How long would the Shadow Bladder be here, unmaking reality? She knew it could do that. Umbra had told her the Warden of the Worm Chamber had cultivated the planet itself, before God found out and stripped it of its autonomy. Erasing was its specialty. It was the vacuous beast to which all positive emotions flowed, for it hijacked them from the Deep’s trespasser. She could only hope the Shadow Bladder, without sustenance, would die soon, before it eliminated existence.
She backpedaled with Deimos, Yelena, and her three soldiers to the portal.
The amber fog bank from the pitchers crashed against the highland on which they stood. What it touched, it melted within its consuming vapors.
Audra heard others going through the portal. But part of her wanted to stay. To see what she’d wrought. Had she doomed them all? Wouldn’t that be fitting? No different than any other day. Third time’s a charm.
But the fog bank was closing in, and the residual vapors of it began to eat at her skin. And then there was Deimos, holding her from behind again; stronger this time, more determined. She gave in, went with him. As the portal closed around her, the final image she saw of the Void was the Shadow Bladder floating above it, and a massive leg, not unlike a spider’s, stretching out of the pouch.
With that imprinted upon her brain, Audra tumbled out of the Void, back into the torture chamber. As her feet cleared the gateway, it sealed up, thunderously.
“Oh fuck,” someone said, and their moment of reprieve was over.
Commander Yelena flew overhead, crashing into the wall, her body twisted up like a used rag.
Audra blinked the grime out of her eyes. She couldn’t believe it, but she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.
Edgar’s flesh fiend had broken through the wall of the room that’d housed it. What was surprising, though, was that it hadn’t done it sooner. It was far larger than any flesh fiend she’d seen. As wide as two full-grown men, and as heavy as several more. Its skin, too small for its elephantine frame, was stretched thin to the point of ripping, so that it resembled a dirty, tattered blanket. Beneath the flesh, exposed muscle and unset bone. The fiend looked like a newborn that’d been born too early—a harlequin baby that’d tried to kill itself through self-cannibalism.
It was horrible, repulsive, yet somehow… she recognized it.
Holy fuck, she thought. Vincent?
It couldn’t have been Vincent, but this thing… It had her brother’s face. Edgar had killed Vincent, but this flesh fiend…
Oh, no.
It was his offspring. Vincent had a reputation for fucking everything that moved. It’d only been a matter of time until he’d fucked a Night Terror, too. This was his baby, raised on the fertile meat stripped from the Skeleton’s bones.
Audra ran as hard as she could. Vincent’s fiend picked up one of the three remaining soldiers and tore them in half. Entrails splashed and slid across the ground. They caught under Audra’s foot. She slipped.
Before she hit the ground, Deimos caught her and shoved her forward. “Go!” he cried, one arm broken by her brother’s bastard.
Audra held onto one of his fingers. That was the best she could do. She knew what he was doing. Even if she wanted to argue with him, there’d be no point. Deimos was always right. She gave his finger a pathetic squeeze, pressed her chapped lips to his, and hauled ass across the torture chamber.
Digging into the Deep for one last ounce of shadow, she pulled a handful of the damned into her palm and spun, flinging the ball at Vincent’s fiend as she did so. It soared across the torture chamber, whizzing past Deimos. It hit with a splat on the side of the fiend’s distended gut, and went straight through, like a hot knife. It didn’t scream. It just kept coming.
Making it to the door, she beseeched the Deep once more, but not even Umbra answered. She slammed the door shut, locked it. And when she looked up to find Deimos, she found him dead, the fiend towering over him. The Night Terror was smiling.
Audra hurried out of the torture chamber. She could hear the fiend giving chase. She knew the door wouldn’t hold it, but she’d done her part. Now, she had to know. She had to know it’d been worth it. That she’d been worth it.
Something had been wrong. She’d known that twenty minutes ago, and she was sure of it now. The closer Audra drew to the ballroom, the more screaming she heard. And then it wasn’t just screaming but feet, running hard, slipping and screeching on tile; and glass shattering, and tables being overturned.
Rounding the final corner, she saw Edgar’s guests scattering through the keep, some drenched in blood, others holding their own teeth or fingers. Some were naked, their bare bloody asses with flesh fiend prints rising like welts from their reddening cheeks.
Instinctively, she called upon the shadows, but the only answer she got was God’s.
Fuck off, she told It. Fuck. Off.
Audra made it to the ballroom. The doors were flung open. The chandeliers inside were rocking back and forth, slinging waves of light, causing a dizzying strobe effect. She heard commotion inside, and moaning; and panting; and what must’ve been the living statues figuring out what to do with themselves.
I have to know.
Audra hurried into the ballroom. On cue, the chandeliers came to a stop. Out of the candle smoke-filled darkness, Joy descended from the ceiling to the middle of the ballroom. From the hazy edges of the dancefloor, Choir members filed in, going to her like nurslings. There’d been more—bodies here and there, amongst the rich dead and Felix’s power-hungry guard—but now, only five remained.
Eyes adjusted to gray dark, Audra spotted Edgar and Justine at the farthest end atop their pulpits. Commander Millicent stood beneath them, protecting them with, presumably, her life. A few guards remained. The living statues, no worse for wear, were far from the battlefield; perched up like carrion birds by the corpses.
All of a sudden, a door cracked open, and out of it ran Isla. She was… carrying Felix. They slipped out a back entrance.
“You little shit,” Joy said, grinning. “You stupid, little…”
Joy’s words trailed off. She broke eye contact with Audra. The Choir stood alert, like guard dogs, and then, to a sharp din that rang out from nowhere, fell dead at the witch’s feet. Joy was staring at someone else. Someone behind Audra.
Before she could turn around, a moth twice her size walked past. A moth with mottled brown wings and iridescent patches of fur; purple and pink, they were covered in white markings in the shape of skulls and eyes. Her hands were twitching. Four fingers to each, when they moved, they were accompanied by the sounds of slicing.
No one had to tell Audra what she was looking at to know what she was looking at. It was Death. She’d seen Her all her life, in every form and fashion. She was so intensely moving in Her presence, Audra wept, and she could hear the others—Edgar, Millicent, the guards, and even Justine—weeping, too. Unlike God, who, when she saw It, she wanted only to get away from It, she wanted to run to Death. She was drawn to Her, in the way the sea draws you in.
Joy’s hate burned hot in her eyes, like the center of Kistvaen. She raised a fist to Audra, vomited out eldritch words, but nothing happened.
“Heh,” Joy said, staring at her fist. “Well, that’s fine. I managed without the Void in the past.”
She moved towards Audra, the white satin dress leaving a trail of blood in her wake. She didn’t get a few feet before Death had Her arm out, barring her path. Immediately, the witch stopped, and her face turned a new shade of winter.
“Enough is enough,” Death said.
Joy faced the moth, her lips curled back.
“I gave a part of myself to form you. I thought it was joy that I gave, but I have no joy to give. Only death. And so tonight—” in Her hand, there was now a single flower—bone white petals, with an icy blue stalk, “—again, death is what I give.”
Staring at the flower, Joy laughed. She shook her head, covered her mouth. Her eyelids fluttered. She lowered her hand, leaned forward, eyes squinted. She started shivering. And now, she, too, was crying.
Death held out Her Dilemma.
Joy grabbed the sides of her white satin dress. She squeezed them, quickening the flow of blood. Glancing around the ballroom, at the corpses of the Choir, she laughed.
To Audra, she asked: “Is it really gone?”
And to Joy, she said: “All of it.”
Joy’s cheek quivered. “Isla?” But Isla was already gone; had abandoned her behind her back. “Edgar?” she cried, but her words fell on deaf ears. Again, she looked to her children, but they were still dead. She was alone.
“Will I see Pain?” she asked, a tremble in her voice.
Death clinked Her blade-like fingers together and said, “Haven’t you seen enough of it already?”
Timid, Joy reached for the flower, but didn’t take it. Inches away from its stalk, she said, “Was I a good mother?”
Death stepped forward, lowered her head, so that her antennae were pressing to Joy’s cheeks and asked, “Was I?”
Joy didn’t answer, nor think. She took one final breath, the first in her life that’d ever mattered, and took the flower, too.
As soon as her hand closed around Death’s Dilemma, hundreds of tiny, childish hands shot out of the dress. They sank their fingers into arms and legs, her neck and shoulders, and face, and started to scratch at her. Their fingers were weak but persistent, and their small nails, not sharp, but enough. They scratched and scratched, until her skin was red and raw. Soon, flesh was broken, and beads of blood were spilt. Joy howled, but she was paralyzed, awake entirely, forced to endure this karmic surgery.
Once the children were past her skin, they became more frantic. They tore into her muscle, jerked veins and arteries out of her body, as if they were weeds. She begged them to stop, and once, they had, too, and since she hadn’t listened, neither would they. They peeled Joy apart, and flung the pieces of her into the ballroom. All across her body, they were hollowing her, handful by handful, as if she were a pumpkin they were carving. She bled gallons, for within, she’d kept the blood of all those she’d slaughtered over the years.
Covered in bone-deep holes, plastered with her own gore, Joy finally collapsed to the ground. The white satin dress pooled around her body, which was moth-eaten in appearance. The tiny, crimson arms slinked back into the fabric, to leave her there. She rasped. She tried to scream, but her voice had given out. Then there was a churning sound, not unlike the Shadow Bladder’s. And all of a sudden, Joy’s body flattened, as her bones were sucked down through her body and expelled between her legs, splitting her vagina apart as her ribcage and skull smashed through. Finally, she’d given birth to the only child she’d ever truly wanted. Herself.
Beside Death now stood two women with leather hats and blond hair that obscured their faces. Both of them had shepherd’s crooks in one hand, and marked-up wrappings in the other.
Death raised Her arms. Joy’s dripping husk of flesh rose off the ground, her white satin dress falling away from it like ash. The shepherds tended to her body, wrapping it with the strange bandages that sparked with every pass. When the witch was completely covered from head to toe, mummified, the shepherds took hold of her, each one hooking a finger into Joy’s empty, flaccid eye sockets, and then disappeared within a nova of ice.
Death remained. She turned towards Audra, this time with another Dilemma in hand. She laid it before her and said, “I can hear It, too.”
Audra touched the side of her head. God’s will was latched onto her brain, like a tumor.
“This is all I can offer You.”
Death crouched and planted the flower in the pile of Her daughter’s bones. Standing, she nodded, closed her wings around herself, and disappeared into dust.




CHAPTER XLIX

It’s hard to take someone’s self-sacrifice seriously when you know they have a giant mosquito buzzing them on in their brain. It wasn’t that Vrana didn’t appreciate what Neksha had done. She did. God, how she did. If he hadn’t wrapped his bindings around the Skeleton, either the Warden would’ve taken the heart; or the Skeleton would’ve lost his shit and unleashed the Black Hour on them, or simply disappeared for good. No, what didn’t sit well with her was why Neksha had done it and who he did it for; and how she found herself sitting here, in the cold and ringing dark of Heaven, creating a backstory for a character in her life that’d never had the chance to develop.
Neksha and his race had been nothing more than pawns, each one taking centuries to move into place on a rigged board. Exuvians cast out from their unhinged homeland, asked to take pride and purpose in glorified slave labor. Had the others even heard Mr. Haemo’s commands? Or was it Neksha alone who’d carried that burden? If he was, he’d engendered his people with trust so that they were willing to be driven to dust for the sake of having a path by which Vrana, Elizabeth, and the Skeleton could tread. Whether it was for a god or to kill the God, all the violence and endless scheming always came back to just that: God. While that might’ve sounded like the opening statement to some edgy teenager’s treatise, it sounded right to her, and it was why she was here in the first place. This was why God had to die.
Vrana sat with the Skeleton and the Maggot at the second archway outside the Worm Chambers. She nursed wounds she’d forgotten were there. Though they were easy prey, the Warden hadn’t followed. It was bound by rigid rules that prevented it from doing so, according to the Maggot. The more Vrana heard about these rules and traditions the Vermillion God imposed, the more she realized it had nothing to do with lore or supernatural tropes. They were simply Its attempts to control, not only Its minions, but also Itself.
Feeling smarted, Vrana shared with the class: “What would happen if God didn’t follow Its rules?”
The Skeleton, leaning against the archway, ensorcelled by his new clothes, didn’t care to hazard a guess. Most of his bones were covered in Neksha’s wrappings. The only exception was his skull, where the bindings that covered his mouth came up around the side of his face at an angle, leaving both his eyes, nose, and the top of his pate untouched. The runes, normally looking like scratchy scribblings, were darker, also; activated.
But the Maggot perked up. “Without order, there’s chaos,” it said, roaming the caverns they’d found themselves in for a way out.
“What if that’s what the Black Hour is? A God that let go. A corpse that won’t stay buried.”
The Maggot gurgled out laughter.
“I could buy that,” the Skeleton said, interested again. He kicked off the archway and went to Vrana. “What’d you feel when you wore the wraps back in the desert?”
“Cold. Kind of like when you sit out under the night sky in fall.” She smiled, because she hadn’t realized it’d actually felt like that until someone had asked. “Why?”
“Itches. Kind of sticky. Hot, too, like a sunburn that’s taken a turn for the worse.” He scratched himself through the bindings. “Hurts like a son of a bitch, truth be told, which… can’t be right. Might be the Abyss, pissed, you know, because I skirted it all this time. Or the Black Hour, trying to get me to take them off, because I can’t actually… hear it anymore.”
That last part drew the Maggot in, the stench of worry spurting out of its folds.
He touched his chest. “I still have it. It’s not that. Probably won’t be long until the Black Hour chews through these bindings. I got to say, though—” he pointed to his skull, “—it’s nice and quiet up here. Wife used to ask what I was thinking about all the time. Used to say nothing. Never believed me. Goddamn how I missed thinking about nothing.”
The Maggot considered the Skeleton for a moment, those chevron eyes of its turning into slits, and said, “We’d better be moving. There’s no mumiya left to save you from another freak-out.”
Vrana looked around for the Red Death ax. Shit, she thought. She’d left it back in the Worm Chamber. For a moment, she considered retrieving it. That moment passed.
“It really doesn’t want us to use it on God. The heart, I mean,” the Skeleton said, still patting himself down. “Back there, sensing we were close to finishing this, it did freak out. Hell, I think it was scared.”
“You don’t think that’s because it’s afraid of what Mr. Haemo will do when this is over?” Vrana asked.
“No, it’s got no opinion on the bug. Whatever designs he’s got can’t compare to what we’re doing.”
“You sure?”
The Skeleton said, “No. Don’t matter. We chose our path. Can’t turn back now.”
It was a shortsighted statement, but he was right. They were hammers, pounding the final nails into God’s coffin. There was no stopping, not until It was six feet under. Mr. Haemo? Exuvia? There was nothing they could do but leave them for the sequels to come.
“Remember that you will die,” the Maggot said, out of nowhere.
They both stared at it, and both let out a hearty, “What?”
“It’s a quote. It’s Ruth talking now.”
“Aren’t you always Ruth?” the Skeleton asked.
It ignored the question. “If the Black Hour is God that let go, then making the Vermillion God face that is a reminder that It will die… That they will both die. The Vermillion God is order. It’s an engineer. Maybe It engineered Its own demise in the Black Hour.”
The heart’s nothing more than a sealing stone. God’s just a big Worm. Wonder what the necklace was? Earth?
“I think only you, Atticus, can imagine how terrifying death can be, when not even Death can reap you. Death beyond Death. Big red button behind ten feet of glass. Hit in case of that one emergency that should never happen.”
“I’m fine with that, if it comes to that,” the Skeleton said.
Vrana hesitated, plucked some feathers in her hesitation. “I’d still  like to keep kicking after this, as crazy as that sounds. Since this is Ruth speaking… You two and your split-personalities are a pain in the ass… Are you looking forward to dying?”
“Fuck yes,” the Maggot said.
The Maggot hadn’t warned them where the caverns would let out to. Perhaps it was best it didn’t. Words would’ve failed what even sight struggled to capture. One minute, or two days in Deep-time, they were in tunnels. The next, amongst history.
Vrana didn’t know what it was like to see a planet all at once, but this had to come close. In every direction: cities, continents; an entire world or worlds taken apart and thrown together like keepsakes in this endless valley. Her eyes hurt to take it all in at once, so used to the curvature of the Earth they were, but they did the best they could, cutting through the chaff of civilizations. The Old World wasn’t gone. It was here, clumsily preserved; this place as much a museum as it was a landfill. Skyscrapers vomiting out roadways; trailer parks afloat in lakes of stagnant water. There were whole chunks of land standing freely, their severed undersides riddled with pipes, dangling subway cars, and fallout shelters; or simply a forest’s worth of roots, the trees to which they’d belonged cast out to the neighboring country of automobiles and war machines, and mountains of plastic and glass.
Vrana couldn’t see beyond the dark and foggy mountain beside them, but she figured the scenery on the other side was no different. Instead, she cast her gaze above, where the ceiling rounded over them, murky with filtered red light. It was as if she were inside a blister, seeing outward. But, thinking that, it became more than that. She started to piece together shapes in the murk, to see beyond the red light. Vermillion veins. That’s what it was. That’s what it always was, wasn’t it? Vermillion veins above her, netted and knotted; too many too count, for no scientist had yet come up with such a number. But they did seem to be going somewhere other than up. They came down, too—a reverse parabola—and to the mountain, into the mountain, they fed.
About to question the Maggot as to what the mountain was, she gave silence the stage, instead.
Because in this graveyard, they were not alone.
The glimpses came sparingly, then more frequently, either by coincidence, or the creatures’ unintelligible curiosities. In the wreckage of the Old World, grubbers; springing from the black muck that constituted the floor to the valley. Out of that primeval muck, they came on calloused elbows and knees—victims not of evolution or a genetic defect but amputation. Their bodies were humanoid, textured like stone. Their mouths were not. They were rubbery, stretched into a permanent howl; and when they hobbled along, their maws dragged on the ground, collecting wreckage in that great gape. Like snakes, their bodies swelled to the shapes of the things they’d swallowed, and shortly thereafter, they’d pass whatever they’d eaten, leaving it behind undigested, but covered in a cloudy discharge. Though it was too quick to judge, as far as Vrana could tell, they had no purpose, but damn if they weren’t doing their damndest.
Across the sky, more visitors. Humming swells of muscles, not unlike brains. The creatures had no eyes, no limbs. Instead, they drifted, as if they were meant to drift; and sampled, as if they were meant to sample, the highest peaks of God’s wondrous wreckages. The brains, five at first, thirty not long after, rubbed their girth against skyscrapers and cathedrals, and the ocean liners capsized in commercial districts. When they did this, the brains glowed, and what they ground against was left behind with a splash of blood along its façade.
On the valley walls, even more creatures had emerged from its honeycombed sides. Huge rats, with six-foot wasps riding on their backs, their gigantic stingers permanently embedded in the rodents’ spines. Wraiths, with guts like boilers and heads like iron helmets—their flesh, an ectoplasmic waterfall that never stopped flowing. Whirling dervishes of brightly colored fabrics, their centers obscured by their flailing, though Vrana spotted, in the gaps of their performances, chains and bells fixed like piercings to a feminine figure, black and bloodied.
Atop the valley, which should’ve been imperceptible, she spotted shadows. She’d heard about them enough, had even encountered them a time or two, to know that, yes, these were shadows. There were a lot of them, too many to count, but not as many as she would’ve expected. They were milling about on the precipice. They looked lost. They looked confused. But all the same, they were looking at her.
“What’re all these?” the Skeleton asked.
The Maggot said, “I have no idea. I’ve never seen these before.”
Vrana heard a cracking. Above, in the looser stretches of veins, a portal to Exuviae had opened. A golden glow pushed through it, and in it, a dark shape stood, winged; covered in an anxious cloud.
“Do you think the Bad Woman is an agent of Haemo’s?” she asked. “Is that him?”
The Skeleton didn’t respond. Some of the bindings on his leg had burned off, black mass in its place.
The portal closed shut.
“Anyway, that’s God,” the Maggot said.
Vrana stared at the Maggot, but it didn’t laugh. It didn’t explain what it was talking about. God? God’s here? It was a dumb question, but she was a dumb mortal, and like a dumb mortal, she didn’t see divinity, even when It was right in front of her.
And right in front of her, It was. The dark mountain, now rumbling, and fogged, as if under a constant wildfire, that, It… It was God.
“Holy shit,” she said, taking a step back.
But no matter how far she stepped back, even if she stepped all the way back to Caldera, it’d never be enough to witness God in full.
The Vermillion God was… There was no unit of measurement to properly calculate its size. Truth be told, she wasn’t even sure if she was comprehending Its size, or if It was adjusting Itself to make it easier on her unenlightened mind. The mountain she was looking at was Its scaly side. And crowning the top, at the storming precipice, a halo of smoke, and eyes, gelatinous and clogged, like embryos, and large as moons. She’d seen God every day ever since It took Its place upon Kistvaen, but this was different. This was the real deal.
The Maggot headed towards the Vermillion God. Vrana and the Skeleton followed. The bug drove them away from the straightest point. Instead, they went at an angle, closer to where this land bridge let out to more cannibalized countries. It took hours—in Deep-time, who knows—and when they got to where they were going, they stood at the end of the bridge, where, for once, the ground was not flat, but a sheer drop- off. There was no wreckage here, nor did it appear there ever had been. In standing near this place, Vrana realized when she looked back, she couldn’t see where they’d come from. The valley was gone, replaced by darkness and things lurking in the darkness; leaving only this cliff and the things growing alongside it.
“Intestinal tracts,” the Maggot said.
That’d been her first guess, too. Attached to the side of the cliff, like mushrooms, were miles of intestinal tract. They were tiered and layered; there even appeared to be some sort of path connecting each of them. Odder still, the plant life. It was teeming. Roots and stalks and engorged ovaries—a jungle of nightmarish greens and bloodlust-reds pricked with thorns, blanketed in hairs; all moving, all at once, leaning in, like grass to the night, to see what fresh meat had come to visit their vile garden.
Vrana smelled a pungent cocktail of traumas-past, then saw milky streams dribbling off the intestinal flaps. “Crossbreeds…” she whispered. She’d never forget that smell.
“And Bloodless,” the Maggot said. “My garden. A feeble attempt to kill God. The shadows tend to it now, but…”
The Skeleton, reeking of burning, and missing more bandages on his arms, said, “What?”
“Something’s… wrong.”
Wrong? Vrana was half a second from flying away when—
“There’re no shadows here,” it said.
That was true, but she added, “I saw some at the top of the valley.”
“There should be billions upon billions,” the Maggot said. “And…”
Again, impatient, grinding his teeth, the Skeleton: “What?”
“The Shadow Bladder is gone,” the Maggot said. “It should be right here.” It gestured to the nearest tract, where there was a clear opening. “We were going to have to fight through it.”
“Isn’t that good we don’t have to?” Vrana asked. “Isn’t the Shadow Bladder basically a black hole? Thanks for letting us know, by the way.”
The Maggot hissed.
“What happened, then?” the Skeleton asked.
“I don’t know,” it said. “Only the Speaker can manipulate both the shadows and these plants. Audra must be using them for something. If she’s that powerful, we may be too late.”
The fear in the Maggot’s voice was enough to kick their asses into high gear. Carefully, they moved across the piece of intestine. The organ buckled in places underneath their weight, but held. It wound around the cliff, before starting upwards and coming to a stop directly at God’s back.
“Oh, good,” the Skeleton said. “And to think I thought you were going to have us going up God’ ass for a second.”
Vrana started laughing hysterically. She held her beak shut with both hands.
The Maggot was the first to God. It went up to Its back and gestured to a patch in Its reptilian flesh. There was something wrong with it. It was puffy, swollen, like an open wound. Albeit, a wound the size of Caldera, but still, a wound. Several vermillion veins fed into God’s flesh above the site, but below them were the stems and nubs of veins from before. They looked rotted, poisoned, really.
“Amelia Ashcroft struck a chamber of God’s heart with a Red Death weapon untold time ago. It absorbed the tainted material into Its body, because It was unable to heal or remove it,” The Maggot said. “My mother’s blow has been eating at God ever since.” Now it was Ruth speaking. “It has been contained, the rot, for a long time, but the damage is done. A path has been carved. At the end of it, is the end of It.”
Vrana and the Skeleton approached the wound. Beyond the layers of flesh and muscle, a slab of meat that shot upwards into the squelching dark of God’s guts. There were no handholds, and no way up but up.
“What if I didn’t have wings?” Vrana said.
“But you did,” the Maggot said. “And you had him. Providence.”
The Skeleton pressed his hand, which was unbandaged and covered in black mass once more, to his chest. He said, “How the fuck did my life come to this?”
Vrana let out a heavy sigh and shrugged. “Not bad for monsters like ourselves, all things considered.”
“You scared?”
She held out her hand. It was shaking badly.
“Me, too.”
The Maggot started towards the wound, stopped. It said, “Once we are in, God will react. It will know. Because of the Black Hour, but first, because of me. Its body rejects me, as It does all Worms. Once we are in, we will be attacked relentlessly. I will go a separate path and draw their attention away from you. But once I am dead, and I will die, you are on your own.”
“Thanks, Maggie,” Vrana said. It was hard to feel sympathetic for something as repulsive as it, but she did her best.
“Figure your suicide run won’t draw the attention of Liz’s Bad Woman?” the Skeleton asked.
The Maggot shook its head. “As soon as you expose the heart, she will come for it.”
Vrana stretched her wings, readying them for flight. “I don’t have any weapons, Atticus.”
“Just keep breathing, R’lyeh,” he said.
Vrana twitched.
“That’s the only weapon I need.”
Vrana ignored him and the insanity returning to him. She entered the wound, kicked off the ground, and flew upwards. The Maggot followed, scaling the organic wall; and the Skeleton did the same, taking chunks out of it as he climbed with a frenzy.
It’s almost over, she told herself, looking down on her companions, missing them before they were even gone.




CHAPTER L

It was five in the morning, hours after the so-called celebration, and neither Isla nor Felix had slept. They’d been joined at the hip, the way they had been years ago, when she was thirteen and he was eight, during those few strange weeks of summer back in Pyra. That’s when things had gotten bad with Uncle Augustus; when he’d started insulting her, and suspecting her sexuality; when he’d caught her reading Lux’s A History of Hell and pronounced her a rabblerousing whore. She’d gone to Felix afterwards, to ask him to do something about Augustus, but too afraid to speak her mind, she hung out with him, instead, because she didn’t think it fair the only friends he had were Justine and the ones in his head. They played games and explored Pyra, and she’d even given him his first kiss, though she doubted he remembered that (she’d forgotten it herself), because it’d been quick and awkward—just something someone had done to her. Their moment, those weeks, so pure and sweet, they’d come and gone, but it’d come back around, this time, him to her, wounded and in need of healing.
They stood in the shadows of the torture chamber, watching a handful of soldiers and even more doctors gather like vultures over what she’d just recently come to find out was Vincent’s monstrous offspring. Before they covered it in curtains, because there hadn’t been a sheet large enough to drape over its protuberant frame, she and Felix had come in and seen it’d been riddled with tens of deep, bloody holes, some of which had smoke coming out of them. Whatever it was King Edgar’s people had used to take the beast down, it left a sulfurous stench in the chamber.
They’ve got guns, she thought.
After Death had showed up, Isla ran with Felix out of the hall to his quarters. Though he’d been heavy in her arms, she’d never put him down. He’d been holding her so tightly, and he was so naked, in every way, that she couldn’t bring herself to do it. He reminded her of a wounded bird that’d fallen from its nest, while its mother and mates watched, too busy with their own plans to pick him back up. Justine had seen Valac take Felix into that room. She knew that, because she’d seen it, too. Everyone had, even King Edgar. Isla had more hate in her heart than anything else, but when she of all people was the first through the door and saw Valac’s jaws wrapped around Felix’s belly, she was ready to kill everyone.
Felix scratched his stomach. They’d doused it in disinfectant, an anti-bacterial, and covered it in bandages. Valac hadn’t bitten very deep, but only God knew where that Anti-Child’s mouth had been.
Isla, on the other hand, hadn’t bothered with her hand. Her knuckles were split, and she might’ve broken something when she broke Valac’s face. She wore her wounds like a badge of honor. In all this time, despite all her designs, saving Felix was the first thing she’d done where she’d felt as if she’d done something right. Made a difference.
They hadn’t spoken much since the celebration. Instead, they mostly wept on his bed, the two of them cross-legged, their foreheads to one another’s, raining tears on each other’s calves. He cried for what’d happened to him, and for what’d happened to him a year and some change back, with Samuel Turov. She cried, at first, because he was crying, and then, she cried for herself, too. Because seeing Felix stripped naked on the floor, his would-be doppelganger seconds away from becoming him, something triggered inside her. A memory. A feeling. Some combination of the two wrapped around one another; a thread teased out from amongst the thousands that comprised her life experiences. It was dark and filthy, and alone, it stood out, but before that, it’d blended in, normalized into nothingness, because what was her life if not dark and filthy? It hadn’t always been, but one day, someone had convinced her it was, and then it was.
In that moment of weakness, Isla had the strength to bring down the lies like walls that’d sectioned off her mind. Behind them, men, but sometimes, women. Moonlight, too, and covers that kept sliding off. Shushes and sighs; sour films in the cracks of her lips. There’d been ghosts, their weight making the edges of her bed sink, and later, bruises. Also, blood, off-cycle; doors open in the morning when she’d sworn they should’ve been shut. And after that, at times, smiles on old faces, traded like secrets.
Most of the Exemplars had drugged and raped her at some point. When she started to realize what was going on, she was demonized by demons. They enchanted with her lies, filled her with doubt and disbelief. They made her question her victimization, until she bought into the role they’d made for her. The mad woman. The social justice warrior. Always looking for trouble. Too sensitive. Too hysterical. Privileged, and irrelevant, because she never practiced what she preached; never went through what she wanted to change. Internalized trauma, externalized.
The soldiers started inspecting the corner where the gateway to the Void used to be. There was nothing to suggest that it’d ever been there to begin with. It would’ve been easy to chalk up the last few months to simply being a nightmare, but you had to sleep to dream, and Isla hadn’t really slept in a very long time.
“I’m sorry about Joseph,” Felix said, his condolence monotone.
One of the reasons she’d wanted to come to the torture chamber was to find him. Though she hadn’t, she was fairly sure she’d seen, if nothing else, pieces of him back in the dungeon. If not, then he was either sitting perpetually undigested in a flesh fiend’s stomach, or lost to the Void. He’d been so eager to report to Joy, after Isla told him he was needed by the witch. He’d said he’d gather intelligence for Isla. Now, he was just gathering flies. She missed him reluctantly, because they still hadn’t found a body. If he had survived, she hoped she’d never see him again. He would know she’d betrayed him, and come back to her, anyway. And she would swallow her guilt and self-loathing, and welcome him back with an open arm and a closed fist. For, through him, she could be the Exemplars that’d run through her.
Felix stared at her for a while, clearly working out something in his head, and said, “Do you think she knew? Is that why Audra wasn’t there?”
Isla’s first instinct was to lie to him. Her second, to turn him against others. Instead, she thought back to her meeting with King Edgar in the Archivist’s tower, when the celebration had solely been for Joy, to announce her arrival and let her rub elbows with the rich and powerful; not to introduce a new allegiance between the Disciples of the Deep and the Holy Order of Penance.
“Audra was definitely busy,” Isla said.
“I know, but… Was I bait?”
“The celebration was always a sham. I think you and Justine arriving when you did only… sweetened the deal.”
“But they were going to do it anyway if we didn’t come?”
“I think so.”
Felix held himself, rubbed his arms. His breaths were so quiet, it was as if he weren’t breathing at all. He’d taken a bath earlier, but she could tell he felt dirty again. She did, too. Like this torture chamber, no matter how many times they washed themselves, they never could get clean. All it took was for the wind to blow the right way, and you’d know, right away, something was wrong with the both of them.
“All people want to do is use me,” Felix said. “I thought everything would be better since me and Audra are going to be Speakers.”
“It can be.” Isla watched a doctor dig a metal ball out of Vincent’s offspring. “It still can be. Never again, right?”
Felix gave her half a smile, cheek puffed out like a chipmunk’s, and said, “Yeah.”
“King Edgar gave me tons of statistics on every village, town, and city. Do you know where abuse happens the most?”
He didn’t say anything.
“Holy Order places, especially Penance. I mean it’s bad everywhere. I thought he’d skewed the results some, but… thinking about some things… I bet it’s right. And it’s been going on for a really long time.”
Felix was getting anxious. He started scratching his legs.
“Me and you couldn’t really change anything, because everything was established already, but, uh, like you said, you’re the Speaker now. You and Audra. Holy Order’s going away, sure, but the way its people act isn’t.
“It always comes back to fucking, literally or symbolically. Someone’s always trying to fuck someone else. If we could change one thing, maybe that should be it.”
“Yeah,” Felix said, looking at her. “Justine… the Mother Abbess, I mean… she said I couldn’t save everyone, so I’ll just pick something and start with that. It’s got to stop.”
“Never again.”
“Never again.” Some color coming back to him, he followed-up with: “What do we do?”
“Assess, educate. Provide resources. Listen. Stop… glorying and rewarding abusers.”
“Not kill them?”
Felix sounded like he was joking, like he was playing into her reputation, but she wasn’t sure. So, she said, “Maybe.”
“Did you know?” he asked.
She cocked her head.
“About Samuel Turov?”
“What he did to you? I…”
“No, did you know if he’d done stuff like that… with others?”
Isla started to speak, but remembered, instead. She remembered the Exemplar of Innocence’s mouth pressed to hers, breathing in her cries. “Yes,” she said. “Everyone knew,” she said. And she said this, because it was true.
Felix shook. He asked, “Even Justine?”
“She knows everything,” Isla said, simply.
“She does,” Felix agreed.
Now, his hand was around the chain of that necklace he always wore. She’d heard it was some kind of stone that came from Justine, the White Worm of the Earth, but she’d never seen it.
There was something in Felix’s eyes that triggered Isla’s need for self-preservation. Something white hot and sharp, like a bolt of lightning. Or maybe it was the way he was holding the chain, squeezing it as if it were someone’s neck. Or maybe it was the way his face had changed, like he’d suddenly figured something out, and that terrible knowledge had aged him years ahead.
“I’m a bad woman,” Isla admitted.
Felix let go of the chain.
“I’m a bad woman whose been through bad things. One doesn’t excuse the other, I know. I deserve to die, too, if I’m being honest.” Isla took a deep breath, as the weight inside her was finally lifted. “Or be punished. I was part of the problem, but I don’t want to be anymore. I wanted to—” Fuck, this is so hard, she thought, “—tell you that, even though I know you know. Everyone knows.”
“I don’t want to kill people,” Felix said. “I want to help them get better.”
“Even the Samuel Turovs of the world?”
He shook his head. “Not… yet. Maybe one day.” He furrowed his brow. “Isla, why’d you turn on Penance?”
“I told you the Exemplars…”
She stopped. He was confused. And he had every right to be. She hadn’t told him why. She hadn’t told him what she’d only just discovered a few hours ago about herself. She thought she had, but she hadn’t. That was her life, wasn’t it? Nothing but pretense.
“They raped me,” she said, loudly.
The soldiers and doctors in the torture chamber stopped what they were doing and stared at her. Pretending as if they’d heard nothing at all—good ol’ boys that they were—they went back to their work. They’d behave extra well while they were still here.
“And I got fucked up. And I forgot. And I hated myself. And everyone. And I still do. And I thought the only way to make things better was to tear everything to pieces. Joy found me in Rime and she took advantage of me, too.” She paused, wiped a tear from her eye. “Then I came here and Edgar used me. I always get used. And I always make myself useful enough that they give me… just enough of what I want to shut me up.”
Felix took her hand in his and asked, “Will you get better?”
Isla didn’t know how to answer, so she didn’t. Get better? Why should she have to get better when it was… She hit the brakes on that train of thought. It was one she’d ridden too often. She knew its time of departure and inevitable destination. He wasn’t attacking her. And he wasn’t saying anything she hadn’t already admitted to. Even then, could she get better? Should she get better? Did she deserve to get better? Fuck yeah, she did, and fuck everyone who thought she didn’t. Then again, how old were those memories? Then again…. Then again. That’d be what they put on her tombstone.
Never again.
Then again…
Isla squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her teeth. She was possessed by others’ possession. She wanted an exorcism, when she knew what she really needed was therapy.
“It’s almost time for the execution,” she said.




CHAPTER LI

Felix went back to his room an hour before the execution, sat at his desk, took out a quill and piece of parchment, and by the light of dawn, began writing. He did it thoughtlessly, without feeling. When he was finished, he was as surprised at what he’d written as anyone would be who would soon read it. And it read:
Never Again
There is a crime committed every day, every minute, that everyone is capable of stopping. It has happened to someone we know, whether we know it or not. The perpetrators are usually people we have met before. People we trust. Sometimes, they are people we love.
Sexual abuse has to stop. It has gone on for far too long, because we have let it. We turn a blind eye. We silence voices. We make excuses. We cower in fear, afraid of what would happen if we were to speak up. We set the example for generations to come.
Sex is beautiful. It is powerful. Whether it is bringing people together for the rest of their lives, or simply for the night, sex is something to be enjoyed by those involved. Sex is not currency. Sex is not control. Sex is not something you can have with anyone, simply because you want to.
Those who have been abused, I understand, because I, the Speaker of God, have been abused, too. I was raped repeatedly by Samuel Turov, Exemplar of Innocence, years ago. I am not above pain and agony, and hardship. I am like you as much as you are like me. I want to hear you all. I want to help you all.
This is a New World we live in, under the watchful eye of God. Rapists will no longer be able to hide, nor will they be promoted. It does not matter if you have no coin to your name, or if you are a dedicated Disciple. You will not wait until Heaven to be judged for your sins, for Heaven is already here, in us all, and no matter how heavy your purses are, no matter how silver your corrupting tongue, Its gates will not open.
Our bodies are our own. They belong to no one.
Felix read through it once more, set the quill down. He stared at the line that called out Samuel Turov and his crimes. Starting to crumple the paper, afraid of what’d happen if he released that information, he stopped himself, instead, and laid the letter out in the sun to dry. It wasn’t written in stone, but it was close enough.
He didn’t know how to dress for an execution, so he put on a robe and left it at that. Mackenzie had taught him tips and tricks when it came to makeup, so he sat down at his vanity and painted his face until he looked as if he hadn’t stared Death in the face. He had, of course, and he wondered if he would again in the next thirty minutes. It’d been strange seeing Death. He hadn’t been afraid of Her, and he seldom thought of Her since. Unsurprising, really, since Death had never been far from anyone’s thoughts these days. More a confirmation that they weren’t crazy. That there was an end, even for things like Joy.
He was glad the witch was dead. He wasn’t happy about what’d been done to kill her. Felix still hadn’t talked to Audra, or King Edgar. For a moment, he wondered how the Disciples would spin the news of the celebration being crashed and tens of dignitaries being killed during it, but then he remembered that, in God, anything was possible, and everything was excusable. It wouldn’t be lies they told, but alternative facts.
Felix took a drink of water. He wandered over to the small herb garden on the sill and snapped off a bit of Reprieve. Things were different now, he thought as he chewed and swallowed the plant. He felt different now; actually different. Older, kind of. More serious. He could still remember where he’d gone wrong, that moment when he’d followed Valac into the dark. It should’ve never happened. He should’ve never been that stupid. Never again.
Finishing off the water, he wiped his mouth and left his room. The gathering area between his room and Justine’s was empty, but in shambles. First, he’d come through with Isla a few hours ago, the both of them terrified messes. Then, at some point while they’d been in the torture chamber, Justine must’ve made it back. She’d been the one to knock over the couches, tear the pillows to pieces. There were feathers everywhere. And on the doorknob to her room, dried slime.
I don’t want to do this with you, he thought, going to the door. Not right now, anyway.
“Felix?” Justine croaked from behind the door.
He went to open it, but the sight of the slime and the likelihood it was locked stopped him.
“Oh… Felix.” A thump. “Are you… okay? I didn’t realize what was happening—”
“I’m fine,” he snapped.
He heard water, or in her case, liquid spilling onto the floor. “I won’t be able to attend—”
“I know.”
“They were your friends—”
“Not really.”
It sounded as if Justine were drawing nearer to the door. “It’s okay to be sad—”
He turned away. “I have to go.”
“I’ll be here… if you want to talk.”
Felix took the White Worm’s sealing stone out from underneath his robes, placed it over them for everyone to see, and left without saying goodbye.
The execution was being held in the open courtyard next to where Gemma had been imprisoned. As Felix arrived, this time in daylight, with his usual guard of soldiers and living statues, he couldn’t figure out why they’d chosen here of all places. But then he noticed the courtyard had undergone some construction, or rather, deconstruction. The far wall that let out to a view of Eldrus; in particular, the lanes below that led to Ghostgrave, had been removed, and the ground around it, dug out. At the farthest edge of the edge, four ten-foot stakes had been driven. King Edgar wanted the entire city to see the prisoners killed, to have their traitorous blood run down the sides of the keep, as a reminder of what would happen to those who would try and challenge God.
Really, though, if the view was for anyone, it was for God. It was a clear shot from here to Kistvaen, and the Vermillion God, hunched over the volcano on Its haunches, looked enthralled. Each of Its many tentacles were stabbed into the countryside, giving It the appearance of an Arachne. Copious amounts of fog oozed from Its pores, dousing the South in a nightmarish mist behind which shadows played. Enthralled, yeah, that’s how Felix thought It looked, but now… He wasn’t so sure. It almost looked like It was angry. Like… It was in pain. Like how he used to get when he was little when the doctors tried to give him a shot. All condensed and heavy, and scared. It looked like It was biting Its tongues, because It was too proud, like he’d been too proud, to ask for help.
Coming into the courtyard, Felix noticed there weren’t many people in attendance. Forty, at most. He didn’t pay them any attention. He didn’t even bother making eye contact. Anyone that was still here after last night’s “celebration” were sick infants—err, no, sycophants. Edgar could take a shit in their cereal, and still they’d ask for seconds.
He made his way to the raised stage at the back of the courtyard. Edgar and Lotus were there. Commander Millicent, too; she’d been saving a seat for him. He hated all of them right now. Edgar for using him to carry out his witch-trap. Commander Millicent for not protecting him from Valac. Lotus for… Well, there wasn’t one reason specifically to hate her, but he had plenty to choose from.
Commander Millicent stood and bowed. “Your Holiness,” she said, looking at him as if he were a wounded animal.
Lotus, who’d been mysteriously absent lately, winked at him. She, too, stood and bowed.
King Edgar was quick to his feet. He planted a hand on Felix’s shoulders and whispered, “Just one more matter of business to attend to. How are you?”
Felix didn’t bother answering, because it was a stupid question to begin with.
“I am sorry. Audra told me there were… complications.”
“Where is she?”
“She’s resting. Her mind is adjusting to God’s Word. She sends her best.”
Felix went to sit down, then said, “How’d you know Death would come?”
Edgar slipped a vein into his mouth. “We didn’t. We were just going to kill her when the Void was destroyed. We got lucky.”
He sat, pressed his hand to his stomach. “Not everyone was so lucky.”
“You were not bait,” Edgar said, sitting. “Joy was a powerful witch. It could have gone much, much worse.” He sucked on the vein a bit. “Valac’s dead.”
Felix had assumed the freak was, but it was a relief to be sure. He didn’t bother asking Edgar why he hadn’t tried to stop Valac from taking Felix into that room.
“We got lucky,” Edgar repeated. “Yes, we did.”
“Isla and I know what our first order of business will be.”
Edgar cocked his head, smiled his vermillion-stained teeth. “Good,” he said. “As God wills.”
Felix turned to Commander Millicent.
Commander Millicent turned to him.
“Are you okay with this? The alliance?”
“I am as you command, your Holiness,” she said.
Felix chewed on the inside of his mouth. “I want to know everything from now on. These people wouldn’t have to die today if I had known more.”
“You are in charge now, your Holiness,” she said.
“I always was…”
She stared at him.
“Are you… human?”
Commander Millicent furrowed her brow. She shifted in her chair, the pearlescent plate making squelching noises she did so. That was her answer.
From opposite him, Lotus: “Who did you decide to pardon?”
Felix, staring at the stakes, said, “No one.”
“Nice,” Lotus said, leaning back in her chair. “Very nice.”
Edgar let another ten minutes pass, until the sun was good and high in the sky and the streets below packed. He came to his feet, walked to the end of the stage, and bellowed, “With any growth comes weeds. Undoubtedly, you have heard of the events that transpired last night. A demon came to Ghostgrave and tested the very best of us. Those that succumbed to her temptations were struck down by God, while those that resisted were not.”
There’s no way the people in the city can actually hear him, Felix thought. Unless they’re not meant to hear. Just to see.
“The Holy Order of Penance and the Disciples of the Deep are one and the same. But just as the demon was a weed that needed to be picked from the garden of the Disciples’ achievements, so, too, are the Marrow Cabal and the Compellers. For God’s kingdom to prosper, these groups and the chaos they sow cannot be allowed. I encourage discourse and even disagreement, but I cannot tolerate… senseless violence.”
Felix and Lotus both laughed.
“Bring out the prisoners!” Edgar shouted, sitting down.
Out of Ghostgrave, Hex and Sloane came, ten guards at their backs. The guards didn’t have swords, though. They had something else. Something long and wooden with metal pieces fixed to them. Pipes, in a way, and…
“Hrothas has been hard at work, ensuring this continent will finally expand technologically,” Edgar said, “but progress was a struggle, and slow. While Hex didn’t go to the Dead City herself, many of her finest cabalists did; escorted by a Mr. Haemo…”
Oh, damn. Felix swallowed hard. Oh, damn, oh damn.
“The blood well Mr. Haemo had used to get them there from Cathedra hadn’t been strong enough to bring them back through. They had to walk, instead, with their loot.” Edgar smiled. “We intercepted them near the Dires. The cabalists had murdered a significant number of Scavengers and taken their horses and wagons for their haul. Hundreds of weapons from the Dead City. Those you see right there, are rifles. Old World weapons. Lotus and I had rediscovered their designs in the Nameless Forest, but actually having our hands on them? It made things go a lot faster.”
Lotus ran her hand over her bald head, pretended to blush, as if she’d been complimented.
“Mr. Haemo wasn’t there,” Edgar said, “but the odd thing was, he did leave a note for my men.”
Felix said, “Oh?”
“It said, ‘Finders keepers, Felix’s a weeper.’”
The mosquito was serious. He actually was going to bring us weapons. He was going to arm the Marrow Cabal.
“It’s good you turned Mr. Haemo’s offer down. It’s good you look as if you have no idea what I’m talking about.” Edgar fell back in his seat. “We have God, and now we have guns. It’s all good.”
Hex and Sloane were marched to the stakes. Screaming in their ears, jerking their limbs as if they meant to pull them from their sockets, the soldiers pushed them against the stakes and manacled their hands behind their backs. Sloane, probably as old as the wood she’d soon die on, didn’t fight back; rather, she fell forward, held back and in midair by her bindings, and stared at the ground, beseeching the Deep. Hex didn’t fight either, but Felix could tell she wanted to. It was in the way her eyes followed the soldiers, sizing them up, looking for weakness. She was drooling, she was concentrating so hard. Or was it because they’d knocked some of her teeth out?
“In our New World,” Lotus cried, surprising everyone, even Edgar, “Death comes swiftly. We will not cheat God your souls any longer, for though It has eternity, eternity isn’t enough to answer for your crimes!” Lotus clapped her hands together—“Ready!”—pointed with both hands at Hex and Sloane—“Aim!” and—
Felix jumped to his feet. He didn’t know why he did it, but he did it. Sweating through his robes, the eyes of everyone on him, burning right through him, he stuttered, “W-Wait… Wait.”
Lotus’ jaw went sideways. “Hold!” she said.
“What is it?” Edgar said, annoyed. Then, trying to be nicer: “Hey, is everything okay?”
“Let me speak to them… one last time.” Felix put his hands together, holy-like. “To pray for their souls. To hear their last confessions.”
“Well,” Lotus said, “good luck with that.”
Edgar put up his hand. “Yes, yes, of course, your Holiness.”
Felix hurried off the stage, nearly tripping down the steps. He sprinted across the courtyard, a wave of surprise and whispers building from the crowd behind him. The riflemen didn’t know how to act, so even when he slipped in front of them, in their line of fire, they kept their guns pointed at his back. All it would take was one itchy finger or one silent order and he’d be dead before he knew what hit him.
I’m the Speaker. I’m the Speaker. He stared God in the eyes. I’m the Speaker.
He went to Sloane first, because, of everyone involved in this mess, she was the one he’d spoken to the least. But when he got closer, her bruised and puffy face split apart as she opened her mouth. Her tongue had been cut out, sloppily. She laughed at his disgust. She wouldn’t have given him anything, anyway.
Hex was laughing, too. Her curly blue hair dripped beads of sweat. Her face was untouched, unlike Sloane’s, but her body wasn’t. Felix knew it just by looking at her. He could tell that about a person now, having seen such a thing so often in the mirror. Her clothes, maybe even the same she’d worn the day she was arrested, were tattered, darkly stained. Her legs weren’t right. She winced when she moved her arms. And she wasn’t really standing but crouching. Standing hurt too badly.
“Going to pardon me?” Hex said, her voice grating to his ears.
Felix glanced past her. Inches away, a fifty-foot plummet into the screaming masses of Eldrus. He hadn’t heard them before. It wasn’t until they saw him that they broke their silence. Now, they’d think this was his idea. Now, it’d be his name beside Edgar’s on the death certificate.
“Come to pray for my soul?” Hex laughed. “No, you haven’t. You want some truth.”
Felix stepped closer, close enough for her to grab him; that is, if her hands weren’t chained up on the other side of the stake. She could chew an ear off, though. He wouldn’t put something like that past her.
“All things considered, you had a good run, Kid.”
“I want some truth,” Felix said.
Hex’s eyes locked onto the White Worm’s sealing stone.
He held the stone in his hand and nodded.
“Why now?”
“Tell me.”
“Why believe me?”
He squeezed the sealing stone, until his Corruption glowed redder.
Hex sniffled her nose. She reared her head back, cracking it against the stake. Widening her eyes, clearing her throat—clearly struggling more than she let on—she said, “She put me in that old chapel in Cenotaph. She put the Bloodless in the catacombs, right underneath that chapel. I don’t think Justine’s got some master plan. I think she wants everyone to think that, but she’s an opportunist. Whatever designs she had, when she realized she could have me torture Ichor, have his veins break out the Bloodless… blame it all on the Marrow Cabal, say she had no idea…” She snorted, shook her head. “She was going to let that plant out, one way or another, Felix.”
He asked, “It was all just to make the blood well?”
“No, Mr. Haemo is just a fan of sloppy seconds. I got wind of her plans before Ichor broke the Bloodless out and called Haemo in. Figured we’d make the most of the situation. We tried to recruit you, but you were even more out of the loop than we thought. After you turned Mr. Haemo down, we paid Justine a visit.
“She laid it out clear. I was stupid for buying it. The Bloodless would get out, get fat on Cathedra blood. Mr. Haemo would open a blood well inside the plant before it got too big, to kill it. Mr. Haemo would take a handful of the Cabal’s finest into the well, into the Dead City; get some gear for the big fight to come. I’d pretend to go, but hang behind, instead.” Hex coughed; her eyes went two separate ways. “She sent me and Sloane into the Heartland. We trailed your caravan. She wanted us to ‘sow chaos.’ Suicide bombers from both sides, on all sides. See, I thought it was to throw off the Disciples, until the weapons came back from the Dead City. But the weapons never came back. She never sent anyone to retrieve them. Then your caravan kept shedding soldiers. Nothing was making sense. Not until I realized it wasn’t making sense on purpose.” She paused, caught her breath. “She wanted to fail. This whole time. That’s all it’s been about.”
Felix took a step back.
“Months into a war, and the largest and oldest religion in this world is surrendering to the new kid on the block? You’re perfectly safe, and you go to Cathedra? Then Eldrus? You got a seasoned Commander in Millicent, and she’s so checked-out, we’ll be paying dues on her till the day she dies.” She smiled. “I thought you were in on it. I felt bad when I realized you weren’t. Mr. Haemo… He’s not all that convincing. But I thought maybe Clementine and Will might’ve been able sway you. Gemma, if nothing else. You… really don’t know what’s going on?”
Felix shook his head.
“Why don’t you take that stone you’ve got there and go get your answers? Can’t be the first time Justine hasn’t made sense. The fact you’re here talking to me about it says it isn’t. Says you’re having doubts.” Taking a deep breath, Hex dropped her head. “That’s all I got to say.”
Felix, fuming, started back, but not before asking, “What happened to Ichor?”
“He and Mr. Haemo are going on vacation together.” She looked northward into the sky. “Was hoping to see them off.” She spat. “Guess he won after all.”
Felix made it back to the stage in a blur. He had so many thoughts racing through his head, it hurt to think. It wasn’t until he was sitting back down beside Edgar and Commander Millicent, and Lotus shouted, “Fire!”—
The firing squad unloaded into Hex and Sloane. The bullets tore through their bodies. Flesh exploded across the courtyard in sticky chunks. Blood spurted from their wounds. It came hot, and steaming, and blackened. They were dead before they could scream. Not that women like them ever would.
—that he remembered where he was. That he remembered who he was. That he remembered, that he knew, what he’d always known. What he had to do.
The riflemen lowered their weapons. They went to the stakes, took off Sloane’s and Hex’s manacles, and flung their bullet-riddled corpses over the edge of Ghostgrave. The shouting below escalated to something of a storm of riotous screaming. Felix didn’t need to see what was going on to know what would happen next.
The deaths of Sloane and Hex were still looping through Felix’s mind when Warren, James, and Gemma were shoved into the courtyard. Felix’s heart skipped a beat, and was out of rhythm from there on out. The soldiers fixed them to their stakes. None of them tried to fight back. They couldn’t, really, even if they wanted to. Warren’s arms had been badly broken. James’ eyes were both too swollen to see out of. And Gemma, pale and glistening, weakened by the sun, looked as if she were doing her best to die right here, right now, just to get the inevitable over with.
Everyone was waiting for Felix to go back down there, to talk to them, too, but he couldn’t do it. Thoughts like thorns were ripping through his brain. They hurt too much to consider, hurt too much to ignore. Besides, if he went down there, he’d start crying. He’d try to pardon them all.
They betrayed me. They knew. They’re just as bad as Hex, he told himself. Just as bad as Justine.
“Get it over with,” he said through his teeth.
Lotus cried, “Ready!”
The riflemen raised their weapons.
“Aim!”
They pressed their eyes to the iron sights, rested their fingers against the triggers.
“Fire!”
Felix looked away. He shoved his fingers into his ears. Agonizing second after agonizing second passed, but the guns didn’t go off. He told himself time had stopped, that he’d stopped time; that if he turned around, it would start again. This way, if he stayed this way, he could buy himself a few days to think, a few years to plan. That’s all he needed. That’s all he wanted. He’d done so much. There was so much to do.
A thunderous explosion rocked Ghostgrave. Had time started again? No, that wasn’t the riflemen. He stared into the sky, but it couldn’t have been a clearer day. Again, a blast of thunder; not from above, but beside… near; on the other side of… somewhere.
An ear-piercing screech split the air, rattling the tiles off Ghostgrave’s roof. The thunder returned, grew louder and closer, until Felix realized it wasn’t thunder, but flapping. Heavy wings, flapping. He turned in his seat. Warren, James, and Gemma were still there, and so was the bat.
The bat. The gigantic bat. Camazotz. She flew wide around the courtyard, the pressure of her passing nearly knocking everyone out of their seats. Wings outstretched, blood weeping from her maw, Camazotz landed in front of the prisoners with an earth-shattering force. Shielding Warren, James, and Gemma with her body, she leaned over the stakes and bit through the chains as if they were butter.
The audience cried out, and cried out to King Edgar to “Do something!” They should’ve run. They wanted to run. But here, they were in the sight of God. It was as good a time as any for martyrdom.
Camazotz spun around. She flashed her ragged, snarling face at the riflemen. She knew guns. She knew them well.
Holy shit.
Warren, James, and now, Gemma, had crawled onto Camazotz’s back. Clouds of what appeared to be sand were coughed into the air as they scurried to her neck. Gemma climbed higher and farther than the men, though. She reached the bat’s head, nestled her face against it, and breathed in her old master’s pungent stench.
Sitting up, rejuvenated—blood passing from Camazotz’s fur to her pale flesh—she turned to everyone watching and threw two middle fingers in the air.
Camazotz kicked off the ground, high into the sky.
“Fire!” Lotus screamed, her voice going out.
The riflemen fired round after round at the bat, but it was too high, too fast, and their aim, too poor. Not a single bullet hit her before she was nothing more than a black speck in God’s red sky.
Felix was gone before the dust had settled. No one stopped him. There was no stopping him. As he left, he heard King Edgar screaming for the rest of the cabalists and Compellers to be brought out and executed. Felix passed forty to fifty of them in the halls, before their paths went a separate way. Whether they were actually cabalists or Compellers, he couldn’t say.
Felix forbade his guards, living statues included, from following him into his quarters. He barricaded the entrance with whatever was around and went to Justine’s door. Instead of knocking, he shoved it open. It wasn’t locked. Chances were, it never had been, in all her life. That’s just how Justine had managed to get by all these years. Assumption. The benefit of the doubt.
Justine was waiting for him. She was crumpled at the foot of the bed. Her arms and legs were limp at her side. Her mouth stretched open, like a snake about to feed. Her torso was caving in upon itself. It was like someone had taken all the bones of out of her body.
“Will Audra speak to God soon?” she asked, reforming her mouth. “Lillian is fighting harder than ever.”
Holding the sealing stone—God, he’d been holding it since talking with Hex—he said, “Isn’t that a good thing?”
Justine’s eyes rolled lazily in her skull, patterns printed on the back of them.
“You’re the White Worm of the Earth.”
“Yes.”
“You’re the… You’re religion. You represent religion. Your purpose is to serve God.”
“Yes, but…”
“You wanted to go against God.”
She nodded.
“But you never did.”
“No, I did.” She closed her eyes for a while. “I tried.”
“No,” Felix said, laughing in disbelief, “you didn’t. You didn’t! You never did! It was so obvious. You didn’t. You’re a liar. Do you know even know how much of a liar you are?!”
“I love you,” she said, hand melting into the ground.
“You’re a Worm! You only know one thing!”
Justine’s flesh began to bubble. The smell of burning wood and lilac filled the room.
“I’m going to ask you questions.”
She said, “I did this for you.”
“If you don’t tell me the truth…”
He shoved the sealing stone at her. Her skin immediately began blackening. Hundreds of abstract forms exploded in a panic inside her body. They threw themselves against her flesh, trying to get out.
“Okay,” she cried. Her head tipped back. Out of her neck, another head emerged. “Yes, Felix,” it said.
“You knew Ichor would let the Bloodless out.”
She hesitated.
He threatened her with the sealing stone.
“Yes.”
“You told the Marrow Cabal and Compellers to turn people into suicide bombers. Innocent people.”
“Yes. They didn’t have the Skeleton. It was the only way to make them useful.”
Felix said, “We never came here to pretend to form an alliance with the Disciples.”
“No.”
“We were never going to gain their trust and take over from the inside.”
“No.”
“You wanted the Holy Order to be taken over.”
“Yes…” she whispered.
“Because it is a false religion.”
“Yes.”
“We only fought Edgar to look more desperate, to look less suspicious. You were… going through the motions. It was the only way to get you. Right. Here.”
Justine nodded.
“Everything had been for God.”
Justine sat there for several minutes, in a constant state of transformation. With her head propped up against the bed’s footrest, and a tongue and some teeth back in her mouth, she pushed infant-like, barnacle-covered hands out of her stomach and folded them in her constantly churning lap.
“Yes,” she started, finding her voice again. “Yes. If I tell you everything, I know you’ll understand. I know you will.” Her leg detached, slithered away. “Yes, you will.”
He didn’t say anything.
“I knew Edgar had made contact with God in the Nameless Forest years ago. Before that, though, I was already beginning to suspect Audra was the Speaker. I had heard stories of her abilities. And Archivist Amon had spent decades on the royal family’s council. He wouldn’t have done that had there not been potential.
“I sent Alexander Blodworth as an envoy to Eldrus to establish a relationship between the city-states, and to monitor Audra, and eventually, bring her to Penance. We waited for the right moment. When Edgar killed his family, I told myself to be patient. When Edgar emerged from the Forest, changed, I stayed my hand. But when Edgar began cultivating vermillion veins, when the Skeleton led the rebellion against Eldrus, I was glad I had waited. That was the moment. Being challenged by the so-called “people” he meant to save was too much. It did not take much to discover Geharra had funded rebellion, so, learning that, I sent Blodworth back to Eldrus. Edgar is still a child, in some ways. He thinks he is above revenge, but I assure you, he is not.
“I gave Blodworth the Red Worm’s necklace. For his information, Edgar gave Blodworth safe passage to Geharra and Audra’s Crossbreed she’d been growing. He took that necklace to Geharra to summon the Worm on my orders.”
I can’t believe… I can’t believe she’s admitting it.
“I told Samuel Turov to take you into the South at that same time, as a smokescreen; a way to justify Penance’s presence in Geharra. We lied and told our people that you’d been abducted and taken to the city. They had funded the rebellion against Eldrus. Why wouldn’t they attack us as well?”
Felix, about to explode, sputtered, “Did you… know… what Samuel Turov… w-was?”
“Yes.”
“And you fucking sent me anyway?!”
“He gave me his word, and he was the only one willing—”
Felix spat in her face. “Willing? Of course, he fucking was!”
Justine let the wad of saliva slide down her face, before her pores opened and took it in. “The Red Worm woke up. We brought you home after that. With the Red Worm roaming, it was enough to justify attacking Eldrus, but really, all it did was provoke Edgar to move faster, to work harder to wake God. Because he knew he would never defeat Penance, otherwise. And that is the purpose of the Worms. To bring about an apocalypse… a revelation. That there is a God. That It is here.”
“But the Skeleton killed the Red Worm.”
Justine shrugged. “An annoyance, but necessary at some point. We had Audra. I made her grow the Bloodless, because I wanted it, and I wanted her to indulge her powers. The Crossbreed was practice, and she never witnessed its majesty. When I let her and the Night Terrors go, I knew she would find her way home, because she was so full of anger, so desperate to prove herself, and because a Speaker always finds their way back to God.”
Felix drove his thumbs into his temples. “You let me split up Narcissus so we would look stupid and weak.”
She nodded. “Commander Millicent did everything I told her behind your back. The armor she wears is my boon. It compels her.”
“Boon?” He remembered back to Cathedra, when he’d begged her for a boon to help him cope with all the crap he’d been dealing with. “Boon?” He remembered the robe she’d gifted him; the one with the pearlescent fabric that looked just like Commander Millicent’s armor. “You did give me your boon.”
“I thought about it. I was worried that a day like today might come. I did not want to, but I thought it might be best that I control you, like Millicent. You never wore the robe but once or twice. I encouraged you to, but you never took to it.” She smiled pathetically. “I was so happy you didn’t.”
Felix wanted to punch that smile right off her face. “You still tried.”
“We all try despicable things, Felix, human or not. It’s only when we are caught that it matters.”
“Bullshit,” he cried. “I caught you. Would you have told me all of this if I hadn’t?”
Opalescent blood leaked out the corner of her mouth. That was her answer.
“We’re only here for God,” he said.
“Yes.”
“When Audra finally lets God in…”
Justine straightened up. “Lillian will shed me. She will take my lifeforce and be renewed. And God will speak through her, not Audra, because Lillian was the first and the most loyal. This was my purpose. When Lillian woke me so very long ago, my intentions have always been to ensure the religion survives.”
“It was all a lie,” Felix said, breathlessly.
“No”
“Shut up.”
“It wasn’t.”
“Shut the hell up.”
She reached out for him, but he recoiled. “I thought I was going against God. I thought I was going against my nature. I did. I really did, Felix. I swear to you, my love, I did.”
“But you just said…”
“I’m a Worm of the Earth. I am good for one thing only. One day, when God seemed as good as gone, I told myself I could be something else. What I didn’t realize was that I was what I’ve always been, even when I was telling myself I wasn’t. I cannot think of anything more human than that.”
Felix mumbled, “When did you realize? When did you know you were doing what It wanted all along?”
“I always knew, but I didn’t realize it until last night, when Valac took you.”
Air caught in Felix’s throat.
“I never tried to love the Holy Children before you. They were nothing to me. I kept their names a secret, and always lifted them from the most horrible environments. None of you had parents. None of you had a future.”
Felix’s cheek quivered. He started to cry.
“An assembly line of orphans, that’s what they were. Cogs. Replaceable. It wasn’t until after a century or so that I began to yearn for companionship. I thought the living statues I’d turned them into would’ve helped, but they didn’t. Then I found you in the gutter… same little town I found the Demagogue in a few years later…”
“What about when Valac took me?” Felix said, stopping her. He couldn’t hear anymore about that. He didn’t have a past. He’d accepted that. He needed that. “Tell me.”
“When Valac took you, I felt nothing. I thought I had feelings for you. I thought I could think for myself. I thought I could be human, Felix.” She pressed her chin to her chest. “I tried very hard. I love you.”
“Stop.” He was shaking. “You don’t. You just said.”
“I know the meaning of the phrase,” Justine said, eyes meeting his. “Isn’t that enough? If we both tell ourselves it’s enough.”
Felix thrust the sealing stone at her. “Take it.”
“I can still try.”
“Take. It.”
“Now that we know what I have been doing, I think I can change.”
Felix laughed, rolled his eyes. “I can’t… I can’t do this. Take it. Take… Fuck. When Lillian comes out, what’ll happen to you?”
“I’ll go to sleep.”
He started to lower the stone. “Will she be like you? Have your memories?”
Justine sat there, like a doll that’d had all its stuffing removed. And that’s all she was, wasn’t she? A representation of something she could never truly be. Meant to comfort. Something to cry into. That’s all religion was. A stuffed animal humanity had never grown out of. Felix got that now.
“Take it,” he said.
Justine sighed. “I can’t. It has to be given.”
“Why me?” He wiped his eyes. “Why did you choose me? Out of all of them? You weren’t lonely. You don’t know what that means. You tried on emotions like freaking clothes. None of them fit! Just no one told you so.”
“I don’t know.”
“I swear, don’t lie to me!”
“You were sweet,” Justine said, “and naïve.”
“But if all of this had happened sooner with God—”
“And you were smart. And you understood…”
“If all of this had happened sooner with God,” he persisted, “it wouldn’t have been me, right? It would’ve been the Holy Child before me, right? Right?”
Silence.
“What was his name?”
Justine stared at him.
“What was it?”
“Felix,” she said. “Always Felix.”
He stared at her, mind blank, body off. He felt nothing but the weight of the stone in his hand. It was almost too heavy to hold. Now, there was lightning dancing across the snowy surface of the stone, nipping on his fingertips, biting at his palm. God, it was so heavy. It’d never been this heavy before. He tried to let go, but it wouldn’t go. It was stuck to him; a part of him. If he let go of this, he’d have to let go of everything. He couldn’t do that, though. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t—
His hand plunged deep into the cavity in Justine’s chest. Neither of them had realized what’d happened at first. The stone was weightless there, and so he could let it go; because now it was hers, and now it was where it should’ve always been. He took his hand out, took a step back.
The White Worm of the Earth didn’t smile or shake her head, or give any indication at all as to what she thought about what he’d done. Instead, she liquefied. When her fluids hit the floor and spread throughout the room, what was left behind in the Mother Abbess’ wake was the emaciated and ancient body of Lillian. She was on her hands and knees, panting, struggling to stay alive. Around her neck was a silver necklace with a white gem within a tangle of worms.
Felix ripped the necklace off Lillian and hurried to the door.
“Wait,” Lillian croaked, pawing at the air, her old wrinkled flesh bunching up over her body like tissue paper. “I need… I can’t…” She gasped and coughed and collapsed, face down in the opalescent blood of her host. “Please…” She curled into a ball. “Please.”
Felix ignored her. He left the room, shut the door behind him, and locked it. He dropped to the ground, held his knees to his chest, and listened to Lillian die.
It took hours.
And all he had.
His first love.
His only kill.
Once was enough.
Never again.




CHAPTER LII

Despite her best efforts this morning, Audra hadn’t been able to drink, smoke, fight, or fuck God out of her head. After Death had claimed Joy, she ran out of the hall, to her room, because it felt as if someone were peeling apart her brain with their bare hands. In a pain-induced bender that put her shitfaced nights back in Nyxis to shame, she went to work on anything she could get her fingers on or in. The theory was simple: The Disciples said that everybody’s body could be a gateway to Heaven, so if she tainted that gateway as much as possible, wouldn’t that be enough to make sure God didn’t come through?
She’d chosen Deimos’ room to debase herself in—a form of grieving he wouldn’t respect, but one he’d enjoy sternly talking to her about—and went to work. While Ghostgrave was in an uproar over what’d happened during the celebration, she drank her weight in wine, smoked some mindbreakers Deimos had been hiding in his pack (“Naughty, naughty.”), and when neither had been good enough to dull the pain, she picked fights with guards in the hall, cussing them out at first, before full-on flattening one with a punch that must’ve been shadow-infused, because she’d broken half his teeth, dislocated his jaw, and had him crying for his mommy. Being the King’s sister, there wasn’t much they could do except what she asked, which at the time was for them to send over the twenty-something female servant who’d been creeping around the hall in the distance, more interested in sopping up gossip than anything else with that sponge of hers.
Audra had kept the servant awhile, and that seemed to help, but not in the way she imagined. The servant’s touch set her on edge, only made the pain worse; serving Audra’s wants so selflessly only highlighted the hurt of Audra’s need. It wasn’t about power, though she was craving that, too. It was about distraction, and so for an hour or two, the servant was treated like a Queen, and not one part of her body went untouched.
“Thank you,” the servant had said.
But the best Audra had been able to manage at the time was a groan, because she’d fallen asleep between the woman’s thighs.
She came to at sunrise, alone in her dead friend’s bedroom. It still smelled like him—warm, musky—and she teared up when she thought about him. The servant had left a note, but Audra didn’t read it, because the pain was back, worse than ever, and words might as well have been barbs hooked into the back of her eyelids. She grabbed a part of the blanket she hadn’t vomited on in the night, bit into it, held the rest between her legs, and screamed.
God’s word had come through her mind like shafts of light. Hot and blinding, it sliced through her synapses and seared the inside of her skull. She could’ve just given up, but she was too stubborn to give up, too proud. Audra of Eldrus did not give up. She was a shadow-weaver, a witch killer. She’d summoned every mythological plant. Even managed to annihilate an entire plane. God would have her, when she wanted God to have her. Her mind was her own.
Then a strange thing happened. She’d been listening to the execution through her window, to the thunder and shouting about a bat; the one Deimos had called Camazotz, she figured. She watched it swoop down, watched it fly away—James, that big guy, and Gemma hitched to its back. Sometime after the business with the bat, the pain stopped. It just stopped. It didn’t fade away, nor did it dampen. It stopped completely. No cuts or bruises or scars. Like it’d never happened at all.
Audra hadn’t wasted any time. She got out of bed, got her shit together; got a bath, got dressed; and got on with the day. Whether the reprieve from the pain was permanent or temporary, she had no choice but to act. Today was the day they were going to change the world. She wasn’t about to be left behind, left out. For once, she’d reap what she’d sown, and everyone would see her for who she was and what she was capable of. She was God’s Speaker. They’d speak when spoken to.
Now, she was sitting in the throne room, at the round table Edgar had installed earlier, with him, Felix, Isla, and Lotus. There was an empty chair for Commander Millicent, but she was missing, and another for Justine, but Felix had told the rest of them she would not be joining them.
“A lot has happened since last night,” Edgar said, staring at her.
Audra waved him off. “Let’s get to the business of today.”
Lotus nodded, rubbed her hands together maniacally.
Felix, who sat so closely to Isla she feared for his safety, went first. “God wants to launch an initiative to expose and prevent sexual abuse across the continent.” He slid a piece of parchment over to Audra. “God spoke through me this morning.”
She took it, read it, smiled, and said, “Yes.”
Edgar said, “Our suffer centers are in every established location in the world. We will train the workers using Old World texts on how to identify and treat sexual abuse.”
Both Felix and Isla nodded at him.
“Purge known sex offenders,” Audra said, sharply.
Both Felix and Isla gasped.
“That is God’s will.”
Edgar nodded, “Very well. Isla, you will take full responsibility for this campaign, as you are well-versed in the Old World. Our libraries are open to you. You will report directly to Felix.”
“Of course, my Lord,” Isla said. She looked so happy she might cry.
Felix let out a laugh. “Just like that?”
“Just like that,” Edgar said. “I am a humanitarian at heart.”
Lotus cocked her eyebrow.
“I have sacrificed and will continue to sacrifice everything I have and am for the good of humanity.”
A sharp pain tore across Audra’s brow. She jumped, started sweating immediately. Don’t, don’t, don’t, she pleaded. But seconds later, it was gone.
“We will establish women’s and men’s shelters, and overhaul our court systems. Nyxis’ female population is far more liberated than it used to be and have made great strides. I will call them to Ghostgrave to share with us what they’ve found has worked and not worked.” Edgar was grinning; he looked giddy. “I had a considerable amount of capital frozen in the event the war continued. Those funds will be unfrozen and made available for your… God’s… campaign. This will take a lot of coin, and even more time, but if we are diligent, the world will be made safer for it.”
“Thank you,” Isla said, actually sounding grateful for once in her life.
Felix, red in the cheeks, nodded and announced, “God is pleased.”
Heh, Audra thought. It’s like putting on a hat for you, Felix. Except you never took it off. Damn, you’re good.
King Edgar scribbled something down on the parchment in front of him and said, “For the next order of business: The Nameless Forest. Lotus, if you would?”
Lotus cracked her knuckles and got right to it. “The influence of the Black Hour is waning. There is still residual chaos here and there, but nothing like it was before. We’ve been expanding the Binding Road to make travel easier, and the new paths are holding. Your Great Hunt, though…” She glared at him, clearly not a fan of his decision to wholesale slaughter the beasts of the world. “It’s caused the monsters that left the Nameless Forest to return. It was a safe haven before, so I think they think it’ll be a safe haven again for them.”
Something was brewing inside Audra’s skull. A gnawing horde of sensations. “The Great Hunt is over,” she said, annoyed. “God wills it to be called off. It is satisfied.”
Edgar tapped his quill against the table before stating, “Fine. It was a good distraction while it lasted.”
Lotus said, “I have one more suggestion.”
“Please.”
“For the longest time, the Nameless Forest was a no-man’s land. If we leave it like that, it’s going go that way again. Strategically, it’s an important—”
Felix interrupted. “Make it a mecca.”
No one else knew what the word meant, except for Isla. Audra’s gut told her it was Isla who’d taught it to him. What else was the snake teaching the rabbit?
“A holy site,” Felix explained, “that people can make pilgrimages to.”
“God’s influence would get stronger there,” Lotus said. “It would give us a closer foothold to Penance’s peninsula.”
“We’re allies…”
“In this room, we are.” Lotus tongued her lip. “Your city isn’t going to be so accepting of the change.”
“Regardless,” Edgar said, “Felix is on the right track. The northeastern side of the continent, especially in the areas of Bedlam and Gallows, are poverty-stricken. Increased movement would bring increased commerce. It would give us another method by which to spread education on awareness and prevention of abuse.”
Audra leaned back in her chair. At this moment, she was nothing more than a glorified stamp to press her seal of approval to all their lofty goals. Ignoring the buzzing in her ears, she tried to think of what changes she wanted to pass through this ragtag committee of dreamers, but nothing came to mind. In fact, she was perfectly pleased with having the final say of things. Evil as it sounded, she couldn’t wait to see their faces when she finally told them no. See how they liked it.
“We will need to locate Commander Millicent before we can discuss Narcissus, as well as our army,” Edgar said, jotting down a few more notes. “Have the Arachne responded to Ikto’s death, Lotus?”
She shook her head, smiling. “Atlach is mine. There are still thousands of Arachne. Your Great Hunt and this war wasn’t enough to wipe them out.”
Edgar said, “Shame.”
“But with their numbers lessened, they will be more manageable. I’ll think about how to make them useful again.”
Isla chimed in: “Isn’t there a problem with the people drinking too much of God’s blood?”
“Yes, there is,” Edgar said.
“I don’t mean this in the wrong way, but the Arachne kind of look like God, in a way.”
Everyone, Felix included, looked at Audra for how to respond. Pain mounting, the sounds getting louder inside her head, she cringed and said, “Tread carefully, Taggart.”
“I’m just saying that maybe they were… or they could be… protectors of God’s veins. They could wrap Its veins in their webbing. Anyone who tried to get at them after that, their skin would melt. I don’t know.” She crossed her arms, started getting angry. “Just an idea.”
“I like it,” Lotus said.
And because she liked it, Edgar said, “So do I. Alright, then—”
Audra closed her eyes. She pushed her hands against the seat of the chair, as if to get up. Nausea overtook her. There was a light. A shaft of red, moving like someone running with a torch down a pillared corridor. Her stomach lurched. Sudden tightness tented her shoulders, as if strings had been attached to them and they were now being pulled upwards. She heard hooves, too. Distant, at first, but drawing nearer by the second, growing louder, more intense.
“—it is time, Sister, for you to commune with God.”
She stared at Edgar. He pointed to his nose, and when she touched her own, her fingers came back bloody.
“We must keep the balance, as the Night Terrors would put it,” Edgar said. “One for us, one for It.”
“I…” Audra wiped the blood on her pants. “I will make contact.” She stood, took a deep breath. “Do not interrupt me,” she said, her voice quivering. “I can handle this.”
Lotus crossed her legs, palmed her knee.
Isla kept looking around the room.
Felix might as well have been covering his face.
And Edgar, he was all teeth. “This is so exciting. Finally… Finally! The world is united. When you get everyone in the same room… It was worth it.” His face darkened. “Everything I… It was worth it.” He sniffled his nose. “Go on, Speaker, go on and speak for—”
The hooves were so loud, they could’ve been behind her.
And then they were.
The throne room door flew open. The hooves hadn’t been hooves at all, but this Holy Order’s soldier’s feet, running towards them. In his arms, he held a frail old woman, hairless and wrinkled. Her skin was pale, the heels of her hands and feet black with dirt. Her head lolled over his shoulder. One eye was open, wide and clouded over with cataracts. And her mouth, thin enough to have been painted on, was curled back, caught on the sticky surface of her gums. She was laughing.
Felix shot out of his chair, knocking it to the ground.
Isla cried, “What’s wrong?” and grabbed his hand.
Lotus rushed the soldier, screaming in his face, “What is the meaning of this?”
The soldier, panting, addressed Edgar. “I’m… I’m sorry, my Lord, but…” He looked at Felix. “Your Holiness, the Mother Abbess is gone. And…” He readjusted the old woman in his arms like a baby. “We heard crying from outside her room. This woman was inside and… I didn’t know what to do.”
Felix stammered, “I… I… Get… Get rid…”
Audra stared at the old woman.
The old woman stared back at her. “He… chose… me!”
She threw her head back and began coughing violently. The soldier tried to turn her over, but she started thrashing against him so violently, he dropped her. The old woman’s head clipped the side of the table. With a skull as soft as infant’s, the hit left a gash on her brow. A gout of blood flooded it, like water coming through topsoil. By the time she hit the floor…
Audra had, too.
She’d dropped to her knees. The pain was back, worse than before. It was all-consuming. In her final moments of sight, she saw herself in the old woman’s dead eyes.
And then God had her.
It tore her mind in half and forced Its way into her consciousness. A vermillion light swelled inside her skull. From the soil of her mind, veins grew and took hold. They threaded through her lobes and punctured her bones, until they were deep in the marrow of her spinal cord. Thoughts were consumed. Feelings swallowed. Memories were cast like bloody scraps to the baying dark.
Then came the images, millions of them; fed into her brain—fetid regurgitations from God’s perverse whims. A forest of vermillion veins, hundreds of humans dangling from their boughs by their mouths, perpetually sucking poison from those bloody teats. Mountains of meat moving across the land, their shadows long beneath the four-moon sky. A great hole in a silted wasteland, with a tower built over it, stretching from the Deep to the stars in space. Hearts. Victorian haunts. A woman and two children hiding behind her dress.
Audra screamed, because inside her, God screamed. The images gave way to just one. A woman that looked like a raven, a skeleton, and a giant maggot. Through God’s eyes, she watched them go around It, towards the wound on Its back.
HE HAS IT.
The heart of the Black Hour. She knew it without God having to tell her, because now, at last, their minds were one.
Audra stumbled to her feet, bleeding from every orifice.
STOP THEM, STOP THEM, STOP THEM.
“We…”
“Audra?” Edgar stammered.
STOP THEM, STOP THEM, STOP THEM.
A massive rumbling rocked Ghostgrave. Audra turned to the window and saw in the South, God was moving.
STOP THEM!
Audra cried, “They’re killing God! They’re killing It!” She grabbed the soldier that’d brought in Lillian. “Do something!” She ran to the window, bashed her fist against it. “Send everyone! Everything!”
STOP THEM, STOP THEM, STOP THEM!
Edgar was saying something about how he didn’t know what was going on, or what he could do. Something about how Valac… But she stopped listening.
She was in charge. She was God’s Speaker. She was God’s protector. She would be the Will and the Way. It was up to her. It had always been up to her.
Hands clawed, Audra grabbed her head and let the Deep take her over. In bringing the Shadow Bladder to the Void, she’d killed millions, maybe even billions, of shadows, but there were still some left, in the glittering ruins of God’s gulf.
“Kill them!” She ordered them to the wound the apostates had snuck in through. “Kill them all!”




CHAPTER LIII

“Something’s wrong,” Vrana said to the Skeleton and the Maggot.
Still flying up the passageway the Red Death rot had carved through God’s innards, she stopped and landed on an encrusted foothold, popping several pustules underfoot. The Skeleton hurried past her, raining chunks of muscles down as he tore up the necrotic hollow. Most of Neksha’s wrappings were gone, and it was hard to say if he kept going because of the few he still had, or if he had simply gone insane. The Maggot, however, must’ve sensed danger, too. Hooked to the intestinal wall by the barbs on its underside, it stopped near Vrana and glanced back into the darkness out of which they’d sprung.
“It knows,” the Maggot said.
Vrana shook the numbness out of her wings. “Do you see…?” The darkness had begun to move, ripple. “Did you…?”
The Maggot squeezed out its acidic secretion. The hissing fluid fell heavily through the air, like snot. When it hit the darkness, it didn’t keep going, though. It stopped, splattering on it as if it were whole. And then, the darkness screamed.
“Go!” the Maggot bellowed.
Vrana sped up the passage like an arrow, overtaking even the Skeleton. A horrible laughter swept up around her from the shadows surging like a flood down below. Reaching the top of the passage, where the tissue was blackened and constantly weeping fleshy ash, Vrana finally landed and spun back around.
The Skeleton was seconds behind her, drenched in pus. His skull was the only part still covered by the bindings. “They know what I did to Momma!”
“Fuck you,” Vrana said, “I’m going to let that one slide.”
When he was close enough, she threw out her hand. He grabbed it—
Fat barkeeps playing chess on the backs of blue-collar whores
—and propelled himself upwards, off the wall of decay, and landed beside her.
She shook out the Black Hour like she would if her leg had fallen asleep—cussing and cringing in equal measures—and went back to the ledge. The Maggot wasn’t far. Its lumbering girth was burning a groove into the rot, it was moving so quickly.
“Hurry the fuck up!” Vrana shouted. Like an addict, she reached for a weapon to calm her nerves, but she had nothing to get that quick fix.
The shadows were gaining on the Maggot, slowed only by themselves and their surroundings. Unable to gain purchase in the rot, or even fly, they were piling on one another, building with themselves a stygian swell that choked the tunnel from its every infected corner. The mass, eerily similar to the black mass growing on the Skeleton’s bones, was too ensnared to count how many shadows there were. But Vrana knew this cavity couldn’t have been anything less than a mile long.
Holy Child, she thought, there’s got to be thousands of them.
“Take this,” the Skeleton said behind her.
She turned, grazing his face with her beak. In his left hand, he held his right arm. Where his wrist would’ve been, it had been broken off, the end filed down, likely by his teeth, into a wicked point. The Black Hour growth was gone from it, nestled, instead, in his shoulder socket, waiting as his limb regrew. Once it did, the mass spread down it and seeped into his bones.
“Something to fight with,” he said.
She took his arm and gave it a swing. Surprisingly, it had some weight to it. “Uh, thanks” she said, doubting it’d do much damage to the shadows.
He nodded, gave his new arm a wiggle, and said, crazed, “If I tear myself apart, the Hour loses its hold.”
The Maggot threw itself over the lip of the ledge. The top and tail-end of it were torn open and squirting out copious amounts of dissolving fluid. The upside-down crucifix at the front of its head had prolapsed, and deep within those yellowish folds, a single eye peered out.
The woman named Ruth Ashcroft inside it spoke clearly when she said, “What did Michael Indomitable’s mother say? Oh, yeah, Karma’s a bad bitch.” The crucifix sucked inwards, sealed shut. “We’ll hold them off as long as we can.”
The Skeleton saluted it. “Thanks, Mags.”
“I’d hug you,” Vrana said, “but, you know.”
“Don’t think fondly of me when this is over,” the Maggot said, turning away to face the nearing shadow storm. “You wouldn’t, if you’d known what I did to get us here.”
The shadowy bloat rose before them, an amorphous breaker of wanting limbs and countless teeth, and red eyes like hot coals. There was a voice amongst them, deep within. A woman’s voice, constant and rhythmic—ritualistic. It drove them like war drums, each syllable an addition to this out-of-balance equation, rapidly multiplying this eldritch arithmetic made manifest.
The words stopped. The problem resolved with a single command. A shoal of shadows stabbed out from the contorting bulk. The black beam of God’s damned drove straight into the Maggot. The larva split open, from its head to its tail, like a Venus flytrap. In that moment, Vrana saw what was inside the Maggot—a concrete basement, miniature but not, and a woman strapped to a gurney—and then it sealed up, trapping the shoal inside. The gargantuan hell-bloat continued to pump shadows into the beam, until the Maggot, doubled in size and bleeding from its stretch marks, was about to burst.
And then it did.
The pregnant Maggot exploded outwards, drenching the gathered shadows in acid. The effect was instantaneous. Huge swathes of heretics and blasphemers were broken down, melted in bubbling pools. The bloat collapsed upon itself as the acid, still spurting outwards as if the Maggot’s entire body were a single cut artery, worked its way through it. The top caved-in, the sides gave way. Seared to the shape of a withering mushroom, the bloat’s bottom finally gave out, and like a building, it toppled, splitting apart—shadowy bodies hurled across the passage—and fell downwards, deep into the dark.
Vrana and the Skeleton ran. They ran as fast as they could. And when she couldn’t keep up with him, she flew, but that wasn’t much better. It wouldn’t be long until what was left of the shadows reformed.
The path of decay twisted and turned and spiraled upwards into God’s breast. The necrotic tissue became softer as they went, until their feet were plodding through it like mud, and they were dredging up fresh blood with every step. The way became narrow. It began to breathe—this part of the Red Death infection having run near God’s lungs. The path opened up to a wide cavity filled with putrescent lakes, where pneumatic fluids gave off toxic vapors. Head spinning, Vrana held her breath as she cleared the cavity. The Skeleton followed on all fours, moving so quickly his hands and feet barely broke the surface of the waters.
“You alright?” she asked, as they made it to the shoreline.
Sleep paralysis rapists. Sunday morning sleep-ins.
Vrana drove the heel of her palm into her head. She dropped out of the air, landed next to the Skeleton. Instead of asking her what was wrong, if she was okay, he fisted the black mass on his chest and tore out some of his ribcage.
With a gasp, he said, “It’s getting worse.”
“What can I do?”
“Remind me…”
A pet store handing out crickets for Halloween.
As the Black Mass fed inside his ribcage, to cover the newly formed bones, he dug back in and tore more out. “Tell me why we’re doing this.”
Vrana took a step back, thinking that might help with the Black Hour waves. “We’re doing this for everyone.”
“The real reason.” The Skeleton braced himself against the contracting walls—God’s literal breaths flowing against his fingertips. “Give me it straight.”
Vrana looked back the way they’d come. No shadows. Not yet. But soon.
“We’re doing it because—”
A little boy with his face in his hands, as Mom and Dad carve sister up for dinner.
“—because we have to.” The Black Hour left her dizzied. “Sorry, fuck. It’s happening a lot now, Atticus. We’re doing this because we have to. Right or wrong, it’s what comes next.”
The Skeleton gnawed the fingers off his hand. “Alright. That’ll do.”
They headed upwards again. Always upwards, in some way. The passage grew darker, the dead material much older. Ahead, towering tendons blocked their path. They climbed around them. They shook when touched. When they shook, God’s entire body trembled. To Vrana, Death was supposed to be a state, not a sensation. She couldn’t begin to imagine how badly it hurt to be touched by Death and to live on regardless.
Going over exposed bone a mile wide in width, Vrana glanced back at the Bone Man himself. He was getting worse; and because he was getting worse, he was going at himself harder. Every step he took, he was picking at himself, tearing himself. There were points where he had multiple bones growing back at once. For a second, he was missing his left leg completely. Mutilation was the only way to keep back the madness, as mad as that sounded. And, ever the scrapper, the Skeleton kept what he’d cut, chipped, and cracked away close to his breast, where he’d tinker with it, secretive in a way, like the overachiever in class who always covers up their tests with their whole body. He was holding back the black mass from taking him over, true, but he was also building something.
Coming to a squelching junction, where the tender walls were blanketed with what appeared to be billions of lice, Vrana stopped and said, “Hey, is that still working? Tearing yourself up like that?”
“It’s a time-honored coping skill,” he said, in a posh accent.
Vrana winced and let that go. The black mass was literally getting to his head. “Hey,” she started, taking them down a dark bend that’d gone septic. “That black stuff is the Black Hour, right?”
“Yeah,” he said, wrangling a hunk of his hip away from the aforementioned growth.
“It’s covered you before.”
“Yeah, but this time’s different.” The Skeleton fiddled with the pile of bones in his arms, locking things into place here, jamming things into position there. “Don’t know how. Just is.”
“You’re the new Dread Clock.”
“Seems that way.”
“What’s it like?”
The Skeleton stopped, his wild eyes peering out at her from the last of Neksha’s wrappings. “All consuming-like. I see why no one’s ever done what I’ve done before. It takes you over. Fills your head up with time and all it’s, uh, permutations. You can’t think. You can’t breathe. Can’t eat or sleep. I can feel the Black Hour in places inside me I can’t name. Maybe my soul. Maybe something more than that.” He took a fistful of black mass, ripped it away, only to have it grow right back. “It wants me bad. Used to be manageable but coming to the Deep’s done something to it, to me. It’s not scared, but it’s trying to survive.”
“By taking you over and making you walk out of here,” Vrana said.
The Skeleton hunched over, to work more things into place in his pile of self-harm. “Yeah.”
“You think Exuviae is worse than the Deep?”
“I think—” he grunted, “—there’s always something worse, and we’re just working our way down the line.”
Vrana nodded, said, “Yeah, I think you’re right. Wonder if we, those to come, will ever get to the end?”
“I expect we will, when the stars go out.” He reared up. Glistening with fresh black mass, said, “Ta-da!”
Vrana squeezed the bone sword he’d given her. Now, she’d have the complete set, because from himself, he’d forged a bone shield as well. “You shouldn’t have,” she said, taking it. “Heh, that’s funny.”
“What?”
“Never used a shield before this.” She gave the sword a swing, crouched down and hid behind the shield. “Kind of nice. Might be in better shape if I’d taken care of myself better.”
The Skeleton went back to picking at himself. “Yeah, can’t argue with that. Way I see it, life’s a membrane in its own right. Certain shapes get through, others get checked at the door. We may not be pretty anymore, Vrana, but damn if we didn’t get through.”
Vrana nodded in agreement. She practiced blocking with the bone shield to get used to its weight and texture. “But it cost us everything.”
“We’re killing God,” the Skeleton said. “Shouldn’t it?”
Shadow laughter rose up in the passages behind them. Their moment was over. They pressed themselves harder, faster, until they were nearly tripping over themselves and one another. Fatty deposits, like piss-soaked glaciers, made narrow their way, causing them to have duck under and crawl. Drapes of pink tissue took all Vrana’s strength, and a fraction of the Skeleton’s, to push aside. They waded through craters of blood, and climbed musculature netted with hardened bacterial growths. Long stretches of tissue, slick as ice, sent the Skeleton spinning comically. Vrana, taking his hands and the Black Hour that came with them, guided him as she flew low, to help clear the rancid rink.
Eventually, God’s insides fell away. Vrana thought they were passing a gaping wound, expecting to find the Deep beyond. It wasn’t a wound but a vista within. Of pumping veins and arteries, and organs, like planets, against striated space. She didn’t know where they were or what she was looking at, but here seemed as good a place as any to leave the Black Hour’s heart. They wouldn’t, though. They’d keep pressing on, because even if God could be killed here rather than the heart, would It actually die? So beholden to tradition and order It was, that Vrana figured It wouldn’t. Belief dictated there was one way to do the dictator in. She wouldn’t be surprised if It didn’t even die when they shoved the Black Hour into Its heart, but committed suicide, instead, to uphold the way of things. In thinking this, feeling the bone sword and shield in her claws, she felt a kind of kinship with God she hadn’t before, and respect. They were both stubborn as hell, but at least they were predictable.
“I killed my mother,” the Skeleton, apparently doing some self-reflection of his own. “She killed my daddy. Like I said, we’re just working our way down the line.”
They went deeper into God. The passage they’d been following since Its backside was especially infected here. The tissue looked like charred, wet wood. Stranger, still, was where it didn’t. Where the tissue and scabby jewels and scarified ley lines they’d become accustomed to transitioned into another material entirely. Cobblestone. It was cobblestone. Behind the black gristle of Death’s lingering, there was cobblestone. A wall of it. And further ahead, unlit torches, their braziers bulging from the throbbing lining.
Vrana didn’t know what this meant. But it had to mean they were getting close.
Not stopping to say anything, because the shadows weren’t far away now, they kept going, until there was more cobblestone than tissue. Until, at last, the way was checked by a stone pillar that’d been screwed deep into this part of God, or swallowed. Around the pillar, a spiral staircase ran upwards.
Vrana took a deep breath, not that there was any actual air to breathe here, and with bone sword and shield in hand, said, “Ready?”
The last of Neksha’s bindings fell from the Skeleton’s face. The black mass raced across that last stretch of virgin bone and defiled it through and through.
“Atticus?”
The Skeleton stared at her, eyes infused with the Black Hour’s sick perceptions.
“Hey, man…”
He shoved past her—
A raven crucified atop a volcano. Humanity climbs the mountain to pick feathers from her flesh, to use as quills. With them, they write history in Corrupted ink.
—and hurried up the staircase.
Vrana followed after him, trying as hard as she could not to think about what she’d seen. The staircase went on much further than she thought. Every time she caught sight of the Skeleton, he rounded the pillar and disappeared.
“Slow down,” she said, her legs cramping.
The Skeleton’s footsteps seemed only to be going faster.
“Atticus, goddamn it.” She caught her breath. What the hell’s wrong with me? “We need to do this together…”
“I can’t!” he cried. “I just can’t!”
Fucking last minute cliché. She forced herself up the stairs, the stitch in her side turning into a full-on tear. I can’t remember the last time I ate. She glanced at her foot that’d been impaled by the viracocha. The hole was spread wide and gushing blood. Aware of that, she became aware of all the other wounds littered across her body; in nauseating synchronicity, they ached and burned, and of course, they bled. I’ve been through worse, God. She ran up the steps, balancing herself against the pillar. Pain was one thing, but now there were other emotions eating away at her. Or rather, they were being eaten from her. Tears leapt from her eyes, perhaps to ride the coattails of what little happiness she had left inside her. As had happened before near the Warden, an intense longing for companionship overtook her.
“Atticus!” she cried, her voice warbling. She was sweating through her feathers. “Atticus, wait!”
The staircase kept spiraling upwards, while her mind couldn’t have gone anywhere but down. She knew what this was. This was God’s immune system. In the shadow of the Skeleton, she’d been protected, but now, without him, she was vulnerable. God’s body was attacking her, exploiting her. It was trying to break her down, until she was nothing but her weaknesses.
She caught a glimpse of the Skeleton. She sped up, so emotional she would’ve hugged him if she could’ve. Her feet went out from underneath her. She fell forward, but as she fell forward, she didn’t hit steps, but a landing. Glancing up, turning over, having never let go of her weapons, she saw she’d reached the top of the staircase. The Skeleton was there. And so was God’s heart.
It encompassed everything. It was the ceiling and the walls, and except for the top of the pillar, the floor as well. It didn’t look like a heart. It was presumptuous of Vrana to think it would. Standing before it, she was dwarfed by its immensity. The pressure of its beating made her ears pop and pushed her back. It was dark purple, streaked with red; the chambers, opaque and imposing, like cathedral windows. Behind them, amorphous shapes toiled, tugging on stringy objects and tubes; organelles, perhaps, or puppeteers. Lining the outside of the heart were massive aortas, most of which were decayed. Hot blood, like wax, oozed from those bent pipes, continually coating the heart in the substance of its own necessity. Much to Vrana’s surprise, there were no signs of vermillion veins; however, there was something else. Something that set her heart at ease, if such a thing were possible right now. A confirmation of the Maggot’s claims.
The center chamber of God’s heart. A long, hardened gash running through it. This was the place. This was the spot. This was where the trail of Death they’d followed for so long finally ended, and also, where it’d begun. It was here Amelia Ashcroft had driven the Red Death dagger into God’s heart so very long ago. One simple act of defiance. A futile gesture, now become the exogenesis for the World of tomorrow. Vrana could only imagine how long Death had waited to reap God. She wasn’t sure how long it would take until She had Joy again, but until then, perhaps It would do.
The Skeleton, blending into the throbbing darkness by way of the black mass, stared at God’s heart. He put his hands to his chest, sank his fingers into the Black Hour made manifest. It resisted him at first, but not for long. Finger deep. Knuckle deep. In a few seconds, he was up to his forearms, digging inside his ribcage for the Black Hour’s heart.
Vrana didn’t want to interrupt him, but she didn’t want to be blindsided either. She hadn’t forgotten about the Bad Woman’s threat. She hadn’t shown her busted-ass face since Dudael. If she was going to make an appearance, it would be now. Bone sword out, bone shield close to her chest, she spun around, searching for any sign of a gateway opening from Exuviae.
“You do not know what you are doing,” the Skeleton said.
“What?” She realized he wasn’t talking to her. It wasn’t him talking.
The Black Hour said through him, “You will die. I will make sure of it.”
And to the Black Hour, he said, “I’ll hold you to that.”
“They will all die,” the Black Hour said, words like spit flying off his tongue. “Earth is God’s Dread Clock.”
Vrana cocked her head. “What?”
The Skeleton grunted and wrenched his hands from out of his ribcage. With them came the Black Hour’s heart. Snap, snap, slurp. The black mass that’d covered him from head to toe sucked up into the Black Hour. He held the heart towards God’s. They beat at the exact same rhythm as one another’s.
“Atticus?” Vrana said, circling him still. “Atticus, say something.”
The Skeleton, bone-white again, was shaking. Her mind filled in the rattling sound all skeletons seem to make, and it wasn’t as amusing as it might’ve been on another occasion. His eyes, wide and bloodshot, weren’t staring at either of the hearts, let alone this room. She knew the look. She’d had it herself, when the Red Worm rose from its manmade womb. He was elsewhere. The Black Hour, in its final act of desperation, had shown him an apocalypse, a hidden truth, as Deimos had put it so long ago.
“What’s wrong?” Vrana heard the laughter of the shadows somewhere down below. “Do it, man. They’re coming.”
That seemed to snap the Skeleton out of whatever revelation he was in. He marched to God’s heart, damn near ready to smash the Black Hour’s into it. “I’m not sure,” he said. He stared at her. He had no facial features, and yet she found fear in his face. “I saw…” The Black Hour’s heart was inches away from God’s. The massive organ was already reacting, pumping furiously. “I guess I should’ve figured, but…”
A golden light shot out of the Black Hour’s heart. The beam broke across the top of the pillar. The stone liquified under Vrana’s feet. She hopped backwards. A portal formed, the color of harvest. Before either of them could react, the Bad Woman rocketed out of the gateway. With her long greasy arms, she snatched the Black Hour’s heart out of the Skeleton’s hand and brought it to her breast.
“Why take it out? Why not walk it in?” She smiled, her shark-tooth mouth grinning from ear to ear. “Oh, because you thought you’d actually survive this!”
The Bad Woman, midair, swung her greasy body back around and dove for the portal. Vrana, sword and shield first, flew into the air. She smashed into the Bad Woman, knocking her to the ground. The Skeleton hurried over towards them. The Bad Woman jumped to her feet. The hand that held the Black Hour’s heart turned orange. She punched the Skeleton with it, and he went down. He wasn’t moving.
“What the fuck?” Vrana cried, collecting herself. She got up. “What the fuck did you do?”
Vrana took to the air again. She flew at the Bad Woman, slammed the edge of the bone shield into her stupid fucking mouth, splitting it. Now she was smiling from ear to ear, literally. The Bad Woman, unfazed, pointed the heart at Vrana before she could get a swing in with her sword. The heart shook, quivered out Exuvian light.
Teenage school shooters flanked Vrana. They grabbed her legs and yanked her to the vibrating floor. She yelped, swung the bone sword, disemboweling the both of them before they could get a shot off with their cellphones.
Their intestines hit the ground, where they sizzled into social media printouts. Vrana tried to get up, but the Bad Woman had the heart trained on her again. Beating in time with God’s, it turned the bone sword into stitched-together leeches. Vrana tried to drop them, but they’d attached themselves to her hand. They sucked in unison, and with every drink they took, feather after feather retracted into her body, revealing her desecrated flesh they’d so long kept hidden.
The Bad Woman watched Vrana intently. “What a waste to carry the heart around for so long and never make use of it.”
Vrana screamed. With every feather that retracted, it felt as if someone were jamming glass into her muscles. She smashed her arm into the ground. The leeches exploded upon impact, but not all of them, so she kept at it, over and over. Her arm cracked and popped, and with the final hit, to kill the final leech, she hit the ground so hard, she broke it.
“Ah!” she cried, grabbing her arm, then letting it go. It hurt too badly to hold.
Flesh started to fall from the Bad Woman’s hand that held the Black Hour’s heart. Noticing this, she spun around to face the Skeleton. He was still out cold, or dead, where she’d left him.
Vrana stumbled to her feet. “What the hell are you?” she yelled over the pumping of God’s heart. “Another fucking witch?!”
The numbers etched into the Bad Woman’s rectangular pupils shone with hellfire light. “No,” she said, once again pointing the heart at Vrana. “I am a keeper. It was my task to retrieve the heart. If it wasn’t for that bitch Elizabeth…” She gave the heart a squeeze. “There was no Exuviae before the Black Hour.”
Golden light crept along the oily inner workings of the heart’s bio-organic gears. Piles of books piled up around Vrana. She backed away from them as their covers flipped open and toddlers crawled out of their pages. Their heads were beehives, and their bodies covered in red marks from where they’d been slapped. You could see the imprints of their parents’ rings.
Broken arm dangling at her side, she tried for the air again. The heart glowed. A gorilla blinked into existence and grabbed her by the hips. It had no face, only a fathomless chasm. Vrana drove her forearm against the animal’s forehead, keeping it away as it kept trying to headbutt her crotch. She beat her wings as hard as she could to keep flying, but the gorilla was too heavy.
“Do you even know what Exuviae is?” The Bad Woman shook her head and headed for the gateway. “Of course, you don’t. One man’s trash is another man’s treasure. Except, in this case, there’s only one man who treasures it, and he’s not a man.”
Vrana drove her talons into the gorilla’s neck. Instead of blood, sprockets and gears exploded out of the creature’s wound. It let go, and turned to fire when it hit the ground. “That the best you got?” she goaded.
The Bad Woman stopped on the edge of the gateway. She had switched the heart to her other hand, because the one the heart had been in was completely gone. It’d eaten through it. “I have what it gives. I don’t want to kill you. I would not cheat God.”
Vrana dive-bombed the Bad Woman. She lifted the heart to Vrana. Chains exploded out of the muscles threaded along the floor. She went sideways, narrowly missing them. Again, the Bad Woman channeled the heart. But nothing happened. Vrana smiled, said, “Dumbass,” and barreled into the Bad Woman.
Lying on the ground with her, Vrana got on top of her, grabbed the arm that held the heart, which was deteriorating rapidly. Then she felt it. Whatever the Black Hour had conjured, it’d conjured inside her. Vrana reared backwards, fell off the Bad Woman. Her stomach lurched. Her throat swelled. Vomit burst out of her beak. Except it wasn’t food. It was blood, and body parts. Fingers. Hands. Eyeballs and earlobes. A toe. A nipple. Intestines. Vrana scooted backwards, a trail of vile regurgitations before her. She squeezed her beak shut, but it kept coming. She vomited louder and louder, until her throat was raw, and things were getting caught in it.
She wheezed, gasped. Her vision went in and out.
She heard the Bad Woman say, “The Black Hour is a filter. It takes the worst of experience. Where do you think it’s all going to go when God’s gone?
“You could be vomiting up anyone right now, but didn’t you have a boyfriend who died in a similar manner? You’ve tasted him before. Tell me, does he still taste the same?”
Vrana blacked out. Then she came to.  A body’s worth of body parts lay before her. She dared not look at them. The Bad Woman was cradling the heart with her forearms, as both her hands had been lost to the consuming presence of the organ. She was headed back towards the gateway.
Shadow laughter ran up the spiral staircase. They were seconds away at best.
Vrana, barely able to stand, stood, and ran beak first at the Bad Woman’s back. Nearly there, she felt something grab her by the wrist. She tried to shake it off, but the grip was too strong. It jerked her backwards, and as she fell backwards, she saw that it was the Skeleton who’d grabbed her.
In one stride and jump, he cleared the gap between him and the Bad Woman and pinned her. Her chest, already a cavity from holding the heart, sank inwards. The Black Hour’s heart slipped away from her and rolled across the ground, nearer to God.
“Tell her what you saw,” the Bad Woman said beneath him.
Vrana scurried with one arm to the Skeleton and her. “I got her,” she said, throwing her body over the Bad Woman’s. She could feel the shadows below the pillar, running up the stairs; earthquakes of anger in their every righteous step.
The Skeleton grabbed the Black Hour’s heart. “If we do this…”
The Bad Woman’s bleeding mouth clamped down over the top of Vrana’s head, like a snake. “Mother fucker!” Vrana cried, as the woman chewed through the top of her head. “What’d you see?” she said, trying to make the Bad Woman choke on her skull.
The Skeleton started for her.
“No, don’t. Do it, Atticus!”
“We kill God, we kill everything. Everyone.”
A wall of shadows swelled over the top of the staircase. They grabbed the Bad Woman first, because she was closest. Hundreds of hands yanked her away, dislodging Vrana’s bleeding, now bald head from her throat.
Vrana tried to get to the Skeleton, but the shadows were on her, too. She sank her talons into God’s muscles for purchase, but they were too strong, too loyal. With one tug, they jerked her towards the mass, to be consumed, to be judged; to be damned to eternal hell.
“God’s in everything!” she heard the Skeleton say, as darkness closed over. “It holds it all together.”
There was a moment. It happened in that split-second before the shadows could tear her to pieces. In that moment, Vrana saw a blue light within her mind’s eye. There were figures in the light, but they were too difficult to make out. She had a feeling in her gut who they might be though, and so she labeled them accordingly. For the big brute with the mullet, Bjørn. For the scrawny kid who kept messing with him, R’lyeh. There was a thinner figure with long hair, and she felt good just looking at it, so that must’ve been Mom. And there he was, in the back, not hiding, but not taking centerstage, either. The figure that could’ve been anyone, but to Vrana was just one. The one. The only one. She called him Aeson; and Aeson he became.
Lying there, arm broken, head bleeding, shadowy nails and teeth sinking into her flesh as if she were made of sand, she finally understood God’s immune system. It wasn’t really an immune system. Gods don’t get sick, unless you consider humanity a virus. And why wouldn’t It? Whether It’d created humanity, which Vrana doubted, or simply lorded it over humanity, all the same, like all rulers, It feared those that fed It. What It was doing to her, simultaneously stripping her of positive emotions and flooding her with negative ones, wasn’t something It’d do with an animal, or a simple-minded monster like Itself. It was for humans, specifically, because it was human wants and needs that made them weak—that was the whole reason It’d created the Worms; to exploit those very things, should humans flirt with apostacy. The thing was, Vrana wasn’t human. She was a Night Terror. A flesh fiend. A Child of Lacuna with the genes of her lab-grown, Exuviae-infused forebearers. She was a monster, and she wasn’t afraid of Death.
She’d do what a human couldn’t, and turn off the lights on her way out.
Vrana smiled at the Skeleton and said, as the shadows covered her, “What better a balance than zero?”




CHAPTER LIV

“You did what?!” Clementine cried inside his head. “Atticus, why? Why?”
The Skeleton shrugged from inside the grave he’d been trapped in. “Might could be better this way.”
Will laughed, unbuttoned his pants, and lounged in his favorite chair at the grave’s edge. “That’s pretty gangster, Dad.”
“Gangster?” He looked up at his family. “Where’d you learn that at?”
“Gemma.”
“That girl isn’t right,” Clementine said. She went to her knees. Her red hair caught the sun and glowed like some rare material only the gods might have. “You going to stay down there forever?”
The Skeleton kicked some dirt around. “No.”
“Then come out.”
Will, stroking some freshly grown facial hair, said, “Herbert said if you don’t start sleeping in your own bed soon, he might cozy up to Mom.”
The Skeleton said, “I got something for him to cozy up to.”
Clementine shook her head and held out her hand. “Think he might like that better. Come on, now, enough is enough. Take my hand.”
The Skeleton grunted and stretched his arm out, but he couldn’t reach her. “I can’t, Clem. I just can’t.”
“Got to let go to get out.”
The Skeleton looked at his hand, the way it was wrapped around something invisible in it. “Alright.”
Vrana respected Death. While Her attendance wasn’t always the best, and She always seemed to show up later than you expected, but when She got to work, She didn’t waste any time. Sure, Vrana would’ve liked to have died before the shadows tore her wings off, but beggars can’t be choosers.
Now she sat on the edge of the Garden of Sleep, surrounded by Death’s beautiful and unassuming agents. Water hemlock, Black Chrism, Grave Soil; deadly nightshade, monkshood, Fey Blood; rosary pea and oleander, to name a few. Vrana had seen this place before, when going back and forth with the witches between the Membrane and the Void. There used to be hundreds of Death’s Dilemmas here, but as far as she could tell, they were all gone.
That wasn’t the only thing different about this place. Death’s garden was suspended in the Abyss; therefore, they should’ve been surrounded by Abyss. But when Vrana stared into the stars above, she found that wasn’t quite the case. Amongst that soul-pricked locker were hazy images playing out, much in the way her thought used to on the back of her eyelids before falling asleep. In them, she saw something being torn into, and massive claws coming through that hole. Flesh and blood sloughed off the wound, revealing gigantic eyes; eyes like a spider’s; embryonic, agonized. It was God’s eyes.
She wasn’t dead yet, but she wasn’t quite alive. She was fading, transitioning between the two states. God, she figured, was doing the same. It was taking huge pieces out of Itself to stop them. In came Its hand, plowing miles through flesh and bone and muscle. It reached for Its heart, took it in Its reptilian grip, and squeezed. Maybe It had more hearts to spare. Or maybe It wanted to go out on Its own terms. Vrana couldn’t say. When the heart exploded, blood got in her eyes, and the hazy images in the Abyss disappeared; and finally, she was dead.
Vrana came to her feet. It was then she realized her body was back to normal. No feathers, no wings. No goddamn beak. She admired her hands, the backs of her arms. She felt herself up worse than she had that one hormone-fueled night six years back, and let out a stupid laugh. Running her fingers through her long black hair, she shivered and started to cry. She was dead. None of this real. But she appreciated it all the same.
Her time was up, though. The Abyss had an undertow. Now, it was tugging on her, pulling her in. Stroking her hair, she didn’t fight it. She let it take her, guide her, through the Garden. All the killing plants parted as she came through. The edge was nearing. Beyond, blackness, and stars; celestial belts of souls forever preserved. It was strange to think there was nothing left for her; but even in this nothing, there would always be Aeson.
Isla sprinted out of Ghostgrave’s throne room, laughing and crying at the same time. She found the nearest balcony and leaned out over it. In the south, God was growing exponentially, taking on Its true form. It was as tall as Kistvaen, and then, twice, triple, quadruple the volcano’s height. Billions of vermillion veins hung off Its back, feeding into the ground. God stretched out Its eight arms, flexed. It took the billions of veins, held them like reins, and pulled.
She’d never seen anything like this before. She’d never see anything like this again. The earth split apart. Great sheets of rock were thrown into the air. Vermillion veins lashed like whips across the continent, cutting so deeply, they scarred the planet’s core. An earthquake trumpeted, heralding the end times. The ocean answered, not from the coast, but from the sky.
The tile split beneath Isla’s feet. A line was drawn down beneath her, down the middle of her. First, she went Left. After that, she went Right. Then, she stopped and went back to where she’d begun. She leaned forward, gripping the balcony. The smell of salt and sulfur was on the air. It smelled of judgment.
Isla glanced down upon Eldrus. At all the people in the streets, good and bad alike, being swallowed by the land as it buckled and broke. She didn’t think about her Uncle Augustus or the other Exemplars who’d raped her. Instead, she watched God go to work, starry-eyed in every way, and waited for the ground to give.
Felix didn’t know where to go, but the last place where he wanted to be was in that throne room. Heart beating a mile a minute, and about to throw up, he booked it out of there. He passed Isla by the balconies and tried to get her attention, but she couldn’t or wouldn’t hear him. He took one last look at God—entire landmasses floated around It in a hurricane the size of the heartland—and ran to his quarters.
Once he got there, he threw himself into his room, locked the door (not that it mattered), and hid under the covers of his bed. Pulling his knees to his chest, shaking so badly it was bordering on paralysis, he listened to the world come apart around him.
Somehow, he heard something over the explosions and the crashing waves, and the great exhalations that preceded every vermillion lashing.
A scratching at his window.
Covered in sweat, Felix poked his head out from under the covers. There was someone at his window, grinding their nails against it.
Legs like rubber, he dropped out of bed and crawled-then-stumbled to the window. “Who…?” He held the latch before opening it. “Who is it?”
“Open the window, Felix. It’s okay. I’m your friend.”
Air catching in his throat, he croaked, “Gemma?”
“Yeah, man.”
Felix threw back the latches and pulled it open.
Outside it, Gemma was floating, framed by the world spilling over itself—an avalanche of bedrock and ocean. “Get it?” She pretended to scratch the window. “Ever see that movie?”
“Movie?”
“Never mind.” She glided backwards.
He leaned out the window. A massive firestorm swept across the sky. The other side of the world, that long forgotten, abandon continent, was drifting into the atmosphere. Vermillion veins hung from the bottom of it by the billions. It looked like a jellyfish, swimming out to the dark sea of space.
Felix glanced down. Below Gemma, Camazotz.
“Ride or die,” she said.
Felix, almost hyperventilating, asked, “Where’s J-James and W-Warren?”
“Dead weight, if you know what I mean. Had to ditch them.” Gemma held out her hand, the mouth in her palm flexing its glistening jaws. “Coming?”
About to pass out, Felix threw a glance at the Vermillion God.
It pulled back on the vermillion veins in Its hands. The Heartland was upheaved, like blankets being torn from a bed.
“Where…?!” he cried. “How can…?”
She grabbed his hand and pulled him through the window. Holding onto him, so as to not drop him, she lowered the both of them onto Camazotz and sat with him on the bat’s back.
“I told you—” she threw her arm around him, “—adults suck big ones.”
Felix stopped shaking. His hand felt wet. When he looked down at it, he saw there was a slit in his palm, like Gemma’s; and like Gemma’s, there were teeth inside it.
She pressed her hand to Camazotz’s fur. When it came back, it came back covered in fresh blood. She wrapped her hand around Felix’s. Immediately, his gash went to work, greedily drinking the blood off her. When it was finished, Felix, dizzy and numb, didn’t have a care in the whole fucking world.
“Sit back.” Gemma kissed him on the forehead. “I have such sights to show you.”
The throne room split in half and sank into the churning ruins that’d once been Eldrus. Audra, mumbling incoherently, sidestepped the breach and stared outwards, to the South.
God threw down Its arms. It tipped Its head back. Its scaled chest rapidly turned black and began to decay.
Audra dropped to her knees. God had stopped talking to her, but she didn’t need to hear It to know what It would’ve said.
“No,” she said, punching the ground. “No, no, no! No, goddamn it! No!”
Edgar came up behind her. He took her by the waist to help her up, but she shook him off.
“It’s not my fault,” she said, slinging tears as she swung around to face him. “It’s not my fault, you mother fucker!”
Edgar pressed hands to his mouth. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. “I have to go kill myself now,” he said, and walked away.
Audra spat where he’d once stood. She crawled across the floor, to where Lillian’s corpse lay. She took the old biddy in her arms and held her tightly. It was bullshit. It wasn’t fair. This wasn’t her fault. She did everything she could have.
Or did she? How could she have known? She could have listened sooner. Fuck, she could’ve listened sooner.
“I thought…” She bashed her head into Lillian’s. “What was I thinking?”
Now, they would know. Now, they would all know how much she’d failed. How much she’d fucked up. How much of a fuck-up she’d always been.
“Auster!” she wailed.
But her twin didn’t answer.
She reached inside herself, to try and contact the Deep and Umbra, but there was nothing there.
She reared back, tears in her eyes, still cradling Lillian. She looked around the throne room, but there was no one here. Not even Edgar. He’d get away with it, but not her. She’d be dead with this forever.
Audra stood, letting Lillian’s sticky body slide off her. She went to where the keep had split. God, missing several limbs and now on Its side, gave the last of the thousands of veins in Its hand a jerk. The vein rippled across the world, headed straight for Ghostgrave.
She’d wait it out. As the vein traveled at a blinding speed towards her, she cast her eyes to the sky. In it, there was a trail of smoke and farther on, some kind of craft, like a ship.
Look upon my works, ye mighyt, she thought. Please. Just look.
The spacecraft shook violently as it shot out of Earth’s atmosphere. If there was anything left of it but this pod, it’d be a miracle. But why not? There’d already been one miracle today. A second wouldn’t be all that surprising.
Mr. Haemo pressed his countless eyes to the small portside window. Earth had broken apart, and it was bleeding out into the cold and indifferent arms of the cosmos. God’s corpse, ravaged and mostly bones, drifted amongst the stars, a relic to be discovered by the scavengers to come. More importantly, the Black Hour was gone. The parasitic timeline had been purged.
It wasn’t even his birthday, and already he had more gifts than he knew what to do with. For so very long, Mr. Haemo had dreamed of the day the heart of the Black Hour would be destroyed. Born in the depraved wastes of experience that the Black Hour had inadvertently fashioned into what’d become Exuviae, he spent countless years studying it, trying to glean secret truths of futures to come. One day, he’d seen its destruction, and just enough to know what’d bring it.
There would be a man. This man would be impervious to Death. He would find the heart. He would become its vessel. He would be the one to destroy it.
Mr. Haemo had studied the eldritch knowledge of Exuviae’s wastes, until discovering a formula that could fashion such a man. There were many ingredients, but they had to be processed properly. Not in a cauldron or a blood well, but in the body of a ghoul. Oh, how many ghouls had he gone through before he found Gary? How many men like Atticus had he watched die, only to never return, because the concoction hadn’t come out right?
Mr. Haemo clicked approvingly and pulled away from the window. He checked the nav computer to make sure they were still on course. He had to give it to the Virions. For barely having bodies of their own, the Green Worm’s acolytes were sure good with their hands.
He took a seat in one of the chairs opposite Arbo.
The Virion said, “The Putrid Prince is pleased.”
What a strange turn of events. Mr. Haemo had anticipated the Skeleton going to the Ossuary. He’d made sure the mumiya he’d assigned to the desert would escort him and those that’d come before him to the Deep. He’d figured the Black Hour’s heart would be annihilated by simply being that close to Heaven, but somehow, it’d survived; reinforced, in a way, by that shit-kicker’s bones and hillbilly will.
What he hadn’t anticipated was finding the Virions in the Dead City. He’d showed up there with the Marrow Cabal, to help arm them for the holy wars to come, because if nothing else, that’d buy him and the Skeleton more time to kill the heart. But there were the Virions. And there was their ship. Fixed up, fueled up; ready to go. They told Mr. Haemo they had missionary work to do amongst the stars. He told them he’d go with them, help them spread the Green Worm’s disease, if they’d wait only a little longer.
“How long until we reach Vigilance?” he asked.
Arbo said through his garbled voice modulator, “The derelict ship is a few years out.”
“Will your crew last that long?”
“Oh, yes,” he said. “Merna and the others absorbed the weaker Virions during lift-off.”
Mr. Haemo stared at his own reflection in the terminal, which was spitting out readings he couldn’t begin to understand. All he’d wanted was for the Black Hour to be destroyed. With it gone, Exuviae would be his. He’d always anticipated God as being an annoying but unavoidable part of that equation. But God was dead. Heaven, razed. He had a whole world of depravity and debauchery, and unfettered, unlimited grotesque potential at his disposal. If he got any harder, he’d have to call the doctor soon.
Star fields flew past them in a blur. Thick nebulas of color looped around them, ancient signatures from forgotten Old Ones.
“Take this time to prepare,” Mr. Haemo said. “Exuviae is ours. It will be hard work bringing it to the rest of the galaxy, but Buddy, it’ll be worth it.”
Arbo, in his old-timey space suit, nodded. His kelp-shaped head brushed against his helmet’s visor. Then, after a moment, he said, “How many times have you tried to destroy the heart of the Black Hour?”
Mr. Haemo rubbed his proboscis. “Oh, Arbo, I can’t rightly say. More than I can remember, and my memory is long, like my dick.”
Arbo didn’t laugh. Neither did Ichor, stowed away in the back.
Mr. Haemo rolled all his eyes. The Virions didn’t make for the best of company. He hoped there were still some chuckleheads alive amongst the rich on Vigilance. Surely, they must’ve evacuated Earth during the Trauma with some kind of cryostasis or something. That shit was all the rage back then.
“I’ve never been one to micromanage,” Mr. Haemo said, standing up, going back to the portside window. “I just like to put things in motion. All he had to do was leave it in the Deep or, hell, even the Membrane. I told him to. It would’ve broken down.
“That’s the thing about humans I’ll miss. You give them a gun, tell them it’s loaded, and still they manage to shoot themselves in their faces. I sure hope there’s more humans out here. They’ve been a lot of fun.”
Arbo said, “What are you?”
Mr. Haemo glanced back at the Virion and gave his wings a shake. “I’m a mosquito. I’ve tasted just about everything this part of the Membrane has to offer. I prefer the clarity of filth, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“So, you’re going to do the universe a favor by bringing Exuviae to it?”
Mr. Haemo laughed, wagged his claw at Arbo. “I’m curious is all. We’ve seen what Heaven’s had to offer. There it is—” He nodded at the remnants of Earth, splattered like blood against the sun. “Who’s to say Hell is any different? But at least it’s honest.
“Anyway, now that God is gone, the Green Worm is free to do what it pleases, right?”
Arbo nodded. “Yes.”
“Now that God is gone…” Mr. Haemo laughed and took a deep a breath. “I suppose anything is possible.”
“They will want another one,” Arbo said.
“Another what?”
“God.”
Mr. Haemo stared at the Virion with all his eyes, thought about what he’d said, and the more he thought about it, the more he started to smile.
THE END
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Glossary

The Abyss: Where all who die are said to go.
Amon Ashcroft: The former Archivist of Eldrus.
Arachne: Half-human, half-spider creatures from Atlach.
Alexander Blodworth: Understudy of Samuel Turov, an exemplar of Penance. He was given the task of going to Geharra to create a smokescreen for the disappearance of the Holy Child. Instead, he planted the Crossbreed in the city-state’s sewer system and used it to control the entire populace. Along with the people of Alluvia, a neighboring Night Terror village to the city, Geharra’s population was sacrificed by Alexander to birth the Red Worm.
Alluvia: The nearest Night Terror village to Geharra. It is the home of R’lyeh.
The Anointed One: Harbinger for the Disciples of the Deep.
Angheuawl: A small mining town in Kistvaen’s range. The hometown of Hex and Ichor. The Cult of the Worm attempted to gather their followers here as a staging point before Aeson killed the Witch.
Ashen Man: His real name is Seth Barker. Partner of Herbert North. He was a supernatural investigator from the twentieth century who was investigating deaths and disappearances in the town Nachtla. There, he discovered the Witch, and fell in love with her. She took him into the Void and transformed him into one of her grotesque servants.
Audra: King Edgar’s sister. The only other surviving member of the royal family. She is a gifted botanist and has the ability to communicate with and manipulate the shadows of the Deep. She was allowed to escape from her confines in Pyra by Felix and Justine after being sent there by Alexander Blodworth as a prisoner.
The Binding Road: A road, much like the Spine, that cuts through the Nameless Forest. It is one of the few places untouched by the Forest’s chaos.
Black Hour: A temporal aberration that occurs at midnight and lasts for one hour. During this period of time, anything that has happened, will happen, or may never happen is possible. The Skeleton currently holds the heart of the Black Hour in his chest.
Bloodless: A mythological plant, like the Crossbreed, that is said to be capable of draining an entire town’s worth of blood in one night.
Blue Worm: A Worm of the Earth that was awoken on Lacuna by the Night Terrors to learn ancient knowledge. The Blue Worm taught the Night Terrors about magic, as well as how to procreate more effectively. Vrana put it to sleep with a sealing stone.
Cadence: The small southern village where Vrana leaves the little boy who she later learns was the Holy Child. Upon learning the Holy Child is there, Penance rides into the town, kills everyone, and returns the Holy Child to Penance.
Caldera: Vrana’s home, and the southern-most Night Terror village. The village is built at the base of Kistvaen, a massive mountain. It was destroyed after the elders forced Kistvaen to erupt.
Corrupted: A derogatory term used by the Night Terrors to identify humans. Humans are called this due to the crimson pigmentation in the skin of their right arms. The Night Terrors believe this defect is evidence of humanity’s pre-disposition to violence; they use this as justification to murder the humans.
Corruption: A genetic marker created by the Vermillion God to identify Its followers.
Crossbreed: A massive plant created from ingredients that are not supposed to work together. It secretes fluids that cause those who ingest them to become extremely susceptible to suggestion.
The Cult of the Worm: It began as a collection of Lucanans who were being manipulated by the Witch via the Blue Worm’s necklace. She forced her followers into depraved sexual acts, which often resulted in massive amount of flesh fiends. This was to be her new congregation and source of power.
Dead City: An Old World city of skyscrapers and modern technology that is unreachable due to the poisonous fumes that cover the peninsula it sits upon. The Virions live here and keep the dying Green Worm sustained.
Deimos: A Night Terror who wears a bat skull. He was a watcher of Geharra. His husband, Johannes, was killed by Corrupted. He hunted down Johannes’ killers, but in doing so neglected his duties of keeping watch over Geharra. This allowed Penance to enter the city and take over its people. He was last seen escaping Pyra with Lucan and Audra.
Derleth: A Night Terror who wears an eel skull. R’lyeh had a crush on him. He is responsible for tricking R’lyeh into planting the Crossbreed’s roots in Alluvia’s water supply, thus giving Alexander Blodworth the ability to easily take over the village on his way to Penance.
The Disciples of the Deep: Eldrus’ new religion – one which Archivist Amon had been putting together for centuries. It is the true religion of the Vermillion God.
The Divide: The massive river that cuts through the content, separating the snowy lands of Penance from the Heartland.
The Dread Clock: Rumored to be the origin of the Black Hour; a grandfather clock once located deep in the Nameless Forest. Now, the heart of the Black Hour resides in the Skeleton’s chest.
Edgar: The youngest of the royal family of Eldrus. He became King of Eldrus by murdering his family and overtaking the Nameless Forest.
Eldrus: The northern city-state that sits above the Heartland. It is governed by a monarchy that is led by King Edgar.
Exemplars: Six individuals who are meant to be the embodiment of a certain skill or trait. They are meant to be examples for the people of Penance to follow.
Exuviae: A plane accessible by the Black Hour. Little is known about it, other than it appears to be Mr. Haemo’s birthplace.
Flesh fiends: Subterranean creatures with a conflicted mythology. They wear the flesh and body parts of their victims. When a Corrupted and a Night Terror mate, there is a chance a flesh fiend will be born. Flesh fiends are older, less evolved Night Terrors.
Geharra: The western-most city-state. The Night Terrors favor this city due to its lack of interest in war and expansion. Now, due to Alexander Blodworth, the entire population is dead; they have become one with the Red Worm.
The Heartland: The lifeblood of Eldrus; many towns and villages exist here, including Gallows, Bedlam, Nyxis, Hrothas, Islaos, and Cathedra.
Herbert North: Seth Barker’s (the Ashen Man) partner in supernatural investigations. Freed from the Membrane with the Skeleton and his family and now a part of the Marrow Cabal.
Holy Child: Believed to be the speaker for Penance’s god. Only the Mother Abbess is higher than him in importance in the Holy Order of Penance. Samuel Turov stole the Holy Child away into the South for unknown reasons, and kept him there until Vrana killed Samuel. His name is Felix, and his religion is a lie.
Ichor: Hex’s brother. He was transformed by exposure to a seed of heaven in the Dismal Sticks. He and Hex have a troubled relationship where in which they play game to inflict the maximum amount of pain upon one another.
Johannes: A Night Terror who wears a fox skull. He was Deimos’ husband.
Kistvaen: The massive mountain that sits behind Caldera. It was a supervolcano kept in check by eldritch powers granted to the spellweavers of Caldera by the Blue Worm.
Lacuna: An island off the eastern coast. It sits within the Widening Gyre, and it is hidden from prying eyes by spellweavers. The Blue Worm was awakened on this island, and used by Mara and other Night Terrors to learn its secrets, as well as to discover a way to repopulate the Night Terror people.
Lucunans: Also know as children of Lacuna, these individuals were born and bred on Lacuna for the purpose of not only repopulating the Night Terrors, but to also act as sleeper agents in Corrupted cities due to their ability to pass for human. Each Lacunan possess an extra organ within their brains that allows for telepathy; it is by this and the Blue Worm’s necklace the Witch controlled the Cult of the Worm.
Lotus: The mayor of Threadbare.
Lucan: A Night Terror who wears a beetle skull. He escaped Pyra with Deimos and Audra, albeit badly injured.
The Maiden of Joy: Also known as Crestfallen, Joy, or Adelaide. She is the sister of Pain. She has a storied history, and encountered Edgar in the Nameless Forest, as her and her offspring were its rulers before he took over. Joy’s offspring are distant relatives of Edgar’s. She reunited with Pain after giving him the Forest, and then betrayed her, saving herself when she encountered Aeson.
Mara: A Night Terror who wears a mask made out of centipedes. She was in control of Lacuna’s fertility project. She has had run-ins with the Witch in the past.
The Marrow Cabal: A resistance group led by the Skeleton and Hex. Notable members include R’lyeh, Elizabeth, Miranda, Warren, James, and Herbert North. And, of course, Mr. Haemo. They have hundreds of followers across the continent and were based out of Gallows before the Skeleton scattered them when the war between Eldrus and Penance started.
The Membrane: A plane that exists between life and death; an area that may connect to additional planes and horrible dwellings. The dead pass through here.
Mother Abbess Justine: The ultimate authority of the Holy Order of Penance. Also known as the Hydra of Penance. She is the White Worm of the Earth.
Nacthla: A small, abandoned town where it is believed a portal may exist into the Witch’s Void.
The Nameless Forest: Like the Black Hour, anything is possible here; except the Nameless Forest is not bound by time, so the chaos it contains is constant. It is from here the vermillion veins are said to originate. Now the Dread Clock has been taken out of it, the creatues inside are free to escape.
Night Terror: A race of humanoids whose entire culture and purpose is to understand and murder the Corrupted. They are believed to be supernatural creatures, though their origins are a mystery. The only actual observable difference between Night Terrors and Corrupted is that Night Terrors lack Corruption. Night Terrors are actually highly-evolved and more civilized flesh fiends. They originated from human experimentation with guidance from a place named Exuviae. Their purpose was to be better than humans in every way.
Old World: The world before the Trauma.
Ossuary: A massive desert located at the southern-most point of the continent. No one goes there, and nothing is said to thrive there.
Penance: The eastern-most city-state. It is the home of the Holy Order of Penance.
Pyra: The headquarters for the Holy Order of Penance.
Red Worm: A Worm of the Earth that was summoned from the ten thousand dead that had been raped and murdered in the bowels of Geharra. It was killed by the Skeleton in Gallows.
R’lyeh: A thirteen-year-old Night Terror who wears an octopus as a mask. One of the few survivors from the genocide of Geharra. Her hometown is Alluvia. She was Vrana’s companion. She is now a member of the Marrow Cabal.
Samuel Turov: The Exemplar of Restraint. He stole the Holy Child as means by which to stage an attack on Geharra. He was killed by Vrana.
Scavengers: A splinter group of the Lillians (who were an older incarnation of the Holy Order of Penance). They reside outside Geharra, where they worship a large, achromatic tower. They believe god lives inside the tower.
Shadows: Remnants of the unbelievers that were killed and sentenced to eternal damnation by the Vermillion God. They reside in the Membrane, but are able to communicate with Audra.
Silver Necklaces with (colored) gems: Objects which are essential in the rituals used to summon the Worms of the Earth. When a Worm is summoned, it leaves behind a sealing stone, which is used to put the Worm back to sleep. When a Worm is put back to sleep, it leaves behind a silver necklace.
Six Pillars: An older name of Penance.
The Skeleton: A mysterious individual who Vrana sees twice in her journey. She meets him once in the Black Hour, and once again on the island of Lacuna. The Skeleton was instrumental in leading the failed rebellion against King Edgar.
Spellweavers: Individuals who are capable of magic.
The Spine: A massive highway system that once spanned the entire continent but has since fallen into disrepair.
The Trauma: A catastrophic event of unknown origin that has led the world to the state it is in now.
The Void: The home of the Witch.
The Woman in White Satin: Another name for the Maiden of Joy. She is an ancient witch. She ruled over the Nameless Forest for many years. Her sons acted as wardens over the various places in the Nameless Forest.
The Worms of the Earth: Biological weapons of destruction brought about by ritualistic depravity and sacrifice. They are powerful creatures that have to be sustained by death. One Worm generally provokes the birth of another Worm.
Vermillion Veins: Growths thought to only exist in the Nameless Forest. They are the veins of the Vermillion God and a physical representation of Its influence in the world.
Victor Mors: A philosopher who was assassinated for his studies into the Membrane and the Worms of the Earth.
Vrana: A Night Terror who wears the mask of a raven. She was mutated by the Witch into a grotesque raven-like creature, and has since escaped the Void with Aeson.
Winnowers’ Chapter: An elitist group of Holy Order members who disagree with the direction the Mother Abbess is taking the religion. They abandoned the Holy Order for the Disciples of the Deep and fled Penance. They now control Rime, a Night Terror village.
The Witch: Also known as the Maiden of Pain, the Witch has been responsible for countless deaths over untold years. She attacked Vrana’s village of Caldera, and had been using Vrana as a way by which to spread her influence, so as to increase in power and relevance. The Witch has been influencing individuals in an attempt to build what is referred to as The Cult of the Worm.
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