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TO LISA NANCE







I.
Ghosts of Red Hook



Two ghosts visited Goodnight Maggie in the summer of 1924.

The second arrived on the same night they dragged Handsome Billy from the harbor, his belly slit from cock to collarbone and his innards spilling out like wet fish. She came home to a revenant from her past, the man in the moon she’d thought a year dead. He crouched by the steps to her brownstone, hidden so well in the shadows that she would have missed him entirely had he not stood to present himself as her driver pulled away.

It was four in the morning. Clouds scudded across the sky. Rain had threatened all day, but there had been nothing but a cold, driving wind. She’d just come back from the docks, where Billy’s corpse had been discovered in a fishing net dropped in front of McElhone’s Fishery, the warehouse from which she ran a gang that, until a few months ago, had run the docks in Red Hook with uncontested dominance. They handled booze, gambling, and prostitutes, but what kept them in control was their exclusive access to moonsilk—spiderwebs smuggled from the forests of the moon, which bestowed incredible dreams on those who ingested it.

Then the Sicilians started arriving, and with them came a new organization calling itself the Mafia. They were brutally strong, and they wanted what she had. The death of Handsome Billy—seventeen years old, a sweet child with a useful mean streak—made that clear.

So when a youngish, disheveled man, who years ago had been one of her most ardent customers, lurched unexpectedly from the shadows in front of her house, she nearly put a bullet through his head from simple reflex. If she hadn’t been numb with cold and so tired that her eyes burned, he wouldn’t have had time to speak.

“Maggie,” he said. “It’s me.”

She recognized the voice, even after all this time. “Come out where I can see you.” The gun did not leave her hand.

The figure shuffled closer, until the lamp across the street illuminated the face of Doctor Barrington Cull.

It no longer looked much like a face at all. The skin had been flayed or torn on the left side from the corner of his mouth to the crown of his head, leaving a pale, shiny mass of scar tissue which pulled his features askew. A hole gaped where his eye had been. He favored his left leg, which looked twisted under his threadbare pants. His clothes were rags: not torn and bloody, but grimy and ill-fitting. A vagrant’s garb.

“I need help,” he said.

Maggie slipped the gun back into her pocket. “I heard you were dead.”

“Yes. I know.”

“Did Charlie do this to you?”

Dr. Cull glanced furtively up and down the empty street, where the streetlamps shed cones of light. The shadows between them festered with possibilities. The neighbors’ windows were all dark at this hour, but dawn was near; they wouldn’t be for much longer. He peered into the cloudy sky, as if frightened something would come swooping down for him. “Please, can we go inside? They’re looking for me.”

“Who are?”

“The Alabaster Scholars. She sent them.”

Maggie didn’t know what that meant but it hardly mattered. She didn’t want to be outside any longer, either. “Can you walk on that leg?”

“These injuries are old. I’m fine.”

“Then come on.” She mounted the steps, unlocked the door, and ushered him inside. She hadn’t realized how tense she’d been feeling until securing the locks again behind her. For the moment, she felt safe.

Goodnight Maggie lived alone. Though she had climbed a long way from being the poor little girl from the slums, she’d never been able to shake off the oppressive stink of failure, which lingered despite every hard-won block, every conquered rival, every new stratum of wealth. Her home was warm, her furniture was expensive, and art decorated her walls; still, she spent each night steeped in the shame of poverty.

Dr. Cull followed her into the living room and stood uncertainly while she turned on a lamp and poured two glasses of Scotch whisky. She handed him one and pointed to a leather club chair. “Sit down, Barry.”

A flicker of anger crossed his face. He hated when she called him that. But he said nothing as he took his seat. It struck her how different he seemed now. Seven years ago he’d been a brash young man—probably a genius, though she knew she was no judge of those things. But he’d been conducting experiments on the brains of the mad and the desperate in dingy little shacks along the wharf, using silk he bought from her, and after some trial and error the results became impressive enough that he was able to secure the funding for the Barrowfield Home for Treatment of the Melancholy, located offworld, in the forests of the moon, where the silk was most abundant.

That young man would have corrected her: “Barrington, if you please. Or simply, ‘Doctor.’”

Not disrespectfully. Never that. Cull had always fancied himself a cultivated man; more importantly, he needed her. He needed access to the silk, which she bought from two moonrunners, Little Frankie Delaware and his cousin Cy. They had a tiny rattle-trap ship which would take them to the moon and back, and they had the guts to venture into the forest to harvest the silk. The Moon Spiders were all supposed to be dead; nevertheless, people who went into the woods had a tendency not to come out again.

Maggie sat on her couch and leaned back, not troubling to take off her coat. She closed her eyes, thoughts running amok.

The Sicilians had drawn first blood. She might have given them the booze and everything else, in the interests of survival—but not the silk. That was hers. It had taken too long to find and cultivate her moonrunners, and it cost too much to pay off the right people. She understood that her monopoly on the silk couldn’t last forever, especially as it gained in popularity. But she would not have it taken from her. Not yet, and certainly not by these people.

And Handsome Billy dead. Unforgivable. An outrage that would have to be answered. Billy was a good boy who grew up without a mama and would do whatever Maggie told him to, as long as she treated him with a little kindness. No one is so easily steered as an unloved boy.

Thinking of Billy, as always, recalled Charlie Duchamp to her mind. Charlie was a man in his mid-forties when last she saw him in the flesh; nevertheless she still considered him one of her boys. One of her favorites. Yet he was unpredictably violent, and being unpredictable was a flaw. So she’d sent him to Cull to be fixed. And he never came back home.

Cull would have to answer for that.

She opened her eyes. Cull sat quietly in the chair, as docile as a choirboy. He took a greedy sip from his glass, then met her eyes.

“Thank me,” she said.

“Thank you, Maggie.”

“You made the papers here, almost a year ago. Your precious asylum taken over by the inmates. You and all your staff killed. Barrowfield out of business. The moon an expensive disaster, all travel there forbidden now.”

He nodded, then seemed to change his mind and shook his head. “That’s not the real story.”

“You’ve made things difficult for my moonrunners. Difficult for me. And just tonight the Sicilians killed one of my boys. There’s going to be a war, and it’s a war I don’t think I can win. Now, on top of that, I have to deal with you, too.”

“Not for long. I just have to find a way to get offworld.”

“And go where?”

“Out there. As far as I can.”

Maggie rubbed at her eyes. Thinking was difficult. She needed sleep. “Tell me about these students hunting you.”

“Scholars, not students,” Cull said, a hint of impatience creeping into his voice. “The Alabaster Scholars. They worship the Moon Spiders. She’s using them as assassins now.”

Maggie didn’t know who “she” was but would worry about that later. “They have their own spacecraft? They can find you here?”

“They don’t need vessels. They can travel behind space now.”

He was speaking nonsense. Maybe he was crazy. If so she could dispose of him easily enough. The Sicilians were her primary concern. If they found Frankie and his cousin they would take the silk trade from her. Now Barrington Cull created one more weak spot for her organization, one more point of entry for the Mafia.

She could not let him leave her apartment.

She put on her most reassuring voice and assumed what she thought of as the “mother mask.” “I’ll protect you, Barry.”

He ducked his head. Tears of relief glistened in the low light. “I have to get back up there. I have to go out to the edge of the solar system. I have to see what’s there. Will you help me do that, too?”

“Of course. We have a lot to talk about. But right now we need to sleep. Take the guest bedroom. In the morning, I’ll have my boys bring you some fresh clothes. We’ll figure out what to do, okay?”

“Yes. All right.” He drained the last of his whisky. “It’s been so long since I tasted anything like this.”

“Have another if you like. It’ll help you sleep.”

He stood, a little shakily. “I won’t need any help. I’ve been running from them. I haven’t slept in two days.” Halfway down the hall, he paused and turned back to her. “Thank you, Maggie. I knew I could count on you. You’re the only one on Earth I can.”

She smiled. “Go to sleep, Barry. Everything will be okay.”

Maggie poured herself another glass and sat there for a while longer. She was tired but her mind was spinning like an engine. Barrowfield fell apart a year ago. How long had Cull been back on Earth? What had he been doing? She was furious at this distraction but at the same time felt sure that there was an opportunity here, something she could use in her war against the Mafia. She just had to get him to tell her everything, then study the problem. There had never been a problem she couldn’t think her way out of, never been an adversary she couldn’t outwit.

She turned off the light and made her way down to her bedroom. She put her ear against the closed door of the guest room, until she could make out the slow, regular breathing of Cull, now fast asleep. Quietly she entered her own room and closed the door.

She undressed in the darkness, a soft city light coming in through the curtains. If the windows were open she’d be able to smell the salt in the air from the harbor, the perfume of oil and diesel from the dockyards. Slipping on her nightgown, she sat on the foot of her bed and faced the closet door, which was open only an inch or two.

She desperately needed sleep, but more than that she needed to feel him.

“Charlie? Are you there?”

She hated how much she needed to feel him.

Charlie had been the first ghost to visit her that summer. He’d shown up barely a month ago. Unlike Cull, he was a real ghost, or at least as close to one as she had ever seen.

Her world hadn’t been under siege yet. Handsome Billy was still alive, the Sicilians no more than a storm cloud on the horizon—something to keep an eye on, little more than that. She’d been dressing for bed, just as she was now, when she’d heard the sound: a low static covering a nearly sub-audible hum, like an electric whisper draped over a deep bass current. The hairs on her arms had stood up. And then a pale glow bled from inside her closet, rippling like the reflection of light from water.

A metal orb sprouting dozens of long silver spines in every direction, some of them ending in red or blue blinking lights, rested on the floor. A satellite. It was small—no more than two feet in diameter. Oily water trickled from it in a series of steady streams, as if it rested beneath a small waterfall she could not see.

It was Charlie. She knew it by some peculiar magic, some primordial intuition. She felt it in her brain, on her skin. Later she would understand that it was the moonsilk which enabled this recognition, and which enabled his voice to fill her mind when he spoke—an intimacy she had never believed possible and for which she was not prepared. But in the moment it seemed a visitation from beyond the grave, obeying a logic unfathomable to her.

She could sense him trying to speak. No words came but she felt him reaching for her, touching her, filling the space behind her eyes, between her organs, all the dark places of her body.

“Charlie? Is that you? How can that be you?”

The ghost, if it was a ghost, stuttered and went briefly out; she thought for a moment he was gone, and she felt a sharp panic. But then he flickered back, the strange trickle of murky water still running over the satellite’s shell but disappearing before it touched her floor.

“Where are you? You were supposed to come back to me,” she said. “Tell me what happened.”

He could not. But she felt his yearning, felt his fear and his confusion, and felt, too, the consolation he experienced in finding her, even in this bewildering fashion. She fell back on the bed, frightened and confused herself, as much by the warmth that filled her body as by the weird presence. When he disappeared—abruptly, like an interrupted current—the sudden chill made her cry out. He did not return that night, and although she never partook of the moonsilk she sold, she wondered if her constant proximity to it had finally affected her dreams. But she opened the closet door each night thereafter, just in case. He came back on the fourth night and intermittent nights following. They never spoke, but she almost didn’t mind. She could feel him trying to cross the distance between them. She could feel him in all kinds of ways.

So when Barrington Cull showed up a few weeks later, she was not as surprised as she might have been. She offered him help not because she cared for him or his fate, but because he might tell her what happened to Charlie. She might learn how to bring him home.

And now, preparing for bed with Cull sleeping only a few feet away and the Mafia declaring war, she wanted to feel him again. She wanted to feel something good again. She pulled the door ajar.

“Charlie?”

Silence.

“Charlie.”

After a moment the watery light shivered across the floor, and she felt a gust of warm, thick air. The satellite was there again, lights winking in the darkness.

“There’s my sweet boy,” she said. As had become her habit, she lay down on the floor beside him, closing her eyes, cutting off everything except the feeling of him. She had been ashamed of this at first, as if she were performing an indecent act in public. But that shame had abated quickly enough.

This time, something was different. Riding like a cold current under the warmth of his presence was a stronger fear than she had ever felt from him before. Did he know Cull was in the apartment with her? Or was it caused by something where he was?

“Don’t be scared. You were never scared of anything.”

The fear did not abate. The satellite flickered. A cascade of lights flowed across the tips of the antennae, as if sensors were searching for feedback.

“I’m sorry I sent you away. It was a mistake. I need you here.”

She wiped at her eyes. She had to sleep so badly, but not yet; not yet.

“I wish I could see where you are.”

Instead, she looked through the window at the moon, the last place she’d known him to be, glaring in the sky.

A gibbous white shard.

A pitiless light.







II.
Io, Jungle Moon of Jupiter



Long before he found his way back to Maggie, Charlie was born in a jar on the moon. Or so it seemed to him. He came to consciousness staring through clear curved glass into the peering eye of Dr. Cull, who was speaking softly to him the way a father might, gently and with encouragement. Behind Cull, he saw what he knew to be his own body, his head opened like a walnut and a bloody, thready ooze spilling onto the table and dripping onto the floor. An Alabaster Scholar—Soma, the good one—worked over this mess with tweezers and a jar of tiny spiders, which he sprinkled like pepper into the gore. This was Dr. Cull’s specialty: using moonsilk to reconstruct the brains of his patients, after removing the portions he deemed defective. And now, after long service, Charlie himself was the patient. Was the part of the brain in his body on the table the defective part? Or was it this part, himself, contained in this jar? Both were being rebuilt by the spiders and the moonsilk.

Charlie felt a mysterious, profound absence, though of what he did not know. He knew it must be in his other half, and he yearned for it.

“You will travel,” Cull was saying. A spider crawled on the inside of the glass, a mere centimeter from Charlie’s eyes.

I have no eyes.

Was that what was missing?

I have no face.

No body.

Yes, but there was something more. Something even more fundamental than a body.

The body on the operating slab moved with a sluggish lethargy, until Soma twisted a bit of gristle in the exposed brain and returned it to sleep.

What am I?

Charlie felt a wave of bereavement for the ugly hulking thing on the table.

The jar he had become, filled with spiders the same way his body’s head was filled with spiders, was carried away and placed into a narrow, padded receptacle in a large silver satellite, bristling with antennae.

“I’m sending you out, Charlie. This part of you is no good to me here. I need the killer here. But this soft, curious, gentle part, this part of you can still work for me. I know there’s something else out there, Charlie. The moonsilk holds the memories of something ancient and dead. But what? A titan of the stars? An extinct population? Can it be found on other moons, other planets? Are there other beings out there like it, still alive? Go out there and find out for me. What you see, what you hear, all of it will be recorded and sent back to me here. Together we will discover the truth.”

Dr. Cull closed the hatch and for a bewildering moment Charlie was in the deepest darkness he had ever known, a silent abyss empty of all sensation. He had no limbs to struggle with, no eyes to stare with, no mouth to scream with. Madness circled him like a wasp, bitter and aggressive.

And then, like a beam of light, a cascade of impressions saved him. Sight and sound erupted back to life, though not as he’d known them before. Instead, they came to him as information: he understood his surroundings, knew that the smell of overtaxed circuitry and of the doctor’s various alembics were heavy in the air even if he couldn’t smell them the way he used to, was aware of the doctor leaning over his body—the satellite—making adjustments here and there, even if he couldn’t see him the way he understood sight.

“Can you still hear me?” Dr. Cull said. “The satellite’s antennae should be translating sensory information to you now. It’s possible you were able to pick up metapsychic data from your own brain, but that it is a temporary effect which would fade within the hour. This will be much more reliable. And you’ll have a record for me, which is most important.”

Charlie tried to answer, but of course he couldn’t. Yet somehow Dr. Cull had heard him.

“Good, that’s good. Everything seems to be in order. Hang on…”

Charlie understood that Dr. Cull moved over to a bank of machinery and watched a series of words as they were typed across a scrolling sheaf of paper.

“Wonderful. Everything is coming through clearly. Don’t worry, you’ll soon get used to it. You’ll have a long time to adjust. You have quite a journey ahead of you.”

A few hours later, Cull launched him from the roof of Barrowfield Home onto his dark voyage. Before he did, Charlie saw that the other half of him, the half that still lived in his body, had come to observe. A hideous anger radiated from that half. He felt the animosity prickle against his brain like the first tendrils of an electric current. The other Charlie meant him harm. The other Charlie hated him.

Why?

Fear gathered at the base of his thoughts like pooling blood, but before anything happened, he was jettisoned into the dark sky.

The moon and its web-shrouded forests receded behind him, and the dark gulf swallowed him whole.



Charlie traveled along the currents of ether through an unending night. Without the markers of habit and responsibility, sleeping and waking, time ceased to have any meaning. His mind galloped without restraint. His memories of the moon and what had come before was a pleasant dream pocked by empty craters where things seemed to be missing. He recalled a simple but sweet childhood in Brooklyn and a smiling infant sister, though strangely little of his parents. He recalled being taken in by a gang of criminals as a child, a gang which had felt more like family as the years passed. They taught him to steal from those who had more and would not share. They taught him loyalty and they gave him shelter and a purpose.

He remembered Goodnight Maggie—the one he liked the best, the one who protected him and took care of him. He’d had feelings surrounding her which he couldn’t express. The language of gentleness was obscure to him. She’d been the one to send him to the moon, though he couldn’t remember why.

And there was Dr. Cull. Charlie hadn’t liked Cull. Cull was a small, smug man, quick to bark an order and slow to offer praise. He tried to take on the role Maggie once had, that of protector and guide, but he filled it poorly.

Cull put him in the satellite and sent him away.

How long did he ride the currents between the planets? Nothing to see but distant lights, the occasional vessel whispering silently outward, the tumbling asteroid hulks. Dream and wakefulness became the same strange country, so that sometimes it seemed to him that he saw his own twin staring back at him, affixed to a wall with copious webbing, the top of his skull hanging open as though hinged, his brain pulsing in a low and flickering light.

Sometimes, too, he felt another presence, her presence, the Moon Spider, who was young and growing strong, learning the ways of the web. There hadn’t been a Moon Spider when he was sent away, but he felt her there now. He didn’t understand it and shied away from these strange impressions.

As time passed, other, stranger memories swam to the surface.

Dr. Cull said it came from the “ancient and dead” thing stitched into his mind. Maybe, but the memories were very much alive. Charlie thought of it, at first, as the Other: the separate thing inside him, filling in the places where he had been scooped away. But as the journey progressed he began to lose the ability to distinguish them from his own, the Other from himself. It seemed to him eventually that it was Charlie who strode the starry avenues, who visited fantastical cities no human eye had seen or could even perceive, who slept and dreamed on the soft skin of living worlds.

Who am I now?

Eventually, one of the stars grew from a white granule to a sky-filling leviathan, striated with storms and spangled with moons, and he knew this must be Jupiter. Who knew there could be so many moons? Charlie could not look away from its terrible beauty. He grew steadily closer to one of them, a green moon pocked with glaring red lights.

The moon claimed him.

The satellite plummeted through boiling storm clouds and burned a bright streak through a sky lashed by lightning and dense with volcanic ash. The landscape beneath was lit by dozens of active volcanoes, the light of spilling magma illuminating a world draped in perpetual night. Miles of jungle hugged the coastline of a lashing sea, and it was into the shallows of that sea that the satellite finally crashed.

Sea water washed over him, overwhelmed him, and then receded again, leaving him briefly exposed in the sand. A raucous jungle obscured the horizon to one side; behind its canopy of peculiar trees rose a volcano, jagged black rock spilling a slow radiant lava, showers of sparks spitting into the cloud-dark sky.

On the other side, toward the sea, what appeared to be a massive Gothic cathedral was half submerged in the water, tilted at a slight angle so that its steeple pointed ten degrees to seaward. Intricately carved exterior walls were painted with seaweed, barnacles, and odd, scuttling life. Huge booster rockets built into the sides and rear of the church identified this as one of the Cathedral ships sent from Earth to spread the word of God to the cosmos many years ago. A brass plate affixed to one side identified this one as The Cathedral of the Morning Star. It had been a doomed effort, as none had ever been heard from again. Miles beyond, over the alien sea, lightning branched in a distant storm.

A gust of wind tore through the trees and riffled the water as another surge of the tide washed over him again. The clouds briefly parted and he saw Jupiter, ribboned with color, filling nearly a third of the sky. Its terrible beauty was overwhelming. If there was a God to find, perhaps this was it.

The force of impact had cracked the satellite, producing a narrow fissure which ran a length of six inches near its top. The glass jar housing his brain was also cracked, leaking syrupy fluids. The fissure invited life: tiny crabs, crawling jelly-like organisms, alien mites looking for safety and reprieve from the carnivorous world, they crawled inside and, drawn to the sweet-tasting leakage from the jar, began to entangle themselves in the moonsilk.

Charlie sat there a long time, washed by the sea and hammered by unending sheets of rain, until it seemed inevitable that the rising tide would pull him from the sand and carry him out to the deeps. And then the drowned men rose from the water. There were six of them, their bodies bloated from long submersion, their skin pale and bloodless. Skin had sloughed off from parts of their faces, their skulls peeking through like dirty porcelain. They wore ecclesiastical robes, torn and muddy. Water streamed from their robes, what remained of their faces, what remained of their hair.

The six positioned themselves around him and lifted as with a single will. Then they carried him into the water, down the slope of the shore until it took them beneath the surface. They walked a short distance across the sea floor, the water above them reflecting a reddish, foamy light. The long fronds of plants and strange, stationary fish were pushed to and fro by the waves. The drowned men brought him to a breach at the base of the Cathedral ship, a great crack in the foundation leading into a crevice which zigzagged through stone and metal until opening in a completely flooded engine room, half of it crumpled into twists of metal and iron by the crash. A severed hand floated lazily by.

They carried him up submerged stairs until they broke the water’s surface, and he beheld the vaulted arches of the cathedral’s interior, stone walls decorated in frescoes besmeared with lichen, the twinkling lights of switchboards and circuitry lighting the darkness like candy-colored stars. Weak electric lights buzzed from a few alcoves, but the belly of the church was dark. The sound of dripping water echoed all around him, like a chorus of chirping bats.

The drowned men moved in a procession between the pews, up small flight of steps onto the apse, and placed him onto the altar. The pulpit stood a few feet away, looking over rows of pews enshrouded by darkness. Banks of dead computer panels lined the walls to one side. A rivulet of water leaked from a fissure in the ceiling far above and trickled over him, forming a little puddle beneath. A few feet behind the crack in the ceiling was the winding metal stairway to the bell tower. The bell sounded irregularly, as the Cathedral ship shifted under the heavy onslaught of the waves.

Charlie wanted to communicate with these things—ask them where he was, why they had taken him here, how they could still walk—but he had no means of doing so. The lights on his spines blinked in rapid coruscating patterns; he did not know it, but he was sending information through the long gulf, back to the moon, where Dr. Cull’s computer banks stood ready to receive it.

As the drowned men turned from him, off on their mysterious errands, one of them passed under the bell tower, and a heavy stone dropped from above and crushed it to a mangled stew. The stench of decay erupted from its ruined flesh. The rest of the drowned men proceeded around it, unaware or unmoved by the sudden death of their brother.

A spider, Charlie thought, and fear bloomed inside him.

Of course it was not a spider. Spiders don’t drop stones. It was an accident. And yet the fear remained. Something hateful was up there.

He waited.

Charlie had no sense of day or night. No sense of the passage of time other than the increasing sense of claustrophobia from being trapped inside this unmoving satellite in this dark, unmoving spacecraft. He wanted to sleep, but he no longer knew the difference between dreaming and real life. Could a being without eyes to close or a body to rest be said to sleep? Was all consciousness simply a dream?

Charlie could not even frame the question, much less answer it. But it seemed to him that he did dream, because his awareness of the Cathedral ship began to meld with his memories of an earlier time in his life, at the docks with Maggie, the woman who was kind to him and made him feel valued and purposeful. He followed these thoughts like a light at the far end of a tunnel; a network of tunnels, unspeakably vast, unspeakably complex, each running to different locations: some in the now, some in the yesterday, some, perhaps, in the days to come. Their proliferation confused him, so he focused on the light, the light which contained Maggie, until almost by accident he found himself in her home—a place he had never been. Her clothes hung around him, the thick, musky scent of her filling the small space like an atmosphere. She opened a door and stood frozen in fear and bewilderment. She was dressed in her nightgown, and she looked sleepy and vulnerable in a way he had never seen her.

Overwhelmed with longing and excitement, he tried to finish the crossing. He knew there must be a way to be there with her, physically, but he did not understand how it worked. She knelt down, her face drawn in shock.

“Charlie? Is that you? How can that be you?”

He pressed harder. He had the impression that the tunnels were soft, like earth, and might crumble if he pressed too hard. He sensed other things in here, too—crawling things—and that made him afraid.

“Where are you? You were supposed to come back to me.”

I tried. I’m trying.

“Tell me what happened.”

He couldn’t. But he found that he could reach through and touch her. Not in the way he might have before, but in a closer way. Relief washed through him as he felt her warmth. He could even smell the scent she wore: something woody and clean. A sweet ache—not quite sadness, but close—caught him in a place between frustration, yearning, and gratitude. He wrapped around her, feeling protected, loved, and safe.







III.
Goodnight Maggie



Maggie’s first meeting was at McElhone’s Fishery at eight the next morning with her three lieutenants: John Finn, Thaddeus Tanner, Red Keegan. Before offering her own strategy, she asked for theirs. To a man, they wanted a quick and bloody retaliation. She thought at least Keegan might be more levelheaded, but for once he was in step with his colleagues.

“These fuckin wops are going to take every last thing from us unless we clear em out of the docks altogether, with fuckin knives and fish hooks. Billy was just a boy, for Christ’s sake.”

“You don’t have to tell me who Billy was, Red.”

“I know I don’t, Maggie, and I mean no disrespect. But I gotta tell you it surprises me, you askin our opinion on this. There ain’t no ‘opinion’ here. There’s right and wrong. Right is hitting back. Hard. Harder than they ever known.”

“These are Sicilians. We ain’t seen their like before.”

“Neither have they seen ours.”

John Finn spoke up. “Are ye thinking of giving in, Maggie?” He asked the question softly, without apparent judgment. But Finn was an eel, subtle and crafty. He asked nothing without something hanging in the balance. His question sent a little ripple through the small office. Nothing noticed with the eye; rather something felt in the gut. Keegan and Tanner watched her.

“Would you like to rephrase the question, John,” said Maggie, without inflection. She looked at him flatly, until finally he blinked and looked away.

“Aye, ma’am, I would. What I meant to ask is, what would you like us to do?”

She addressed them all. “We’ll answer back, don’t doubt that. But we won’t be baited into reckless action, like a gang of street trash. We gotta be smart. We gotta be patient.”

They rankled to hear it. She could see it in the way they shifted on their feet, the way they wouldn’t look her in the eye. That was fine. As long as they obeyed.

“You hear me?”

“Yeah, Maggie, we hear you. Smart. Patient.”

“I got an idea, but I need to be sure of something first. Give me a couple days. I’ll have something in place. In the meantime, you keep the boys in check. You understand me? Anybody makes a move without my say so, the Sicilians will be the last of their worries.”

“Aye, ma’am,” said John, again.

Keegan and Tanner simply nodded.

She dismissed them. Once she knew she was alone, she pulled a flask of whiskey from her desk and took a drink. Too early for it, but she needed the courage. The next meeting would be harder.



She and Cull sat across from each other at her kitchen table. The sun filtered past the drawn blinds and coffee steamed from the mugs between them. She’d splashed a little whiskey into her own; Cull demurred.

He had showered while she was gone, combed his unruly hair. He was still dressed in rags, though she’d arranged for new clothes to be delivered that day. Nothing would have worked to make him presentable again, anyway. In the light of day, his deformities commanded the attention. The left side of his face was all scar tissue, pulling his mouth into a kind of rictus grin. The socket where his left eye had been yawned like a doorway into a gloomy realm. She found herself unable to look away from it.

She’d hoped that a night’s sleep would fortify his spirit, but he still seemed deflated. His attention didn’t seem focused on anything. He was beaten. Whatever happened to him on the moon had broken him.

“You look better,” she said. “Did you sleep?”

“I did. Thank you again. How did your meeting go?”

She took a seat across the kitchen table from him. She kept her voice gentle. “Good,” she said. “They’re good boys. They listen to me.”

“So, no war?”

“Oh, there’ll be a war. It’s just going to be on my terms, is all.” She reached across and touched his hand, briefly. “Let me worry about that. Let’s talk about what you need, Barry.”

He looked at her, finally. “I need to get offworld. That’s the first thing. I need to get away from her assassins. And then I need to contact Charlie.”

A spike of adrenaline pulsed through her blood, but she tried not to react. Keeping her voice neutral, she said, “I figured Charlie was dead.”

His gaze skittered away from her. “No. Not at all.”

“Tell me what happened to him.”

“Does it matter?”

“It does to me.”

Cull went silent. His eye unfocused again, and he seemed to fall away from her, leaving this little table in this Brooklyn apartment for the haunted forests of the moon, where whatever happened there ruined his life and turned Charlie into the strange thing that had recently begun to visit her in the night. The Charlie who was not Charlie, who was someone less and someone more.

“I saved his life,” he said at last.

Maggie said nothing, waiting him out.

“He wanted to come back to you. But he was so useful to me. He was perfect, Maggie. So much rage. He cleared out all the Alabaster Scholars from under the sanitarium, just like he was killing rats.”

She still didn’t know what these Alabaster Scholars were, but she let it go for the moment.

“But he was compromised by his desire to get back to you.”

She felt her face flush. Anger blackened her sight.

“I took that part out of him. The soft part, the gentle part. The part that ached, that got in the way of him doing his job and made him question me. The work was too important. I couldn’t have it.”

“What did you do with it?” Maggie asked, her own voice sounding far away.

“The moonsilk works as a neural conductor. You sell it so people can use it as a drug and share in the dreams of whatever entity’s memories are archived in it. But it’s so much more than that. The spiders stitch it into the parts of the brain I give to them, building a new brain. A better one. A kind of hybrid, I suppose. That’s what I did with it. That’s what I did with both halves, actually. And then I put one into a satellite and sent it to one of Jupiter’s moons. The strong half on the moon, with me, in his body. The weak half, in the vessel to Io, to see what there is to see.”

“Why?”

“Because I needed my Charlie to be brutal and unquestioning!”

“That part I understand. I mean why did you send him—the other him—where you did?”

Cull finished his coffee and stood up to get more. Talking about this had rekindled some of his energy. He seemed animated, more sure of himself. “Because ours isn’t the only moon, Maggie. Because ten years ago the Catholic Church sent Cathedral ships to carry its poisoned religion to the stars, and one of them was sucked into the gravity well of a moon called Io and never heard from again. In fact, none of them were heard from again, but this is the one that interests me. If that moon is like ours, the people in that ship will have found something. Maybe more lunar spiders! Charlie will find out and tell me.”

Maggie remembered the launching of the Cathedral ships from when she was a child. Her father had taken her to the Catholic Shipyards to watch them being rolled out to their launch pads. Over the next several days, they watched them all climb pillars of fire into the sky, where they disappeared forever.

Why is there so much fire? Maggie had asked, clutching her father’s hand, consumed by both wonder and fear.

Because God is evil, he’d said. Fire is of Hell, and Hell is where the angels live.

“How will he tell you?”

“That’s just it. I have to find a way to talk to him. There’s a transponder in the satellite. I just need to make contact.”

He sat across from her again, his face ruddy with excitement and self-satisfaction.

Maggie had sent Charlie to Cull so that the doctor could fix him, make him a more reliable instrument for her own use. That he had confessed so easily to performing that task for his own benefit instead suggested that he had forgotten who Goodnight Maggie really was—or, perhaps, he’d never known. He’d just been a student then, after all, an arrogant bookworm buying moonsilk by the crate, too caught up in the stink of his own genius to appreciate the dangerous world he was stumbling around in.

Maggie locked her anger into a compartment. She had to do this frequently, and she was good at it.

“What happened to the Charlie who stayed with you?”

She watched a fragment of his regained confidence chip away. “Veronica happened to him.”

“Who is she?”

“… She was a patient. My last patient. She’s the reason it all fell apart. She’s the one sending the Alabaster Scholars after me.”

Again, she out-waited him.

“They served the lunar spiders, which were all dead. They hatched a new one from Veronica. Right under my nose. Soma was one of them. He’d been helping me, and then he betrayed me. He was just waiting for an opportunity, it seems. A proper host. And now I’ve lost everything, and the moon is hers.”

“And she wants you dead.”

He lowered his eyes. “It would seem so. Though I did nothing but try to help her.”

She doubted that, but never mind. “So Charlie is still there?”

Cull shrugged. “One way or another. Yes.”

“How do these Scholars find you, Barry?”

“My belief is that the silk tended by the lunar spiders contains the memories of a spacefaring being, of which our moon is a remnant. Perhaps its skull, or perhaps just part of its skull. I believe the use of the silk somehow grants the spiders access to hidden avenues through space and time, allowing them to bypass the restrictions of conventional travel. She sends them along these hidden pathways. How she finds me, though, I don’t know. Unless she can see along these pathways, too.”

“So this woman, this Veronica. Can I talk to her?”

Cull paled. “Why would you want to do that?”

“To help you, Barry.”

“I don’t know how to talk to her. I don’t know how to even try. Not short of going back.” His face lost color at the very mention of it.

“It would be foolish for you to go back. But maybe I can send someone else.”

He shook his head. “She’s not a human being anymore, Maggie. The reason that guides us is foreign to her. She’s something else now. Something I don’t understand.”

“But you want to,” she said. “She’s part of this mystery you’re trying to figure out.”

“Yes.” The intensity of his want felt like electricity.

“Then I think we should try.” She stood up, concluding that branch of the conversation. “In the meantime I want you to stay below, in the basement.”

“The basement? But why?”

“Below ground. Small windows, high up. Only one entrance. I can protect you best that way. I’m going to have Shane, one of my boys, stay here too. For protection. I don’t want to leave you alone. I’m going to have him bring you a Westinghouse. I want you to work on getting back in contact.”

Cull gave an uncertain smile. “Am I free to leave when I want to?”

She did not return the smile. “Where would you want to go?”

She led him downstairs. The basement had three rooms and a bathroom, and it could easily be converted into an apartment of its own, but Maggie wouldn’t suffer anyone else living below or above her. Narrow rectangular windows let in a little sunlight at street level, just below the ceiling. The place was well furnished; she sometimes used it to house guests. There was no exit but the stairs to the upper level.

“Make yourself at home,” Maggie said, ascending the stairs. “Knock if you need anything.”

She closed the door and turned the lock.







IV.
The Bishop



In the creaking and groaning of the Cathedral ship, time had no meaning at all. There were no rushing clouds to measure seconds, no glimpses of Jovian planets to measure a day or even an hour. There were only the constant trickles of water echoing in the vast stone chamber, the steady glare of electric lights buzzing in their alcoves, and the occasional toll of the iron bell, the clapper hitting the iron without pattern, sometimes weakly and sometimes with a blow that set the whole chamber shivering.

Sometimes, a groan floated down from the bell tower. The sound of something in pain—an angry, growling pain.

Charlie took the opportunity to work on traveling to Maggie. He extended himself through the tunnels behind space a number of times, and reached her through many of them. He learned that time moved differently there; days would seem to pass back home when it seemed like only one had passed here. But then, time had been slippery since he’d left the moon. He couldn’t be sure of anything.

He still could not talk to her. But he could hear her and he could touch her; he could fold himself around her and into her. It was almost like sleeping.

The last time he’d visited her, though, the groaning from the bell tower sounded closer than it ever had. Wood creaked beneath the weight of something shuffling down the stairs. He could feel it like an icy blast, and his time with Maggie was ruined by the fear.

“Don’t be scared. You were never scared of anything,” she said, but he was terrified. Her presence wasn’t enough in the face of this thing. She was saying something else, but he never heard it.

He felt himself lifted by several hands; immediately he was gone from Maggie’s closet and back in the dark and dripping Cathedral ship. Three men carried him, dressed in the same sodden ecclesiastical robes, whatever color they might have once been long since covered over by mold and filth, infested by scuttling beetles. His consciousness buzzed around the closed interior of the satellite like a fly in a jar.

Downward again. Down narrow hallways lit by oil lamps—the electricity did not extend throughout the whole vessel, it seemed—and down stairs, until the briny smell of the sea registered on Charlie’s sensors. Crawling jellies and questing arthropods populated the hallways down here, seeking to explore this new home. A corner turned, and they entered a vast chamber beneath the main floor and the altar, a place where the crypts would be in an earthbound cathedral. Banks of candles—hundreds of candles—gathered by the entranceway reflected off sea water like shards of shattered stained glass. The crypt had become an underwater grotto, the water drifting sluggishly to and fro as the sea outside raged. Charlie’s bearers descended six stone steps, until the water lapped at their feet.

He was placed on the step at the water’s edge, the spiny antennae of the satellite keeping him in place. His bearers retreated to the top of the stairs, hands clasped. Arrayed on a ledge around the grotto were more of the figures, barely discernible in the darkness, staring into roiling water.

For long moments they waited in stillness, the sound of the water washing over the stones echoing around them. Occasionally a distant groan of metal sounded from within the ship as the soft sands beneath it shifted in the tides.

And then something breached the surface of the water: long and snakelike, its black segmented body glistening as it rolled like the top of a great underwater wheel. The candles flickered. The drowned, assembled near the top of the stairs, remained still; they reminded Charlie of the bodies of pigs hung from hooks in his father’s butchery, suspended in mute ugly ranks.

The thing surfaced again, this time crawling with scores of long yellow legs onto the damp walls: a centipede, five, ten, fifteen feet long. Its body encircled the opening, still washed by the surge, a peculiar energy seeming to shake the air in the chamber, emanating from where its face might be, if a centipede had a face.

The candlelight raced and winked across the disturbed waters.

Something began to crawl over Charlie’s mind. A million little questing touches: gentle, almost caresses. Then they increased in intensity. He felt warm and twitchy, as if a mild electrical current were passing through him. And then a spike of adrenaline and fear as something penetrated, and his mind was inhabited by something else.

He felt a spinning vertigo, and the information sent back by the sensors on his antennae was scrambled and nonsensical.

For a moment he saw himself from a perspective several feet away, just above the level of the lapping water. A spiny silver sphere, like a metallic sea urchin left by the shore, little lights blinking red and blue and yellow in the gloom.

The centipede’s perspective.

Then it faded, and he was himself again, a brain in a jar, half composed of moonsilk, encased in a satellite millions of miles from home. But the other entity was still in here with him, alien and squirming, struggling for space.

A thought bled through his mind. It was not coherent, not a spoken thought, but a kind of articulate complaint that spread like a stain and was comprehensible as a feeling of frustration, which Charlie’s mind struggled to interpret in his own language.

No room.

Charlie, terrified, struggled against it. To fight without a body was a new experience for him. There was nothing to grab, nothing to hit or break. There was only this contest of wills. It was like trying to banish a persistent, dreadful thought: the attempt only fed its power.

The centipede’s thoughts splashed through him again.

What thing are you?

I am a man, Charlie thought.

No. These are men. You are another thing.

Charlie continued to struggle against the centipede’s intrusion into his mind. For all its size, it seemed to be losing the contest.

I am the Bishop. See me, it pleaded. See me.

Charlie’s sensors did see it. They also saw all the drowned clergy, their flesh bloated, rotten, sloughing from their bodies, host to the crawling vermin of the brine, staring in mute devotion at the centipede—the Bishop—and Charlie realized that the Bishop was living in the minds of each of them, guiding their lifeless or dying bodies like puppets, using their eyes to stare lovingly at itself for as long as the bodies remained upright. A creature of darkness, an eyeless thing, it had never experienced sight before nor conceived of itself as a being with a body which might have form, function, even beauty. And it was beautiful: its wet, black carapace glistening in the candlelight, its long yellow legs, thin and strong, clutching at the damp stone, resisting the briny pull of the water. A vast, powerful entity, its mind reaching out like a net and ensnaring the guttering minds of the barely living, the spent minds of the newly dead. A strange, numinous ecology thriving so far from the sun.

I am not of darkness, the Bishop thought, following Charlie’s thoughts as they appeared. I am of the Loam.

With the word came a sensation of crowded depths, of rich black soil surrounding him on all sides, for as far as he could imagine, and teeming with crawling, wriggling, seething life. An infinitude of ripe, savage fecundity. The eating, the rending, the growing and the dying—he saw it more clearly now, but he knew this place. He had been here recently.

The tunnels behind space.

Charlie did not know what “loam” meant and did not care. He only knew that he was enthralled by it, surrounded by it like an embrace. And this creature welcomed him. Charlie had always liked a guiding hand, had always been drawn to powerful personalities. Here was another, perhaps the most powerful he had known. He ceased struggling and allowed it in with gratitude, in all its crawling beauty.

The titanic centipede flexed and stretched its legs in satisfaction.

At some command unfelt by Charlie himself, the drowned men converged about him. One knelt down while others wrenched free a flagstone from a submerged stair. They raised the flagstone over the head of the kneeling man and brought it down hard, as many times as it took to pulverize the skull and ultimately sever his head from the neck. Blood flowed in a black tide into the water. Into that gaping cradle they fitted the sphere of the satellite, sinking two of its long antennae deep into the meat, fixing it in place. The ecology of mites and beetles and millipedes and crabs streamed from the satellite’s fissure into the body, dragging their moonsilk with them, and in moments Charlie held his new hand, thick and darkly bloated, before the spiny silver sphere of his face, studying it with wonder and delight. He lifted his feet, bare under the dripping robes of the priest’s drowned body, and placed them on the floor again, exulting in the feel of the cold wet stone on his skin.

My body, he thought. My body now. I live.

You see differently than men, said the Bishop, its thoughts filling his mind. See my home. Show it to me. Show me what eats men and lives up high.

Charlie raised his head, the winking blue and green lights flaring off the algae-streaked walls.

The bell tower. It meant the thing that lived in the bell tower.

Slowly, learning his new body, he ascended the stairs.

The congregation of the drowned, if they felt anything, did not show it. They only stood in silent admiration, the Bishop staring at himself without interruption and without end.



Maggie’s office at McElhone’s Fishery was designed to intimidate. No art here. No comfortable chairs. She sat behind a wooden desk and the walls around her were hung with hooks, knives, and marlin spikes. Netting spread across the ceiling, and the open jaws of a big tiger shark were suspended from a heavy nail directly behind her. A bloodstain darkened the floor underneath the chair opposite her, a gentle encouragement to mind one’s manners while here.

Currently fidgeting in that chair was Frankie Delaware. His hat was gripped in his hand, exposing the bald pate beneath a sweaty comb-over. His cousin Cy stood mutely behind him, eyes flicking back and forth between Maggie and Frankie, depending on which one was talking.

“You don’t understand, Maggie. I want to go back, really I do. But it’s changed now.”

“I know that.”

“Ever since that crazy bitch took over, the whole moon is different. It’s dangerous. There’s things in the forest that didn’t used to be there. And the building itself—I heard strange noises coming from it. I didn’t like it. Cy didn’t like it neither, did you Cy?”

“Nah, I didn’t like it.”

Frankie smiled. “Not to mention it ain’t easy to get there no more. There’s government patrols now, they don’t let no one through no more. Bribes or not.”

“Do you think I don’t know all that?” Maggie said.

“No, Maggie, I don’t think that. I’m just trying to explain—”

“Did you know they killed Billy the other night?”

Frankie lowered his gaze and said nothing.

“Billy had a family. Not to mention he was part of our family. And they’re not going to stop with him. They’re going to keep on coming. Keep on killing. These Sicilians are maniacs, Frankie. They’re not like us. They like the killing. They do it for sport.” She paused. “They already talked to you, didn’t they?”

Frankie shifted in his chair. Finally, he said, “Three nights ago. Yeah.”

Maggie took the surge of anger she felt and put it in a little box behind her heart. She would access it later. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Frankie looked at her at last, his eyes damp. “I was scared. I was scared of what you’d do to me, and I was scared of them too. I’m just a pilot, Maggie, that’s all I know how to do. All this other stuff, the guns and the threats, I don’t know how to deal with all that. I ain’t built for that.”

“That’s what you have your cousin for.”

“Sure, but even him … Cy can scrap, but he ain’t like these guys. It’s like you said: they’re maniacs.”

“I’ve paid you very well over the last few years. Very well. You know why I can do that?”

“’Cause people buy the silk?”

“Because I have guns and I make threats. That keeps me in charge of the silk, which keeps prices high. And you get a nice little payday. So don’t squirm about the business now. You’ve always been a part of it.”

Frankie nodded. His eyes flicked over the contents of her office. The teeth, the hooks, the nets. Funny how it took him so long to realize he was caught, and had been caught for years.

“Do you remember Charlie Duchamp?”

“Yeah, of course. He was a good man.” The way he said this made it clear he was telling her what she wanted to hear, not what he believed. No one had ever thought Charlie was a good man. But everyone knew he was a good heavy, and everyone knew that Maggie liked him. So people said what they had to say.

“He’s still alive on the moon. You and Cy are going to go get him.”

Frankie was stunned. “Where—where is he?”

“He’s in Barrowfield Home. He’s being kept prisoner there by the woman. If we’re going to beat the Sicilians, I need him. And I need access to what’s up there.”

When he didn’t say anything, instead staring at the wall over her head, getting lost in his fear, she took a flask and a small glass from her desk drawer and poured him a finger. Pushing it across to him, she asked, “What did you say to the Sicilians?”

“Don’t be mad at me Maggie, but I told them I’d think it over. Not because I’m gonna! I just wanted to get out of there alive.”

“Take the drink, Frankie.”

He raised the glass, stared at it a moment, and then knocked it back. She gave him a moment to let it work. “They’re not going to hurt you. You have a skill they need. You have the ship, you know the routes, you know how to harvest the silk. Remember that.” She poured him another measure. “But remember there are other ways of getting at you.”

Frankie lifted the glass hesitantly.

“Your cousin Cy, for one. No one needs Cy.”

He stopped, the glass poised at his lip.

Cy did not blink.

“Better you stick with family. Where you’re protected. Do we understand each other, Frankie?”

“Yes, ma’am. We do.” He took the drink.







V.
Return to Barrowfield



Frankie skimmed the racer close over the forest’s canopy, conscious of the array of blockade ships in low orbit overhead. Wending his way through them had not been a problem: he was good at his job and the blackout hull kept him invisible from detection for a short while. But he did not like being out in the open. Skill and good luck only lasted so long.

Behind him, Cy said, “Look at the silk.”

“I see it,” Frankie said.

The spider silk which coated the trees like a ghostly shroud stretched all around them, as it always had. But this time light coruscated across it in faint, pale streams, almost like pulses of electricity. He’d never seen that before, and he didn’t like it.

“What’s it mean?”

“I don’t know. It ain’t for us to worry about. Let’s just stay focused, okay?”

A crater wall reared above the forest about a mile ahead of them. Six feet below the forest canopy was a small cave, where he landed the racer during his runs. It kept him hidden from prying eyes above, and protected should a windstorm kick up or any surprise hostiles object to their presence.

He eased the vessel into the cave mouth, its landing gear extending with a squeal of metal, and brought it to a thudding halt. The two of them remained still while the engine powered down, until only the soft rain of settling dust against the hull disturbed the encompassing silence.

Frankie lingered, reluctant to move. Cy had no such compunctions and raised the canopy, hoisting himself out of his seat. He dropped down the side of the ship and out of sight. Frankie drew a breath and followed him out.

They moved to the mouth of the cave, eight feet over the forest floor, and peered out.

“Things changed since last time,” Cy said.

Darkness filled the spaces between the trees; that should have been all. They had been harvesting silk from this part of the wood for years, and the webs in about a two-mile radius were gone. But now webs not only draped over the tops of the trees, but interlaced the trunks closer to the ground, complex networks of silk complicating the passage through the woods. These were no longer the tattered wisps of an absent Moon Spider, but the purposeful constructions of a living hunter.

What does a Moon Spider eat? This was not the first time the question had occurred to Frankie, but now it had a fresh immediacy.

In past visits they carried nothing but their harvesting tools, silk receptacles, and some camping equipment. They had been able to work largely unbothered by any interference, save the occasional patrol vessel from Earth and the rare maniac escaped from Barrowfield. This time they traveled light. Handguns strapped to their legs and machetes for the dense curtains of web. Cy removed a folded travois from the cargo hold and strapped it to his back so they could haul Charlie back if they needed to.

Wind kicked up, stirring the branches. The little rivers of light pulsed with a frenzied animation for a moment, then settled to their more sedate rhythm. Something moved in the darkness of the woods: far away, but large enough that they heard the cracking of branches and could see the sudden stirring of treetops. A long sound of mourning or of pain blossomed briefly and fell silent. It did not return.

There were no creatures in the woods. At least, there hadn’t been before.

Cy looked at him, his face shining palely, like a spectral lamp. “I don’t want to be here.”

Frankie was sweating, despite the cold. “Neither do I. Let’s just get this over with.”



They hacked and slashed their way through the light-pulsing webs, every swinging blow sending tremors along the strands, announcing their presence to the hunters waiting in darkness. The men did not talk; all their effort was spent on pushing forward.

Cries and lamentations sounded in the distance. Thrashings in the trees, battles for life quickly ended. The spiders were feasting. But on what? Not patients from the asylum. Nothing human made those sounds.

They soon found out.

Ahead of them, a dense draping of moonsilk bunched and flexed, as though something were struggling against it; yet they could plainly see through it to the forest beyond. A storm of pale blue fire burst and rippled away. A rent appeared in the draping, through which they had a brief glimpse of an alien place, a cave glistening with crawling lichen—and a creature slipped out and fell to the ground, like something birthed. Frankie realized with horror that it had not been caught in the web; it was an alien thing that had come through the web from somewhere else.

The creature was abhorrent to look upon, a rough and pulsing log of flesh spangled with eyes and wailing mouths, human-like tongues lolling from each like questing slugs. Frankie stopped his ears against the sounds it made, but they did not last long: the thing was immediately beset by a spider as large as a small horse. The spider buried its fangs into the creature, which quickly became paralyzed, save the regular, slow flexing of its body while the spider mummified it in silk, its legs and mandibles working with a horrid alacrity. The spiders were using the living moonsilk to trap creatures from other worlds altogether.

As he recoiled, Frankie spotted more around them. They did not launch from the trees, but neither did they hide. A great black shape hugged the trunk of a tree not two feet from where he stood, as wide as a manhole cover. They were everywhere: suspended in webs, perched on branches, leaping through the canopy above. Some as small as earth spiders, most as big as the one on the tree; a few quite a bit larger, like the one bundling its prey, hundreds of clustered black eyes fixed on Cy and himself with a cold curiosity.

Frankie heard himself whisper profanities, watched his arm raise the machete to strike as though it operated under a will of its own.

Cy touched his arm gently, staying the motion. “Be calm,” he said. “Be calm. They’re just watching us.”

Frankie took a breath to steady himself and saw that it was true. The Moon Spiders made no move to attack, or even to defend the webs the men hacked through; they only worked to repair the trail of wreckage Frankie and Cy had left behind them. Why did they hunt the beasts and not them? Did they know the difference?

He had the eerie sense that all these hundreds of eyes fixed upon them were not of many minds but of one, a singular malignant intelligence.

“We can’t be here anymore,” he said. “Let’s go back. Fuck Charlie. This place is evil.”

Cy looked at him as though he’d lost his mind. “But look, Frankie. The stuff we brought back before was dead. We just didn’t know it.” He reached out and touched a strand, sending a small tremor along its length. Somewhere in the leaves a spider tensed. “This is living silk. Look at the colors in it. Think how much better it’ll be. Maggie will pay us a lot more.”

He knew Cy was right, but whatever life coursed through this silk did not belong on Earth, nor anywhere else Frankie knew.

Cy walked on, so Frankie followed him.



Barrowfield Home loomed before them. Its appearance was abruptly shocking: they had been hewing their way through the woods, the spiders shadowing them only barely seen through the branches—a creeping, skittering escort—until they broke through into a clearing and the massive structure appeared before them as suddenly as if it had materialized like a ghost. The effect was disorienting; Frankie felt as though he were gliding through a dark dream, pulled on an inevitable course. He had seen the building once from a distance, and it had seemed to exert its own terrible gravity even then. But this was something else altogether. An ugly square monstrosity hewn from rock, its obsidian surface was now covered almost entirely in moonsilk, coruscating with waves of that peculiar light.

Spiders thronged the exterior, each as black as the rock, their smooth bodies glinting under the stars.

“Come on.” Cy took him by the upper arm and pulled him along. After being led a few yards, Frankie yanked his arm free, and they walked in step.

They crossed the open expanse quickly, conscious of being out in the open. The grass was shaggy and overgrown after long neglect. A landing field lay empty, weeds and small shoots breaking through the cracks. An ornate stone fountain, bone dry, had become a dense nest of spiders, each as still as though painted on, or dead.

Here and there were bodies, cocooned and desiccated. Rusty smears of dried blood stood out like blossoms. Frankie shuddered. He wasn’t made for this. He wasn’t made for being among corpses. Even Cy was more bark than bite. He had a strong back, no fear, and looked intimidating enough to scare off most kinds of trouble, but he was just a big dumb dog, really.

The doors to Barrowfield Home stood open.

Frankie played out a little scenario in his mind. They would turn around, the both of them, and walk back through the forest, still unmolested by the spiders, and get back into the ship. They would launch from this doomed place and instead of turning for home, into the clutches of Goodnight Maggie on the one hand and the Sicilians on the other, they would venture farther out into the endless layers of stars. They would plumb the dark mysteries, become great explorers, or set up a small settlement on a distant moon far from the machinations of the powerful. Live in peace amidst the wonders. A foolish dream. A boy’s dream.

There was no light within. What need did moon spiders have of light?

They turned on their flashlights, sending white beams into the interior. A tide of motes—dust? silk? something else entirely?—hung in the darkness. Frankie was reminded of a photograph he’d seen taken from the bottom of the sea, darkness filled with drifting constellations of matter. Webs coated the walls. Though they could see nothing beyond the radius of their flashlights, they sensed movement all around them, hundreds or even thousands of bodies creeping through the webs, tracking them with their clustered eyes.

Somewhere deeper in the building, a man screamed. A long, agonized, wrathful scream, traveling down the black hallway like a revenant.

Frankie’s flesh rippled in fear. Cy edged closer, pressing his arm against him.

“Was that him?” Cy said.

“Yeah. I think so. Come on, let’s get this over with.”

They proceeded cautiously into the atrium, their beams aimed resolutely forward, ignoring as best they could the crawling walls, the sleek wriggling shapes descending on threads from the ceiling to hover just overhead, everything in absolute silence. When Frankie’s breathing got too tight, Cy would rest a gentling hand on his shoulder, and he would be briefly anchored.

In here, the webs did not shimmer like the ones outside. They were white and dead, ghost shrouds, though they must have been spun since Barrowfield’s fall. It was only in the forests that they lived.

The cry came down through an open doorway, the door itself lost in a white mass, the hallway beyond rising in a stone stairway into more darkness above, a black throat. The cry was a mixture of pain and terrible rage. There were words in it this time, distorted by anger into a clash of unintelligible syllables. They were sure now that it was Charlie.

They walked up the stairs, Cy in the lead. Frankie risked a glance backward and nearly sobbed at the sight of two moon spiders the size of large dogs crowding the steps behind, one of them forced to walk half on the floor, half on the wall.

They stepped out of the stairwell into a long corridor. Their beams flashed over the walls, illuminating sconces where candles and torches rested cold and lifeless. Spiders shifted out of the beam either way they turned their heads.

To the right, just beyond the reach of their flashlights, a cluster of red eyes glinted. They were in the middle of the hallway, and this spider did not shuffle out of their way. It extended one foreleg and touched the web-covered wall at its side. Little runnels of light flickered away, as though a stone had been dropped in water. The size of the leg made clear that it was the biggest Moon Spider they’d yet seen, by orders of magnitude. The size of an automobile at least.

“Let’s go home, Cy.” Frankie’s voice quavered like a child’s.

Charlie cried out again. This time it was close, so close they jumped. It was coming from behind the giant Moon Spider.

Cy did not respond to Frankie. Instead he stepped forward, then took another step, until he was walking steadily toward where it had come from. Frankie steeled himself and followed.

The Moon Spider was even bigger than Frankie had surmised, her legs hunched close to her body so that she might fit through the corridors. Her spangled eyes watched them approach, radiating an intelligence like heat. Although there was nothing human left about this horror, Frankie knew intuitively that this was Veronica, the woman who had ruined Barrowfield and his career, imperiling everything he had come to rely on in his life. She was the new queen of hell, and these spiders were her brood.

She stood beside an open door. Labored breathing came from inside. Their flashlights revealed what had once been a library or a study. Shelves of books could be seen through spaces between the webs here and there, and two large mounds to one side suggested the shapes of a desk and a couch. But what caught the eye were the bodies affixed to the walls. There were six of them, mummified entirely in moonsilk; only their faces were clear, as well as red, suppurating wounds in their lower abdomens. Extruding from those wounds, in four of the six, were large white glutinous sacs, like pregnant bellies.

A team of four Alabaster Scholars worked in here, at turns dripping a kind of liquid sludge into the prisoners’ mouths and tending with delicate care to the sacs, rubbing them with the nutrient sludge or tweezing back parts of the humans’ flesh as it tried to heal over them.

One of those prisoners was Charlie. He was one of the two not hosting eggs, but the wound in his belly was raw and recently stitched; he must have given birth recently.

His screaming stopped when he saw Frankie and Cy enter the room.

“Mother of God,” Frankie said.

Charlie croaked a word. His throat was raw after so much screaming—and how long had he been doing it? A year?—and whatever he said was unintelligible. His eyes were red-rimmed, glaring with insanity. How many eggs had hatched from his body? How many of these moon spiders came from him? Stepping closer, more awed than afraid for the moment, Frankie saw that his body, and indeed the body of all the people hanging from the walls, were covered in scars and healing scabs. He imagined the newly born moon spiders swarming over their hosts, hungry for a first meal, as the Alabaster Scholars removed them and fed to them whatever they had snared through these strange webs which acted as doors to other places.

The Scholars ceased their ministrations and stepped back as Frankie and Cy approached. They felt the presence of the Veronica-spider behind them, her cold regard like a chill on their backs.

“Charlie,” Frankie said, his voice shaking. “We’ve come to get you. Maggie wants a word.”

Charlie croaked again. Frankie thought he could make out what he said this time, though it made no sense: “Grub. My name is Grub.”

“What’s left of you in there, Charlie-boy? We’ll get you out of here. Cut him down, Cy.”

Cy stepped up to the wall and began slicing through the heavy layers of moonsilk fixing Charlie in place. It was intensive work. Frankie watched the spiders and the Scholars arrayed around them, nervously holding his gun at the ready, but they only watched in patient silence, as if they were curious what might happen.

“Hurry, Cy, for Christ’s sake.”

A moment later, Charlie fell from the wall and collapsed to the floor. Before Frankie could say a word, the Scholars were upon them. Two held Cy’s arms while a third slashed his belly open in one quick movement, Cy’s innards spilling onto the floor in a red current. He keened, a high, unbelieving sound, the sound the world makes when it comes sliding out of you. They hoisted him against the wall into the place where Charlie had been, and he was swarmed with Moon Spiders, adhering him into place.

The fourth Scholar brought Frankie to the ground, where the spiders flooded over him. A few stinging bites, and he lost the ability to fight back. A horrifying peace swept through his body as the Moon Spiders slowly cocooned him in silk. They had made no slit in his body for a deposit of eggs; he was for the young. He was for eating.

The Veronica-spider stepped forward and stood over Charlie, who made no move to flee. His eyes were wide and exultant. The Alabaster Scholars dropped to their knees, lowered their heads. She thrust her abdomen forward, into his open wound, and her abdomen began flexing. Charlie made noises, high, squealing noises, but they did not sound like pain to Frankie. At least, not entirely.

They sounded like ecstasy.



Maggie leaned out the window. The moon was heavy and dull, not quite full. Frankie Delaware was up there now, bringing back the rough half of Charlie. He wasn’t a strong man, but he was wily and cunning, and she thought he might succeed. She hoped he might. Maybe Charlie would help him once freed. Then God save them all.

The bitch Veronica might come after her for this, but let her try. Let her send her pale assassins. Maggie had fight enough for everybody.

She glanced at the closet door, kept open a sliver; if her other Charlie came, her sweet one, she’d see the low flicker of illumination that followed him from the place he was stranded. For now, there was no light; not yet.

Impatient with the wait, she went to the radio and turned it on. That new Gershwin piece, Rhapsody in Blue, unfurled into the room, and she felt a wash of romantic possibility, a feeling she did not normally entertain but which was welcome tonight, like an illicit lover tapping pebbles against her window.

She was nervous about how often she’d been thinking of Charlie. It unsettled her. She didn’t used to think of him like this. She’d been fond of him, yes, but he was hardly unique that way. She’d been fond of Billy, too. So why was it different? Why had she sent her moonrunners—invaluable members of her whole operation—on a mad mission to bring his body back from the moon? She needed him, but did she need him more than she needed them?

She looked at herself in the mirror. Normally she only did this as much as she had to; a woman in her position had to present herself a certain way. She was a heavy woman and she used that to her advantage, and she wanted to be sure she was presenting the right image before she went out into the world each day. But she did not like to look at herself. She found nothing appealing there. She used her appearance to cultivate fear and respect, not to soften hearts.

Hers was a body, she thought, fashioned by a cruel hand. It was not a body one could love or ever desire.

So why was she herself allowed to desire? Why was that candle lit inside her?

Slowly, she took off her clothes. She watched what she revealed piece by piece with the same pitiless judgment she brought to her work. Her shoulders first, doughy and pale, speckled with a dense array of freckles. Her breasts, heavy and low, blue veins tracing through the white skin. Her belly, as thick around as a barrel, stout and firm, the scar of an old knife wound pulling the flesh into a long runnel down her right side, stretching the navel. Below, the dense tangle of hair, the heavy white thighs, the skin mottled with the dark stamp of a birthmark. She felt cold—not because she was naked, but because she was exposed to her own gaze. She had not observed her own body in this way for years, when it presented a more comely image.

The feeling of revulsion and self-hatred she expected to feel did not come. Instead she felt a sudden, surprising kindness toward her body, the lines and scars of experience, the hard interiors wrapped in softness. When Charlie visited and filled her, she knew what it was like to be loved. He was not the Charlie she knew but a meek one, a gentle one, lost in the depths of space, alone and frightened. Yet so gentle. It surprised her more than anything else in her life.

What was she supposed to do with it?

She glanced again at the dark crevice of the closet, as yet unvisited. And why did she want him now, when he was just a ghostly thing, a splintered intelligence in a metal sphere, soaking in the brine of an alien moon? When he was no longer even human?

He is more human, she thought. He is bare to me. Soft and yielding.

And what now was her plan? To reveal her body to him? To let him see her plainly? When he was nothing more than a ghost, a projection of a twisted form from a place unavailable to her? Or did she think his physical half would feel the same thing?

He might. He’s the same person. He might.

Insanity. Maybe the stress of the Mafia’s encroachments had cracked something inside. Maybe her foundations were weakening. All these questions like a tornado in her head. She was not supposed to be the one with questions. She was the one with answers. She was the one who took action.

But this ache, this ache was real. This ache was a tornado, too.

See me, she thought, hoping somehow Charlie could hear. See me, Charlie, please.

Naked, she opened the closet door, ready to show herself to him. Her unlovely heart. Damn the cost. If anyone could find the humanity in her, it would be the human in Charlie.

It was empty.

She sat on the bed. She waited, with diminishing hope. Then the phone rang, and she answered it.

It was Thaddeus Tanner, one of her crew. He sounded out of breath.

“Jesus, Maggie. I got some bad news.”

“Calm down and talk to me.”

“The moonrunners’ racer came back. It was set to autopilot. Frankie was in it. At least I think it was Frankie. It was the right size.…” His voice trailed away into a garbled mess. Then he took a shaky breath and continued. “He was eaten. Like by animals! Just strings of meat hanging from bones! Jesus, Maggie! We lost our moonrunners! What happened? Why did they go there?”

“Who else knows?”

“Nobody! I’ve been waiting here like you said, waiting for them to get back. Maggie, we’ve lost everything!”

“Tell no one else. You hear me? No one. I’ll contact you tomorrow with the plan.”

Maggie hung up.

So. No Charlie tonight.



Cull was on the floor, hunched over his radio. Its back was pulled off, wires splayed everywhere. He didn’t even hear the lock unlatch or the door open, so focused was he on his little science project.

He had made himself at home in his little prison. The room was clean and orderly, the clothes her boys had brought him hanging in the closet and folded into the bureau drawers. She’d had a small stove brought down for him; he kept odd hours and would not conform to a normal eating routine, so she had someone bring him groceries and let him fend for himself.

Maybe that was a mistake.

“That radio was expensive,” she said. “Are you getting anywhere with it?”

He jumped and for a moment she could swear he leaned his body over what he was doing as if to hide it from her. Then he smiled and sat back, turning to face her. “Maggie, look what I’ve been able to—”

His smile faltered.

Maggie entered the room, closing the door behind her.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I-I didn’t realize you were dressed for bed.”

“Why are you apologizing? I’m the one who came down here.”

“Of course,” he said, flushing, smiling foolishly at the floor. He was still sitting on the floor, the radio innards gathered between his feet.

She wore a long jade silk robe, tied with a dark red sash. Nothing particularly daring, but she had never been anything but entirely professional in his company. Or anyone’s company. It felt dangerous and thrilling.

“How’s it coming?”

Cull ran a hand through what remained of his unruly black hair—for all the neatness of his room, he treated his own appearance like an afterthought—and shifted his position so she could see it more clearly. His right side was toward her, so he almost looked like a normal human being. “It’s coming along wonderfully. I’ll be ready to try to make a connection very soon. Perhaps even tomorrow. I’m a doctor of the brain, it’s true, but I’m no small hand at electronics, either, I don’t mind saying.”

She cast an eye over the mess of wires and parts. Most of them looked mundane, though she was no expert. There were, however, a few odds and ends that did not look like they came from within the radio: a coil emitting a hot green light, small extended antennae which threw electric arcs between them, an open saucer filled with a granular paste that spilled thin coils of smoke.

“Where did that come from?”

Cull climbed to his feet, careful not to look at her directly.

Respect? Fear?

Disgust?

“Obviously I couldn’t find everything I needed here. I sent Shane out with a careful list. He’s a sharp fellow. He did very well.”

So Shane was running errands for the man he was supposed to be guarding. Interesting. She would have to have a word with him.

If Cull would stand up straight he would be taller than Maggie. But he slouched. He didn’t used to. He used to be so proud. What had that woman done to him?

“Barry,” she said, purposefully using the name he hated. “You’re so smart. Electronics too, my word. Forever on fire in there.” She touched the left side of his head, slid her fingers over the smooth tissue above his ear where hair had once grown, let her hand linger there.

He laughed meekly and stepped away, so she shifted her hand from the side of his head to grasp the back of his neck and held him tightly, the way you would a willful cat.

“Maggie, I…”

“You what?”

“I don’t know.”

With her free hand she opened her robe, revealing herself to him. “You what?”

Cull tried to pull away. She wouldn’t let him.

“You what,” she said.

“Maggie—”

“You what.” She pushed him to the floor, scattering his radio parts, overwhelming him with her size and strength. “You what.”

She released the back of his neck and planted her hand on the floor by his head. She could feel him beneath her, stiff despite his efforts. Maybe because of them. “Take them off,” she said.

“No. Maggie, I don’t understand—”

She didn’t need him to take off his pants. She moved against him, grinding hard. She felt a thrill of pain and a pulse of sweet warmth. She repeated the motion, again, again, staring down at him, relishing the fear in his eye.

“You thought you were a powerful man, didn’t you? You thought you were the king of your little world. You thought you were a big bad man.”

She kept grinding. Her bare skin hurt as she rubbed against his pants. That was good. It didn’t feel right unless it hurt. She could feel it getting close. Cull turned his blanched face to the side, sweating, staring at the wall; she wrenched his face to the other side, so she could look down into the empty socket. After that, she didn’t care anymore. She didn’t need him for this. Not his cock, not his face, not his eye. Not his eye.

Not his fucking eye.







VI.
The Beast in the Bell Tower



Grub staggered from Barrowfield, holding his belly where Veronica, the Great Mother, had torn into it and deposited her eggs. These would not be the first of her young he will have hosted; hundreds had already hatched from him, teeming from his open gut in rippling tides. Always the Alabaster Scholars guided them to feed on the cocooned patients hanging in front of him, his own life spared to host again and again.

This time she filled him with the sticky globes holding her children and sent him into the forest, where she knew his rage would guide him to Io.

And so it did. The webs were doorways. He had learned this watching Soma and the other Alabaster Scholars walk into them and vanish to other places, and by watching alien animals stumble through from their homeworlds, here to fill the forests as prey for the spiders. He had learned it from watching, but he also knew it because the part of him that was of the web, that provided memories of starry roads and glittering currents wending among the planets, remembered it.

This part of him moved confidently through the spider-haunted forest, leaping into a dense sheet of spider silk as though into a pool of water. He was entangled immediately, but he did not fight it. Instead he closed his eyes and rolled his body, further trapping himself, until with a sensation of being torn from a socket and a rush of cold air he found himself in the tunnels, long black passageways beneath the worlds and the stars from which the truly talented could emerge wherever they wanted, while the lesser needed webs to travel. He pushed through an old web at the top of a tall steeple, brushing spider silk from his clothes. A massive headache, coming on with the velocity of a steam engine, dropped him to his knees. He put a hand out to steady himself; it settled on the hard bronze crown of a massive bell. His surroundings were dark save a weak beam of light entering through a crack in the wall several feet below him, letting in rain and the sounds of a storm.

He had come backward in time. He did not know how he knew it, but he sensed it the way he would sense a change in atmospheric pressure or a thinning of oxygen. He was simply aware. The Mother had sent him backward.

The tower dropped below him into an ill-lit chamber. A metal stairwell hugged the walls. Pain stopped him from descending—the pain in his head and the pain in his swollen gut, where the eggs filled him.

He groped in the darkness, and eventually his hand found a lever. He pulled it. Huge shutters slid open with a squealing of rusted metal, letting in the gray light, letting in the lashing wind and rain. An ocean raged far below, and the whole structure shuddered as a series of enormous waves slammed into its side—a Cathedral ship, he realized with a thrill of excitement—and the bell at his side swung and erupted with a low, bone-jarring toll.

He stepped out onto a narrow landing surrounding the bell tower’s exterior. Driving rain lashed his clothes and his skin, warm and cleansing. To one side the jungles continued for miles, strands of mist and fog running through the trees not unlike the webs of the moon. But where that forest had been dead and quiet, this jungle seethed with the sounds of life: birds; saurian cries; hollow, frog-like croaks blowing from lungs the size of elephants. Volcanoes, their calderas gusting steam and ash, lava illuminating the clouds above them. To the other side, the sea, howling and surging beyond anything he’d ever seen in the Atlantic, smashing into the side of the listing Cathedral ship; even as he stood there, he felt it slide another degree leeward. It would not stand for much longer.

And above it all, visible even through the boiling clouds, Jupiter, stupendous and terrifying—a mad, staring eye.

Grub retreated inside.

With the light flowing in, he saw the webs. The bell tower was coated in them. They clung to nearly every surface and extended down the stairwell for about twenty feet. They were gray and dead, not the living silk he had come to know. He felt a thrill of gladness: a Moon Spider had been here. One like the Mother, maybe. But how? When? Where was she now?

A quick search revealed nothing and only stoked the pain in his gut. He ran his hand over his belly, felt the writhing inside. There would be spiders here soon enough. Maybe that’s why the Mother had let him come here. He thought it was to find his weakness, the detestable half that still used the old name, but that part wasn’t here. So it must be only that she wanted the spiders here.

Very well. She was the Mother, and he would serve.

Each birthing had hurt. Each had taken days of gestation, during which he always felt as though his bowels would drop onto the floor beneath the place where he hung from the wall. But then he’d been distracted by Veronica, by the monstrous splendor of her, and by the rekindled dreams of the entity whose memories were contained in the moonsilk. He’d spent his days in a hallucinatory delirium, drifting between seeing alien vistas and watching the Moon Spider, starlight glinting from her obsidian black body, gradually turn the interior of Barrowfield Home into a great, teeming nest. These were occasionally interrupted by the births, when hundreds of spiders ripped through his torso and seethed over his body, biting furiously until they were guided by the Alabaster Scholars or by Veronica’s loving, sharp foreleg to the cocooned body hanging before them.

Then they feasted as Grub watched, blood raining from his abdomen as Veronica stitched it closed (her every touch sending shivers of sweet pain through his body), blood erupting in great blooms on the cocooned body, the muffled screams filling the chamber until there was no longer enough meat left on the bone to make a sound.

But now, in the bell tower, there were no distractions.

He wanted only to lay still until the spiders hatched. They would devour him, and he would be free of the misery of this life.

The thought brought him comfort, and he drifted into sleep while imagining the Moon Spiders boiling out of his belly and eating him while he watched, a million exalting pinpricks of pain. Later, he noticed strange men passing to and fro beneath the entrance to the bell tower, and it amused him to drop loose masonry from above, splitting them like grapes. Sometimes the pain in his gut would be so great that it would make him scream, the sound echoing throughout the great chamber below. He spent his days like this, killing when he could, dreaming of death when alone, until one day he felt the arrival of the hated thing.

He peered down, watching the strange men carrying a satellite they had brought in from outside. Grub became so lightheaded he almost slipped and fell. He recognized that satellite. Dr. Cull had showed it to him, before he launched it into space from Barrowfield.

Charlie had arrived.



Charlie stared up into the dark reaches of the bell tower. He could barely detect the sounds of the waves crashing against the cathedral’s hull, and the occasional groan of stressed metal floated up from distant regions. At his feet were the mauled corpses of the drowned, smashed and broken by falling stones. Water fell in sheets from all sides.

The staircase turned at each corner repeatedly, disappearing into the shadows. He could not tell how far up it went.

Fear prevented him from moving. The thing that hates was up there.

Once, Charlie would have been driven to rage by his own fear. But that part of him was gone, and now he had no defense against it. He was meek, he was gentle, and fear haunted the meek and the gentle.

Perhaps he could sit here instead and visit Maggie again. He knew the way through the tunnels now. It reminded him of taking shortcuts through alleyways in the docks where he grew up, knowing which delivery bays were open for a quick scurry through a hot kitchen or over the oily floor of a garage, letting him cross town in minutes as opposed to the hour it might take him following normal routes. But this was so much better. He crossed space in the blink of an eye.

As he looked for a place to sit, he felt the presence of the Bishop stir in his head. He’d almost forgotten he had invited it in.

Go and see, it said.

“I’m afraid,” Charlie said, his voice flat and mechanical, echoing in the dark church. The sound of his own speech surprised him; how had this become possible? Was it the body he had been given? Was it the Bishop?

Go and see.

He began to ascend the stairs.

The staircase was narrow and metal, bolted to the wall as it made its ascent in a series of right angles. He trod carefully in his bare feet, trying to be silent, but even so the echoes filled the tower, so that it seemed to him as if there were several Charlies clanging and banging their way into the heights.

The cathedral swayed abruptly as a massive wave crashed against it, and the bell tolled maniacally, deep sonorous booms rolling down like rocks, sounding against the satellite’s shell and setting it to vibrating. Charlie hunched down on the stairs, one fleshy hand gripping the railing, the other placed over his head as if he might protect it from the noise. The rotten flesh of the hand on the railing split against the metal, leaking spoiled fluids.

Somewhere behind the tumult of the ringing was the Bishop’s voice, steady as a drumbeat, prodding him on: Go and see. Go and see. Go and see.

“Shut up!” Charlie said. “Please shut up.”

He ascended another hundred feet, the ground below him now as covered in darkness as his destination above. He was a worm inching through an infinity of shadows, a pale grub wriggling in the dark earth.

A blast of cold air spilled over him from above, followed by a gusting spray of water. There was a rent in the wall, where the metal was torn during the crash. The smell of salty air, of ozone, and the vegetal smell of the nearby jungle enveloped him. A flash of lightning illuminated a roiling thunderhead somewhere above, and then thunder grumbled in the wind.

An image came to him, a memory from sometime before. A Cathedral ship like this one, landed on a frozen sea, a breathtaking wash of stars behind it, ribbony twists of red and purple colors arcing through the sky. The bell rang loudly and clearly, a proud sound in a place of eternal silence, and a great eye opened beneath the ice, curious and pleased.

Not his memory, Charlie knew, but that of the entity bound up in the moonsilk. The one who shared his dreams on the long crossing.

Go and see.

And now the Bishop, too. Not of his mind, like the entity, but a visitor to it. A guest.

Charlie climbed. He felt the rain wash his body, soaking his robes again, making his feet slip on the metal stairs. He felt the pressure of the wind blasting down from above. He savored these senses of the body.

His physical form tired, but his will was distinct from it and drove him on. He felt the flesh on his feet abrade against the stairs, and he found pleasure even in this. Pain was something he recognized as a regular companion, something he knew and trusted. He welcomed its return.

The bell clanged once more, and he paused to glance up. He thought he could just barely see it—a glint of stray light against curving brass—but what stopped him cold were the webs.

Sheets of webs, coating the four walls of the tower, commencing less than twenty feet from where he stood. And in those webs, the bound bundles of captured prey, as unmoving as the gargoyles arrayed on the cathedral’s exterior.

What are spiders doing here?

Fear again. Huge, capsizing fear. He remembered the spiders from Barrowfield. They were small, but there were thousands of them, and Dr. Cull put them in people’s heads. He put them in my head, in the jar with my brain. They’re in here with me right now. Are they dead? They must be. What would they eat?

Are they eating my brain?

Charlie’s thoughts galloped every which way. He couldn’t control them, couldn’t bring them to focus on any one thing. The terror the spiders inspired in him was too much. Even the Bishop’s insistence that he go forward and see what there was to be seen was drowned out by it, the drumbeat now only a distant rapping at a closed window.

As he stood there, too frightened to move, a shape lunged at him from above. He shrieked—a high electronic whine coming from the satellite’s speakers—and threw himself against the wall. The staircase rattled and groaned under his feet.

The shape banged off the railing and fell.

A stone, a piece of masonry yanked from a wall, like the one he’d seen crush one of the drowned. It careened against metal and stone on its long plummet to the bottom. It passed into shadow, where he heard it shatter.

Charlie looked back up. Something moved in the darkness. Something large.

Go and see.

“Hello?” he called.

He took a few tentative steps upward.

“I’m from the Bishop.”

Nothing. Silence.

Go and see.

Charlie climbed farther, until the curtains of web coated the walls around him and below. The heavy shape of the bell was unmistakable now, leaning a little one way and then the other as the Cathedral ship was buffeted by the sea.

A lever was pushed and the walls surrounding the bell slid open, letting in stormy light from all four sides, the churning storm clouds black and lightning streaked, framing the heavy body of a man standing on the ledge, the wind whipping at his clothes, his ugly, snarling face staring down at him with murderous hate.

Charlie was staring into his own eyes.



Below him, the satellite-thing stared back up. It looked like a freak, like a monster from a pulp magazine, but Grub recognized it. It was himself. His weakness. The mewling cowardly child who’d shamed his father and failed his mother and sister, the thing that made Maggie send him away to be fixed. The sickness that ruined everything important in his life. It could call itself Charlie, he had no use for the name anymore; Grub had been christened anew by the Mother.

Loathing burned him from the inside. The unborn young churned in his gut; their time was close. This was why Mother had sent him back earlier: she wanted them to feast on Charlie. Grub screamed at him, a guttural howl from an abyss of hate. He reached out for him, but then Charlie did what the weak do: he retreated. And as he did he slipped on the wet metal stair and fell backward, turning end over end, an electronic shriek of surprise and terror trailing him down like a silken scarf, all the way to the ground where he landed with a wet crack.



Red Keegan was waiting for her down at The Snapper, where he and his boys spent most of their time drinking. It was technically a speakeasy but the law never bothered them. Mostly they let Red Hook take care of itself. Keegan and his crew frequented the place a lot less since the Mafia had started getting aggressive, and now that Handsome Billy was dead she figured the place would stay empty except for the winos or would be packed full of men looking to go to war.

At the moment, it was neither. There were a few delinquents she knew by face if not by name, but Keegan and three of his crew were there, too. No one was screaming for war, at least not yet.

A slender, well-dressed middle-aged man was sitting beside Keegan, a pair of wireless spectacles wedged onto the bridge of his nose. He was nervous and shifted uneasily on his chair.

“Maggie,” Keegan said, getting off his stool as she approached. He took his hat off. Noticing this, his companion did the same. “This is the guy I was telling you about. Oskar Kristiensen.”

Kristiensen adjusted the glasses on his face and gave her a tight smile of acknowledgment, which died as quickly as it appeared.

“Stand up, Mr. Kristiensen,” Keegan said, and gave the foot of his stool a jarring kick.

Kristiensen stood, collecting himself.

“Tell her what you told me.”

Kristiensen made himself as tall as he could—a rousing five foot six—and announced, “I shall not be purchasing moonsilk from Mr. Keegan anymore.”

Maggie gestured for the bartender. “Sonny, bring Mr. Kristiensen and me some whiskey.”

The bartender nodded and hustled away.

“Is there a problem with the silk? I’m told that since the Moon Spider came back the silk is stronger than ever.”

“No, I have no issue with the quality.”

Two glasses of whiskey slid between them.

“Then what is it?”

Kristiensen paused.

“You were all talk this morning,” said Keegan, giving him a not-so-friendly push. “Go on. Tell her what you told me.”

“It’s the price,” he said. He took the glass of whiskey and drank it down. His face contorted.

“What about the price?”

“It’s too high.”

Keegan said, “Mr. Kristiensen here says he has a better offer. From the Sicilians.”

Maggie thought about this for a moment. Had the Mafia figured out how to navigate the blockade to the moonsilk? How to harvest it so that it maintained its dreaming properties? Or were they that convinced that Frankie Delaware was defecting to their side? Of course, they didn’t know he was dead yet. No one knew. No one except Thaddeus Tanner. She felt the ground cracking beneath her.

“What do you use the silk for, Mr. Kristiensen? You like to dream?”

He looked insulted. “I don’t smoke it, if that’s what you’re implying. I’m not a junkie.”

“Then what?”

“I make music,” he said. “I use it to make strings for my violin.”

“Really. And it makes a difference?”

Kristiensen’s eyes lit up. For a moment he seemed to forget where he was, why he’d been brought here. “Such a difference. You can’t imagine.”

“I like nice things, Mr. Kristiensen. You might be surprised what I can imagine. You’ll have to play for me sometime.”

He came back from his reverie. “Of course,” he said, uncertainly.

“But first we have to take care of our little problem. When are you going to buy from the Sicilians? You have a meeting set up?”

He smiled, all his false bravado crumpling like tissue. “Yes, I mean no, but, but they told me to call this number, and—but I don’t think—”

Maggie nudged the other glass of whiskey in his direction. He regarded it morosely but did not touch it.

She reached across and took his forearm, giving it a firm squeeze. “I don’t want to hear any more talk of buying from someone else. You’ll hurt Red’s feelings, and he’s the tender sort. Don’t you worry, Mr. Kristiensen. We’re going to get this all fixed. And soon things will all be back to normal, and we’ll continue our friendly relationship like nothing ever happened.”

Keegan wrapped his arm around Kristiensen’s shoulder and held him close. “Ain’t that swell, Mr. K? I told you Maggie’d sort it out for us!”

“And then maybe you’ll let me hear your beautiful songs.”

He nodded. He looked like he was going to burst into tears.



Maggie made a quick stop on her way home. Tanner lived in a small house toward the edge of Brooklyn, a decent little place he’d bought once the moonsilk starting paying off for them. He was happy, he said, to get away from the smell of the fish. The neighborhood was small and quiet, a little picture of America’s promise. You couldn’t even see any evidence of the blood it was built on. She walked up the front steps, pulling her coat around her against the chill, and knocked on the door. Tanner’s wife let her in, a thin little woman with her dark hair tied behind her, an honest-to-god apron tied around her middle. So quaint. She smiled nervously as she stepped aside to let Maggie in.

“Miss Maggie!”

“Hi, Rachael. Is Thad home?”

“He is. He’s upset. What’s going on?”

As if conjured, Thaddeus stepped from around the corner. He was down to his undershirt, suspenders hanging loosely from his belt. “Maggie. Thank God.”

“Is there a room we can talk?”

“Yeah, back here. Rache, make us some coffee.”

“Should I—”

“Just make some fuckin coffee, all right?”

Thaddeus guided her to what she supposed passed for a study in his mind. The room had a few books but mostly it was filled with magazines, newspapers, betting forms, and booze. A lot of booze.

“You just leave all that out in the open?” Maggie asked, gesturing to the bottles.

“We got bigger issues, Maggie.”

“Sure we do.”

“Frankie’s dead. What the fuck are we gonna do? I heard rumors the Sicilians might have figured out how to harvest on their own. They got guys they’re sending there.”

“Through the blockade?”

He smiled at her, as if she were a deluded child. “The Mafia has resources we don’t. The blockade don’t exist for them. They’re too big, Maggie. We gotta think about making a deal.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Do John and Red agree with you?”

“Hell, I don’t know. I would never talk to anybody but you about this. You’re the boss.”

“As long as the Sicilians think we still have moonrunners, we have a chance.”

“But we don’t. We don’t have shit.”

Rachael came in with two mugs of coffee on a tray. “I don’t know how you like it, so I brought milk and sugar just in case.”

“Thank you, Rachael.” Maggie removed a pistol from inside her jacket and shot a hole through Thaddeus’s head. Rachael dropped the tray, the mugs shattering, splashing hot coffee onto Maggie’s legs. She brought her hands up beside her face; she was trying to scream, but she could only stare in horror.

“Sorry, honey. This little life he made was a fraud anyway.” She shot Rachael, too.

She left quickly but calmly, sentimentally grateful that Thad never fathered a child. That would have been tough.



Cull sat at the small worktable she’d had brought down to him, turning the dials on the Westinghouse. He had his ear close to the speaker, listening intently as he searched.

When Maggie spoke, he jumped.

“Have you made contact yet?”

She could see him shrink into himself before her eyes. An appalling sight. She’d respected this man once. It was hard to imagine that anymore.

“Not yet,” he said. “But I’m close.”

“Come upstairs.”

He paused. He kept his gaze on the radio, but she could tell from the tension in his body that he was entirely focused on her. She’d become fluent at reading the way the language of fear expressed itself through the body over the years.

“Barry? Did you hear me?”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “Why?”

“Aren’t you tired of your little cell?”

“It’s comfortable.”

“Come upstairs, or I’ll have Shane bring you up. Is that what you want?”

He sat there, breathing heavily. Then he slammed his fist onto the table, sending a little screwdriver rolling onto the floor. He did it again, and again. The door at the top of the stairs opened and Shane was there, looking down at her with a question on his face. She waved him off. She was untroubled by this display, though it did spark a thrill of appreciation. Maybe there was life in the little man yet. She hoped so.

“Is that what you want, Barry?”

He switched the radio off. “No.” He stood, and the look he gave her was full of hate. “I need to finish my work,” he said. “I’m close.”

“We’ll bring your radio up, too. I don’t want to interrupt that. I just want you closer to me.”

She smiled at him, a joyless, brute smile that she knew made him shiver inside. Let him quake. She didn’t want to fuck him again; that was simple and stupid and over with. She wanted him visible—not to her, but to his hunters.

She’d been wondering how the lunar assassins Veronica sent after him had tracked him before. There had been no weird assassins sent for him since he’d been locked down here. Finally it occurred to her that it might simply be that he was out of sight of the moon. Maybe they just couldn’t see him. So simple, so obvious. She’d test the theory tonight.

She called Shane into the basement.

“Bring up his radio and whatever tools he needs. Make a space for him on the kitchen table.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Cull said, “Be careful with it, for God’s sake!”

Shane looked wounded. “I will be, Doctor. I know it’s delicate.”

“Leave him alone,” said Maggie. “If anything’s damaged, you did it with your little outburst.”

“He’s an ape.”

“Is that what you called Charlie?”

Cull had been walking up the steps ahead of her, but now he turned, leaning over her. Shane was behind her, unable to intervene. “Enough about Charlie! Enough! You sent him to me broken! I fixed him! He had one good use and I put him to it! Down here he was just wasted as cheap muscle! Up there he had a purpose! I don’t want to hear any more about him unless it’s because I’ve made contact. Then we’ll talk about Charlie.”

It had been a long time since she’d killed a man with her own hands. A long time since she’d even wanted to; there was a delicious power in having other men do it at your bidding. But here was the urge again, crawling out of her bowels and into her fingers. Thaddeus had felt good, but that had only been with a gun. It wasn’t quite the real thing. Cull felt powerful looming over her like that, of course he did, he was fooled by the surface of things, as so many men were. It would be so easy. It would feel so raw. She closed her eyes and felt dizzy with it. Distantly, she felt Shane trying to maneuver by her, but he had all the immediacy of a half-forgotten dream.

She opened her eyes and smiled at Cull.

“Okay, Barry. Once you make contact. Then we’ll talk.”



Shane, as instructed, had cleared the kitchen table of everything down to the wood, and placed Cull’s radio and tools there instead. Maggie rarely used the kitchen for its intended purpose anyway. She liked to eat out. She liked to be in public, in nice restaurants, surrounded by people who knew her and came to pay their respects. The house was lonely, the kitchen its coldest room.

Cull cast a furtive glance at the raised blinds over the window as he sat. There were no clouds tonight, and though the moon had yet to rise, it would appear in the window soon.

She sat in the chair opposite him to wait. “Shane, make us some coffee,” she said.

Cull’s single eye studied his tools, but he seemed hesitant to recommence his work. The window pulled at his attention. “Are you sure about this, Maggie?”

“How can I be sure? I’ve never seen one of these things before. But you tell me they can be hurt, so I’m taking the chance.”

Absently, Cull touched the ruined side of his face.

“You’d better start, Barry. Don’t worry. We’ll protect you.”

Without any other option, Cull resumed his efforts to contact Charlie. Shane distributed cups of coffee, and Maggie settled in for the wait.

She did not have a book or a magazine, she did not have a need to make conversation with either of them. She needed no distraction. If necessary she could wait in stillness for hours. She simply quieted her mind, turned her thoughts inward, and allowed the engine of the subconscious to do its work. It was easy and she couldn’t respect people who were always fidgeting, who needed noise or another voice chirping in their ears. It was a weakness of character. Sometimes she thought she could hear a sound: the quiet whisper of blood in her body, or perhaps it was a deeper sound, the sound of the machinery, the great turning of the cogs of something under the surface of things.

Perhaps it was along this machinery that Charlie traveled, like a spark of electricity arcing from another world to her home. Perhaps that’s how these Scholars Cull worried about so much traveled, too. Maybe Veronica and her spiders had simply found a crack in the wall and scurried now through the secret foundations.

Eventually the moon spilled its light through the kitchen window. It traced its pale fingers along the counters, the refrigerator, the cold pots, the table, the radio and its contents, and Cull’s face. It touched the undamaged side, where the skin of his cheek was still soft, where the hair over his ear still grew, where his mouth might still form a smile, his eye still crinkle in delight. The other half— grotesque, eyeless, ugly—it left in shadow.

Cull stopped working. His forehead glowed with an oily sweat, and he brushed the hair back. His hands trembled.

“I shouldn’t be here,” he said. He made as if to stand.

Shane stepped quickly behind him and forced him back in the chair.

“Please, please, you don’t know what it’s like—”

“Barry,” Maggie said. “Barrington. Look at me, honey.”

Cull looked at her.

“You wanted help. I have helped you, and I will keep helping you. But I need something out of this, too. Keep working. Get me in touch with Charlie.”

“But why? I need him, to know what he’s seen out there. You don’t need the weak child he’s become. He’s no good to you!”

“Just do what I tell you. Let me worry about the rest.”

He tried, but he fumbled the tweezers and nearly knocked the radio onto the floor in his scramble to recover them. Shane steadied it, standing behind and to one side of Cull. The hand on his shoulder, forcing him down only a moment before, loosened and squeezed him reassuringly.

“You’re okay, Doctor,” he said. “You’re okay.”

Cull returned to his work. Soon he was entirely invested again, oblivious to the world around him.

Maggie respected this quality. Focus under pressure. Complete commitment to the task. The mark of someone who got things done. He could have been somebody if he weren’t so crazy.

She soon drifted into her own interior again. Maybe the Scholar wouldn’t appear tonight. Maybe it took time to pinpoint Cull’s location. She imagined a host of them staring through telescopes, poring over the whole nighted Earth, looking for one tiny life. It could take weeks. Or maybe her theory was wrong; maybe being exposed to the moon had nothing to do with it at all.

But she didn’t think she was wrong.

The radio started to chatter in staticky bursts. Sometimes the static was overwhelmed by high electronic whines, fluctuating in tone and register before dipping down below the sea of white noise once again. She listened carefully, eyes half closed, imagining herself drifting out in the ether, staring at the kaleidoscope of cosmic glitter as she sought the voice she needed to hear.

She did hear a voice at one point, and she felt the table jostle as Cull hunched closer to his circuit board, but it was a strange voice, alien and slow, rocklike syllables tumbling around her in a sluggish tide. And then a sliver of English in the mix, turned up in the roil of confusion and immediately lost again.

“… I am of the Loam…”

“Charlie?” she said.

“Shut up!” Cull hissed. “Not Charlie. Let me concentrate.”

She barely heard the reprimand. Through the squealing of all that electronic detritus something was there, something was close, and as Cull peered into the workings of his radio, adjusting the frequency with with needle and tweezers, the moonlight shone in his right eye like a primordial fire, like a godly lantern held aloft to light an abyssal darkness. For the first time Maggie felt something like awe at what Cull was accomplishing.

“Boss,” Shane said.

The tone of his voice brought her back to the moment, and she saw the thing standing in the shadows behind Cull, tall and white-garbed, its robe woven from living moonsilk, delicate waves of luminosity flowing through it like water. Tiny black spiders scuttled in and out of the robe. Its face was hidden beneath its cowl.

She had never seen one before, but there was no doubting this was one of the Alabaster Scholars.

Cull continued to work, tuning the frequency, unaware. The Scholar strode forward a step closer to him, one arm sweeping around with a long needle held in its fingers. It moved quickly and in utter silence. Too fast. Too fast.

“Shane!” Maggie yelled.

Cull turned in time to see the long sewing needle before it plunged straight into his neck. A second later Shane’s gun cracked the silence two times and the Scholar’s knee exploded in blood and bone. It collapsed, making no sound at all. Cull fell off his chair, landing hard on his back, clawing at his neck. The needle had been pushed straight through.

Shane forced the Scholar onto its belly and wrapped its wrists in twine.

Maggie knelt over Cull. The needle extruded from one side of his throat, a tiny train of ruby drops running along its edge. From the small entry wound trailed a glittering strand of moonsilk which terminated somewhere inside the Scholar’s sleeve. Cull struggled to breathe. The silk was in his throat. Even a strand of it was too much.

“This fucker ain’t going nowhere,” Shane said, leaning back from the Scholar. The Scholar, though conscious, lay without moving. Its wrists were bound behind its back in packing twine wrapped enough to cut into its flesh. A pool of blood spread slowly under its shattered knee. It did not seem to notice.

“Keep it away from the moonlight!” Maggie said, kicking it farther into a corner. “Get me a knife from the drawer.”

Shane, suddenly noticing that the doctor was struggling for breath, moved quickly. Maggie took the knife and cut the silk about a few inches from his neck, severing the connection to the Alabaster Scholar. Then she took the end of the needle between her fingers and pulled it quickly out. The moonsilk slipped into Cull’s neck and slid out the other side. She pulled up the collar of his thin sweater and pressed it to the pinprick wounds.

“Hold this in place, Barry,” she said.

“Thank you,” he said. His voice came out as a chorus of five or six voices, all his own but at different registers, different ranges of emotion, all layered over one another. He froze as soon as he heard it, and Maggie felt her skin contract in gooseflesh.

Behind them, the Scholar struggled to rise from the floor. Its bound hands and broken knee made it impossible, and it floundered in its own blood, smearing the mess all over the kitchen floor.

It was trying to move into the spill of moonlight on the floor.

“Pull down the shade,” Maggie said. “Hurry.”

Shane was an obedient boy. He rushed to the window and pulled the shade down, cutting off the moon’s radiance. The Scholar slouched in defeat, its face turned away from her.

Cull raised himself to his elbows. His breath was recovered, and he stared at the Scholar with horror and loathing. “Kill it,” he said. His voice sounded hoarse but otherwise normal. “Kill it now!”

“Can it understand what I say to it?”

“Who cares what it understands! These are her assassins! She’s trying to kill me! I told y—”

“Shut up! Answer my question.”

Cull stared at her for a moment. “You’re not going to kill it,” he said. “I can’t believe it. You’re not going to kill it.”

“I need you to answer my question. Can they understand English?” She looked at the Scholar. “Can you understand me?”

Cull looked to Shane, imploring. “Make her see, Shane. Make her understand.”

Shane walked over and knelt by Cull’s head. He looked at him with affection. “She’s the boss, Doctor. You gotta do what she says. And so do I.”

Maggie let him sit in silence for a moment. She would not ask her question again.

Finally, Cull said, “Yes. At least Soma could. They were humans once, after all. Before they gave themselves to the Moon Spider.”

Maggie walked over to the Alabaster Scholar and pushed it onto its back with her toe. Its cowl fell from its head. Its skin was a bleached white, its eyes round and black. Its mouth was small and lipless, just a dark slit in its face. She could barely believe that this thing had ever been human. Man or woman, it was impossible to tell. It was something else now.

None of that mattered to Maggie. What mattered was that it listened and understood.

She knelt down beside it and leaned over. It panted shallowly. It had to be in pain. It had to be scared.

“Nod your head if you understand me,” she said.

After a moment, it nodded. A voice sounded in her head: I understand. A sibilant language issued from its mouth, alien and musical, like an atonal wind chime. It was almost pleasant.

“Veronica wants Cull. She can have him for a price.”

Behind her, Cull shrieked. “Jesus Christ! Maggie! Maggie!” Whatever else he was about to say was muffled by Shane’s hand.

“The price is, I want some of your kind here to help me. I have an enemy I need killed. A lot of them. You do that and you can have Cull. Will you tell her that? If not, I’m going to kill you right now and wait for the next one.”

I will, it said.

“And tell her this, too: I’m going to fill this place with men like Shane. Men with guns. She can send as many of you as she wants after Cull and we’ll slaughter them all. I hear my boy Charlie used to hunt you down and butcher you like pigs in your tunnels. I have a hundred Charlies here. You understand me?”

I understand.

She hoped so. She didn’t know if she could take these things on if Veronica sent an army riding down on moonbeams, but couldn’t let any doubt seep into her voice. She walked to the window and pulled on the shade so it scrolled back up. A weak moonlight still shone through; the moon had nearly moved beyond the window’s frame.

She freed it from its bonds and helped it to regain its feet. Its hand was cold and dry, like butcher’s paper. Its body was nearly weightless. It felt like lifting up a man made of sticks.

The Scholar walked toward the window. At some point before getting there it simply ceased to be. It did not disappear or even dissipate so much as it became angles of light, as if it had been nothing more than a trick of the eye all this time.

They were alone again.

Cull, released by Shane, did not rage or fight. He just lay curled on the kitchen floor, in the puddle of blood, crying softly.

There was another sound, but it took a moment for Maggie to hear it. The blood was pounding in her ears, Cull’s mewling was crawling along her skin, the simple expression on Shane’s face was pressing against her eyes and making her head hurt, so it was only when Cull abruptly went quiet that she really heard it.

It came from the radio.

“Maggie? Can you hear me?”

It was Charlie. She put a hand over her mouth.

“I’m scared. I think I’m dying. Help, Maggie.”

He sounded like he was crying, too.

“Help me.”



His head cracked when he landed. He’d heard it—the fissure from his crash landing had split his whole metal head as wide as a cloven fruit, destroying half the intricate communications and recording equipment Dr. Cull had placed inside. The jar holding his rebuilt brain had come out of its mooring and had rolled a few feet from the satellite casing, strands of web clouding its interior and trailing a sticky path back to the place it had been fastened.

His senses were in disarray. He could no longer see in every direction, no longer collate the sounds and the smells through the mysterious workings of machinery. Now he had one flickering visual sensor, somewhere in that broken mess, that still provided him a stuttering image. He saw into the room with the pews, an unlit, cavernous room that seemed to move with the fierce barrage of waves outside—a kind of lurching darkness.

His sense of smell was gone, but the mauling of some sensor array resulted in a heightened perception of sound. The groaning metal and the hollow sounds of water pounding the Cathedral ship’s hull, the constant dripping and sloshing of things crawling through puddles, all had become so intense that it was difficult to think. A thin scuttling carpeted the darkness above and beyond, the little clicking feet of crabs, the flopping struggle of stranded fish, the steady dripping of water from little fractures all over the ship’s hull.

But something else had happened, too, even as so much of his interior was destroyed. A door seemed to have opened in his head, and he could hear the voices of people who weren’t here.

One of them was Maggie.

“… get me a knife…”

Where was it coming from? Was she here?

He tried to crane his neck. The body he’d been attached to was still capable of some movement. He was able to angle his perspective a little in each direction, but not much. Not enough to see her.

Hearing her voice broke whatever remained of his will, and he started to sob. It came out as a series of strange, mechanical barks, the twisted idea of a human cry, and that made it worse. He needed Maggie. She always knew what to do. She was smart and he was stupid, it had always been that way. The doctor had made him meek and had sent him out to this church of horrors, all by himself. Once he had been stronger, but now he felt the way he did when he was a boy. He almost had a memory—someone big and dangerous coming down the hallway for him, calling his name—but it evaporated before he could touch it. That had been taken from him, too.

He wanted Maggie. He wanted her to hold him and tell him what to do. Tell him that it would be all right.

A particularly large wave crashed against the ship and the metal groaned again, only this time it went on for almost a minute. The ship shifted and he heard things slide and crash in the distance. A fine, steady mist settled over him with each pound of a wave. Somewhere in the gaping darkness above him his darker self still lurked, evil and angry.

The sound of someone else’s grief came to him, from that same distant place Maggie’s voice had come. A man, weeping miserably.

It was too much. It was all too much.

“Maggie! Maggie, help.”

He was afraid to be too loud. He was afraid Grub would come down.

“Please. Please, please.”

Silence now. Was she gone?

“Maggie? Can you hear me?”



Grub heard the wailing from his perch. He had been descending peacefully into what he knew would be his last sleep. An end to pain and confusion and rage. But the thing below was still alive. His weakness. All the soft parts of himself. It burbled helplessly, its little cries echoing in the vast dark building. He could not allow it to live. He had tried to kill this part of himself so many times and still, even after the fall, it lived. He was unkillable, like a cockroach.

He sat up. His stomach clenched viciously, the roiling life inside the eggs eager to break free. He wanted them to. He was tired of life, and he wanted them to bring it to an end. A fleeting impulse to open his own belly with a knife or a broken piece of wood passed through him, but he knew it would kill many of the unborn Moon Spiders, so he resisted. The Mother had seen his true purpose: to become the birthing place of monsters. He would not dishonor her wishes.

The bell pealed with another lurch of the ship.

Grub stared down the length of the tower. A silver coin of light rested at the bottom, Charlie’s broken form lying in the middle. He was struggling to move.

“God damn you,” Grub said, starting down the stairs. He brushed through curtains of dead webs, distantly mourning the Moon Spider that had made its home here, wondering again how such a thing could be possible. He did not dwell on the problem. He was not a man to consider mysteries. He accepted the world as it came to him.

When the new spiders hatched, they would fill the cathedral with their living silk, and the doorways to the moon would be thrown open.

Grub gained strength as he descended the stairs. Hatred drove him. He believed that if he could finally murder this manifestation of his weakness then he could surrender his body to the spiders a full man, a completed man. The pain of the spiders in his gut became not a hindrance but a driving force. Charlie was speaking urgently and quietly, which only fueled Grub’s disgust. Who did he think he was speaking to? God? Did he think because he was in a cathedral God might hear him?

Let Him come, thought Grub. I will murder Him, too.

But he stopped when God answered back.

A voice he almost recognized.

“Charlie, tell me where you are! What do you see?”

It was tinny and distant, like the old commercials he would listen to as a child with his mother and his sister. It was coming from the cracked satellite. It was coming from Charlie himself. How could this be?

He resumed his descent, trying as best he could to tread quietly. But his body was not made to do anything with delicacy.

“I’m in a Cathedral ship,” Charlie said. “One of Jupiter’s moons, where you sent me. In the sea. Is Maggie there?”

Another voice, with the same eerie distance: “I’m here, Charlie.”

“I need your help. He’s coming down the stairs. I can hear him.”

“Who’s coming?” The other voice again. Not God, but close. One of God’s wretched servants.

“Grub,” Charlie said. “Grub is almost here.”

“He’s there?” The other voice again. A coldness washed over Grub as he finally realized who it was. “How?”

Cull.

Grub arrived at the bottom and stepped over the prostrate Charlie. The satellite was damaged beyond saving. The fissure gaped like a wound, the inner workings exposed to the damp air, electricity crackling and sparking in bright little showers. A briny puddle beneath the cracked satellite was acrawl with a strange conglomeration of life: crabs, centipedes, small alien invertebrates—many-eyed jellyfish, snails, tiny octopi with humanoid faces—and of course the spiders from Cull’s asylum. All entangled with the moonsilk from the cracked jar, all stuck in a bloody, sappy unguent. Charlie’s brain looked like a crushed wet bag in the jar’s bottom; it had become a nest or a feasting ground for the gathered life, much of which was so entangled inside that they were all but fused with it.

Whatever this was, it wasn’t just his weak half anymore. It was changing, growing, and, Grub feared, strengthening. If some of these things skittered free, wrapped in the same moonsilk which had grown into Charlie, his mind would spread beyond his body. He might truly become unkillable.

Cull’s voice leaked through the machinery. “Charlie, get away from him. You must get away from him immediately.”

Grub brought his booted foot down on half a dozen tiny silk-wrapped crabs.

Charlie gasped as a part of his brain was snuffed out.

“Charlie!”

“He’s killing me … help me…”

Grub crushed another cluster of life wriggling away from the satellite. “You can’t run away,” he said. “I will kill this whole moon if I have to.”

“Charlie, no!” This time it was Goodnight Maggie’s voice. “Stop!”

Grub paused. Hers was, perhaps, the only voice left that might make him hesitate—aside from the Great Mother’s, of course. Maggie’s voice had once meant more to him than any other. But then she had packed him in a metal tube and sent him away from her, into the clutches of Dr. Cull. Cull had driven him, lied to him, and then tried to kill Veronica before she had a chance to transform into the Great Mother.

“Maggie,” he said. “Can you hear me?”

There was a staticky pause, and then she said, “Yes, Charlie. I can.”

“That’s not my name. That’s the name of the other. I’m called Grub.”

“All right. I … I need you, Grub. I’m in trouble and I need you. I tried to save you, and I failed. Will you come home to me?”

He hadn’t intended to. Once Charlie was dead—all of him, utterly extinct—he intended to wait for the young to be born from his stomach in the final glorious, dripping eruption. But this was too enticing. If he hurried. If he was fast.

“Yes, Maggie. And when I do, I will kill the doctor. And then I will kill you too, for feeding me to him.”



In his dark and dripping lair, the Bishop felt Charlie’s fear. Through his eyes and the eyes of the life growing from him—a bewildering array of sensation that dwarfed that initial experience when he first tapped into the minds of the drowned—he saw the descending boot of the beast from the tower, felt the life crushed and annihilated beneath it. Something was destroying its connections to the world beyond the Loam. For the first time since it entered this place, the Bishop felt fear.

It has descended from the tower. Go, it commanded. Kill it.

The drowned, as one, turned away from the Bishop. They proceeded out of the flooded crypt to destroy the beast of the bell tower.



They came to be slaughtered. Upon seeing them emerge from the crypt in their dozens, their rotting faces and their dead eyes bulging from the building pressures within, Grub took the cloven satellite in his hands and, with a few mighty twists, wrenched it loose from the shoulders of the body that carried it. A train of water, webs, and blood trailed behind it, spattering the floor by the altar. More of the tiny animals spilled along with it, spreading in a growing nimbus of flight.

The first of the drowned reached for him, and he swung the satellite into its head, sloughing the face from the skull and sending it arcing through the air like a gory rag. He had time to bring the satellite down on the shoulder of the next, crushing the softened torso into a muddy slop, before the others were on him, their cloudy eyes staring, their thick hands grasping and tearing and beating, their decaying mouths biting down, their teeth splitting free of their gums.

Behind them all was the intelligence of the Bishop, its mind alight with the experience of brute violence. Violence was a thing it knew from the Loam, and it was delighted to find that it existed here, too.

Grub fell to a knee beneath the pressure of the drowned, nearly overwhelmed. There were so many of them. Dimly, he heard the panicked cries of Cull and Maggie. They were harder to understand now, the machinery connecting them further damaged by the violence. Grub found that pleasant. How nice not to hear them anymore. The pain, too, was pleasant, the black stars appearing before his eyes, which reminded him of the soft dreams he had while suspended from the wall, dreams of a whirlpool of luminescence with an abyssal center, a whirlpool which pulled at him in his dreams and promised the absolute extinction of thought. A pleasant dream, and the drowned tore at him the way the Alabaster Scholars had, only this time there was no Veronica to stop them.

Her name stopped his doomed inward spiral. There were Moon Spiders gestating inside him. The Mother had entrusted him with the spiders and he would not betray her by surrendering to the abyss just yet.

From the darkness above, the bell clamored again as the cathedral lurched in the waves. Some of the drowned staggered and fell as they lost their balance, and Grub surged to his feet, swinging the satellite in a raking arc, scattering his attackers.

The bell tolled relentlessly, and he made his way through the drowned with renewed purpose, bludgeoning them with the twisted metal in his hands, and as the metal bent and broke he used its sharpened edges as an ax blade, and when that broke he used it as a knife, and when there was nothing left of it but sparking circuitry and a tangle of wires he threw it to the flagstones and used his fists, cudgels of knuckle and bone, and he beat them down as they came at him, and once they were down he continued to beat them, breaking their bodies into slurry until he was beating his clenched hands against the wet stone of the cathedral’s floor, enraged that there were no more of them to kill in this stinking monument to God.



Charlie’s mind was splintering. As Grub tore the satellite from the body and used it to beat the drowned until they were broken, immobile, and useless, Charlie felt a curious expansion of thought, coupled with a sense of physical thinning—like something concentrated dissolving into water. Emotions tumbled through him, but each was discrete from the others. There was no confusion of feeling, simply a multiplicity of feelings.

One was terror. Grub was here, using his severed head to murder the ones sent by the Bishop to save him. The circuitry in his head informed him of the stages of its own destruction until they all winked out, leaving nothing but darkness and the dim awareness of his own continued existence. He was a consciousness without tether to the material world.

But there was another world. It had been there all the time. He had been striving for it. Because though he should no longer be able to hear Maggie’s voice, it came to him anyway: frightened but strong, demanding that he answer her.

It was coming through the avenues behind the world he knew. The bewildering array of tunnels through the darkness, where things traveled he did not wish to see—things which were eating all the time, filling the tunnels with the sound of their gnashing teeth. Things which would devour him if they could find him.

These were the tunnels traveled by the Alabaster Scholars, using the moonsilk. Maggie’s voice came from the far end of one of them. Maybe he could go to her at last.

No. He needed a body for that.

But there were those other sensations, those other feelings distinct from the fear.

The most obvious of these were physical ones: sound, smell, touch. He found himself sharing slivers of consciousness with the animals that had entangled themselves with the silk in his brain. The crabs, the centipedes, the sand mites, the alien jellies and minute reptiles that had made their way into the satellite and become stuck there. They dispersed across the wet stone floor near the altar, interpreting the stuttering electric lights as simple flares of white against gray and black, frightened by the thundering tremors caused by the scuffling bodies and stomping feet of Grub’s battle with the drowned, seeking the crevices between the flagstones or the dank shadows under the altar for shelter.

Through these creatures he could sense the closeness of the sea, surging outside and beneath, the deep briny welcome of it.

And he could taste again. He tasted the sweet fluid that surrounded and held his brain; and he tasted his brain, too, as a few of the creatures, unable to disentangle themselves, began to feast. The sensation was not displeasing.

Still there was more. The Bishop coiled at the center of his consciousness, invited and still present, outraged at the violence done to his cultivated world, terrified that it could no longer see and admire itself, and—above all—curious: terribly, infinitely curious about the voices coming through the tunnels—the Loam, it thought, they come through the Loam—which stirred such passion in both Charlie and Grub.

Perhaps it would travel to see them.

And then there was Grub. Grub’s brain, too, was rebuilt with moonsilk, and because of that Charlie could hear him distantly, like someone screaming from a window far away. He sounded like red murder. Charlie yearned for him despite this. He yearned to be rejoined with him. For the physicality, yes, but more than that he yearned for the sense of completion he no longer had. He yearned for the decisiveness, the confidence, the purpose. He wanted to be a whole man again.

Once the drowned were all incapacitated, Grub slid to his knees in pain and exhaustion. Charlie felt him weaken. He wanted to help. He wanted to offer solace. The crabs and the bugs and the jellies crawled toward Grub. They climbed his legs, then his body, settling here and there, touching the skin with pincers and claws, antennae and tendrils.

I love you, Charlie wanted to say. I love you.

And, We should go. The Bishop is coming.

Below, the Bishop crawled up the stairs.



The connection cut out to the sound of a massacre. No wails of pain, no screams for mercy; just the brute exhalations of Grub as he did the work he was meant to do, and the wet concussions of that work.

Then, static.

Dr. Cull leapt to his chair, and his hands scrambled over the radio’s augmented parts.

“What happened?” said Maggie.

“I don’t know. We lost connection.”

“Get it back.”

“I’m trying!”

She watched him for a moment. The kitchen was dark, save the weak light suspended from the ceiling. When she could bear it no more, she leaned over him. “Get it back, Barry.”

Sweat beaded Cull’s forehead. His hair, stringy and unwashed, hung over his wrecked face. She leaned over, staring into the black gulf of his empty socket.

“Get it back.”

“I’m trying, Maggie!”

He worked frantically for another moment, turned the dial again, and slammed his hands on the table. “It’s gone. He’s gone.”

“Get him back!” She grabbed the back of his neck and squeezed hard. “Get him back, Barry.”

“I can’t! The connection is broken on the other side. Don’t you think I want—”

She slammed his face into the radio parts. “Get him back!”

She did it again. “Get him back!”

Shane stepped out of the corner, one hand halfheartedly extended. “I don’t think—”

“Shut up!”

She slammed Cull’s head down again and again. His face was bloody now, a few small slivers of metal stuck in like quills. The switchboard he’d been working with was cracked and broken.

Maggie stared at it, seeing what she’d done. Despairing, she yanked Cull from his chair. She started kicking him as he curled into a fetal position, and when that wasn’t satisfying enough, she dropped to her knees and beat him with her fists, feeling the visceral joy that comes from delivering violence up close, remembering with satisfaction that she’d gotten her nickname by sending people into darkness, remembering in fact who she was.

She stopped once her shoulders started to ache. She leaned back, breathing heavily. She was sitting astride Cull, who was limp on the floor, a little thread of blood tracking across the clean white linoleum. His face, what she could see of it, was a misshapen mess.

She pulled herself to her feet, using Cull’s fallen chair for help. Shane stood helplessly in the corner, looking a little pale.

She turned her back to him and went to the bottle of whiskey. She felt vertiginous, both elated and mildly sick. “See if he’s still alive.”

After a moment Shane said, “Yeah. He’s breathing.”

“Good. We still need him. Take him back downstairs.”

She filled her rocks glass and drained it. “Then get a crew down here. If those Scholars try to double-cross me I want it to look like the fuckin Somme in here. And tell em to bring that violin player, what’s his name. Kristiensen. I want some music tonight. That fucker has a debt to pay.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Shane picked Cull up easily, as though he were a sleeping child, and left the room. She heard him walk down the steps. He was growing too fond of Cull, and she’d have to do something about it before it became a problem.

Grub. He’d called himself Grub. Such an ugly name. Had Veronica given it to him?

And then I will kill you, too, for feeding me to him.

Charlie. My poor Charlie.







VII.
Sentimental Centipedes



The Bishop squeezed through the corridor connecting the stairs to the altar room. The smell of sea water was heavy in the air. The floor was at an angle now, as the whole ship continued its glacial slide. The bell tolled somewhere above, more frequently now. The sound of it filled the dark hallways and echoed in the great hollow chambers like a mourning spirit.

The electric lights which had illuminated the interior had gone out; the Bishop had never needed them for itself, but for the human bodies it inhabited. That no longer mattered; he’d felt them wink out, one by one. They were dead, truly dead this time, prey to the beast of the bell tower.

Curiously, it could now feel the beast as it had once felt the drowned, and as it could still feel the one that called itself Charlie.

Reaching the altar, it found what it expected: butchered bodies, lakes of stilled black blood, the ripe stink of corpses broken open like fruit. It also found what it did not understand: the beast—Grub—sitting on the wet floor, hunched over itself as if in grief or pain. Strewn about it were pieces of the satellite that had functioned as Charlie’s head. A glass jar, shattered on one side, the organic matter inside wrapped in spider silk. And a small tide of creatures of the brine, as well as some spiders, crawling over Grub’s body—but not in a frenzy of hunger, as they normally would. These moved slowly, even delicately. They covered Grub’s face; his bloodshot eyes stared madly from amongst them.

Speak, it commanded. What were the voices coming through the Loam?

Grub’s eyes turned to look at him. Already glazed with madness, they did not register any reaction to the appearance of the giant crawling centipede.

But the Bishop felt the murderous hate rolling from him like heat, which was all the response Grub was prepared to give. The Bishop could see itself through these eyes. But this time it did not like what it saw. A strange self-loathing boiled in its thoughts.

I am ugly.

Speak, the Bishop said. It sensed Charlie here, too, in all the skittering life covering Grub. From it came a warmth and a longing—more new and strange experiences. Disturbing and wonderful.

“How are you in my head?” Grub said. “How are you all in my head?” He scratched at his scalp, dislodging a tiny crab and a few beetles. “Who am I?”

He extended his hand, covered in alien crustaceans. He saw himself through their eyes, felt their longing and their love.

He started to cry. “I’m in Hell,” he said. “This is Hell.”

His stomach cramped. He felt as though his organs were stitching themselves together, even as others were tearing apart like wet paper. He knew this feeling. The birth was imminent.

He rolled onto his side, tears squeezing from his eyes. He did not understand how life had taken him from the small, orderly world he’d known in Brooklyn working for Maggie, to the moon, and then to this awful place. A nightmare that kept getting worse. And now, finally, he was to die here, in a place he did not understand, surrounded by horrors which spoke to him in his mind, and through whose eyes he could see the foulness of himself.

The bell tolled above them, more rapidly, and the floor pitched underneath.

Clang.

Clang.

Clang.

A searing tear in his gut and a feeling like evacuation, a massive weight moving from within him, relieving the terrible pressure inside. The baby Moon Spiders poured out of his split belly in a black tide, hungry already, biting him already. This time there was nothing to distract them, no other feast to pull them away. He felt a dull satisfaction at the knowledge that they would consume Charlie, too, all the pathetic slivers of him living in these alien slimes and beetles.

What Grub had not counted on, though, was the Bishop. The Bishop was a hunter in the tunnels—and to centipedes, spiders are a delicacy.

The Bishop lurched onto Grub’s body and began to feast. The Moon Spiders were multitudinous, and starving. They tore through Grub’s body, and through the moving ecology of animals which housed Charlie, with devastating speed. Both Grub and Charlie felt themselves dwindle, the pain incidental beside the existential awe of encroaching annihilation.

Maggie, they thought. Veronica.

Mother.

And yet, at the moment of extinction, they started to gain strength again. Cohesion, identity, self-awareness. Purpose.

After several minutes of a vicious frenzy of eating, only one living organism remained, its long black body coiled over a bloody slurry of corpses. The Bishop had consumed them all. The Moon Spiders. The host that was Charlie. Grub. And all the moonsilk, all the shared matter, all the dreaming meat.

One organism, and one mind.

And he wanted to go home.



Five more guys arrived an hour later, bristling with guns and dragging Oskar Kristiensen with them, clutching his violin case to his breast like a scared child. The musician had dressed hastily, his shirt half untucked and wrinkled, his hair in cowlicks on one side. His angry face sported little red apples on the cheeks that Maggie found both hilarious and adorable.

The men arranged themselves around her home, preparing for a long night. Shane had told them what was expected of them, and they moved without hesitation or need for instruction. They were competent and Maggie trusted them.

She stationed Kristiensen in the spare room, across from her own bedroom, with instructions to play something soothing and quiet. She did not want to see him; she only wanted to hear the music. He was permitted to stop in an hour, when she would likely be asleep.

Maggie closed the door and undressed with the lamp turned off. She ignored the mirror over the bureau. She was not able to ignore the closet door, though, and caught herself stealing glances at it. Still dark. Still empty. If Charlie’s dark half had somehow made it to Jupiter’s moon (how? and when?), it had probably killed his gentler self.

Isn’t that what she wanted? Isn’t that why she’d sent him to Cull in the first place? To make him a more reliable killer?

She raised the blinds on her window and stared out over the docks. Across the water Manhattan glittered like a jewel on a velvet dress, but here the buildings were low and unlit, beetles in the darkness. Hidden among them were the dealers and the chasers of the moonsilk. Smoking it, eating it, wrapping it around their tongues or their cocks or stitching it into their eyes, whatever insane things they thought they had to do to access the dreams.

Dreams of deep space, floating worlds, alien seas. Dreams of a quietude unattainable on Earth. While the princes and princesses on the other side of the East River lived their charmed lives in their silver towers, the scum of the world scrabbled and fought for whatever they could over here. And if there were dreams to be sold, they would find a way to pay.

Kristiensen started playing in the other room. Low, long notes in a minor key. A sad melody, spare and haunting. It was probably part of the culture he brought with him, something born under the crystalline Scandinavian stars. Music for the icy dark.

How strange that a song from his world should find her here, all the way across an ocean, in this city where the law was a savage law, a jungle law.

Grub was right: she had fed him to Cull.

Her throat thickened with grief and her eyes grew hot. She put a hand over her face to hide it.

No one can see me.

Please, no one must see.

Maggie retreated to the bed. She climbed in, pulled the covers over herself. The music settled over her, too, as if it had weight.

Maybe she should let the Sicilians have it all. She could let go of it. Walk away from it, leave Red Hook, be free for the first time in her life. She could take the moonsilk and dream.

The music was closer now. Distantly, she thought that Kristiensen must have come into the room after all, must be playing right beside her bed; it was that close. But the thought was carried away and she forgot it. She moved in the bed, feeling suddenly cold. A chilly breath touched her skin, and she realized she was naked. Rather than feel alarm or fear, she exulted in it. She felt pleasure in her body, in the way it moved under the cold fingers of the moon. White walls rose on either side of her, and she was flanked by six pale figures. She felt no shame. She wanted to be seen.

Look at me.

I see you, woman.

The voice slid into her mind on the back of the music like a scalpel, making her thoughts bleed.

Maggie lifted her head, looked down the length of herself and beyond, and saw the Moon Spider approaching. It was massive, bigger than she could have believed. As it came closer it seemed to be dragging something behind it, stuck to one of its hind legs.

It was Veronica’s body, split at the head and shed like old skin.

The Moon Spider—Veronica—stepped over Maggie’s body. Her eight obsidian eyes reflected light from a source that did not exist. Her body was sleek and hard as onyx, her long legs touching the stone floor delicately, as though her body weighed no more than a flower petal. Veronica leaned in close. Her fangs stopped mere inches from Maggie’s chest.

I see you.

My God, Maggie said, my God.

I can take the doctor whenever I want him, Veronica said. I can take him the day before he found you. I can take him when he was only a child. You have nothing to bargain with.

Her voice blended with the music; to Maggie, they were the same thing. The syllables sliced into her; she felt blood running down her face.

Then why haven’t you, she said.

Because the struggle tastes sweet.

One of her long, sharp forelegs touched Maggie’s hair, brushed it gently from her face.

I will lend you my Scholars, she said. In return you are to let him go.

Let him go? I don’t understand.

Let him run.

The music receded; the frigid air began to warm; the Moon Spider and her silent retinue were gone. She was no longer naked but dressed in her nightgown and tangled uncomfortably in her sheets. Her face was damp with sweat—not blood.

She sat up, assessed her bedroom, which looked the same as ever.

No music came from the hall.

She walked quietly to the door and inched it open. The door to the guest room was open, and Oskar Kristiensen lay across the made bed, tossing fitfully. His violin lay on the floor where he’d dropped it.

One of her men stepped into the hallway from the living room, the floorboards creaking under his foot. The light was behind him and he was a tall shadow. “You need anything, ma’am?”

“No. I’m all right. Have you seen anything yet? Heard anything?”

“Quiet as a church out here.” He nodded toward the guest room. “You want us to get him outta here?”

Kristiensen turned his head, making small sounds of distress.

“No. Let him sleep.” She turned back to her room.

“Okay. Good night, ma’am.”



Kristiensen sat in the passenger seat as one of Keegan’s crew, a man Maggie didn’t know, drove them to the meet-up. Maggie and Keegan rode in the back. Keegan had tried to get her to stay behind. Word had come that Thaddeus Tanner and his wife had been found executed in their home; what’s more, Frankie and his cousin had gone missing. It was evident the Mafia was tightening the screws, and he did not want her to risk herself. But the days of keeping her hands clean were behind her. She needed to be present. She wanted to get dirty. The doubt she’d felt last night was gone. Her heartbeat was strong; a raw vitality pulsed through her. It was good. It was like the old days, when she had to fight every hour to hack out her place on the docks. When she had to kill the people who didn’t believe, who pushed back.

She opened her hands in front of her, turning them over and back. The palms pale, lines deep. The skin bunched and whorled around the knuckles and joints. Fingernails longer, with paint on them now, not bitten and ragged like they used to be.

But when she closed her hand, it still made a fist. The torn skin over her knuckles from the beating she’d given Cull attested to that.

“You okay, boss?” Keegan asked.

“I feel fuckin good, Red. I feel really fuckin good.”

Keegan smiled. “There she is.”

Ten minutes deeper into Brooklyn, into close neighborhood streets where the lights were coming on in the early evening and people sat out on their stoops, talking and shouting at each other, families and neighbors bringing their culture from the Old World and planting it here, letting it thrive in a new soil. In her weak moments Maggie had sometimes considered the similarities between the Italians and the Irish: the same hard entries into America, the same deep ties to their homelands and their families and their God. But in the final analysis, she believed that the Italians were latecomers fighting for the same table scraps, and she would see every last one of them dead before she would give up a single bite she had fought and bled for.

“Up there at the bodega,” Kristiensen said.

“Stop here, Mike,” Keegan said, and the driver pulled over to the curb about two blocks short of a little market called Vinnie’s. There weren’t a lot of cars in this neighborhood, and she did not want to draw too much attention just yet.

“Walk me through it, Mr. Kristiensen,” Maggie said.

Kristiensen licked his lips nervously. “It’s very simple. I go inside and I ask for violin strings. That’s all. Even though I only get the silk. I make the strings myself. Still, they tell me to ask for the strings.”

“Then what?”

He shrugged. “They didn’t tell me.”

Maggie looked in the rearview. Another car with her boys came up from behind and drove slowly by, its window rolled down. Keegan told them the target building as they crawled past. They continued on leisurely, past the bodega, and parked about a block and a half farther on. They would wait there until Maggie or Keegan made a move.

“Well, go on, Mr. Kristiensen. You don’t want to keep your new friends waiting.”

He cut her a worried glance and stepped out of the car. Straightening his coat, he walked down the sidewalk, through the pockets of Brooklynites hastening about their own private tasks, toward Vinnie’s. Light spilled onto the sidewalk between two fruit stands stacked with apples and bananas. He hesitated briefly by the door, then went inside.

“How long you want to give him?”

“Let’s go now.”

Maggie and Keegan exited the car. The driver started the engine and stayed where he was. Seconds later, three men stepped out of the second car on the far side of Vinnie’s. They all converged on the store at a walking pace, eyes sharp, looking for any sign of trouble. Aside from a few glances from people wondering what a bunch of micks were doing in this part of town, though, they drew very little attention.

The shopkeeper, a heavyset, middle-aged Italian, was turning the OPEN sign to CLOSED when Red Keegan pushed his way inside, Maggie following close behind. The other four crowded in behind her.

Keegan had a gun shoved into the shopkeeper’s cheek and was telling him to be quiet while one of the boys locked the door to the outside world.

Maggie put her hand on the shopkeeper’s shoulder. “Where are they, honey?”

“In the basement. In the basement. Please, it’s nothing to do with me.”

“Then shut the fuck up,” said Keegan.

Maggie let her boys go downstairs. When they reached the bottom there was some shouting and three quick gunshots. She heard Kristiensen whimpering.

“All clear, ma’am,” one of her boys said, and she walked down into a kind of storage and receiving room, where another set of stairs led to a closed metal door which opened onto the street. Cartons of fruit, bottles of milk, bags of flour, cans of dry goods, all stuffed onto leaning shelves or stacked on the puddled concrete floor. In the middle of the floor lay a dead Sicilian, three bullet holes in his chest leaking blood. Another Sicilian was still alive, his hands held up empty before him, a look of disgust on his face as one of her boys searched him and the others kept him docile. Kristiensen crouched in a back corner, against a huge bag of uncooked beans.

Maggie walked up to her new prisoner. “What’s your name?”

He spit on the floor.

She slapped him hard. “Fuckin wop. That’s how you treat ladies where you come from?”

“That’s how we treat puttane.”

She slapped him again. “If you’re lucky, you’re gonna be dead in two minutes. If you’re unlucky you’ll be dead in an hour. You know who I am?”

“You’re the lady who don’t know she’s dead yet.”

“All I need from you are locations. Tell me where your boss and his lieutenants are. Then it’ll be over. But if you want to draw this out, that’s okay too. The moon doesn’t come up for a couple more hours. I got time to kill.”

It ended up taking ten minutes once Maggie got to work on him.



Maggie was home when the Alabaster Scholars assassinated a dozen high-ranking members of the Mafia in Brooklyn that night. The calls started coming in around nine o’clock: panicked activity around the Sicilian enclaves, lockdowns, and then finally the confirmations. Twelve dead, no bullets fired and no assassins to be found. As if they’d disappeared into thin air, like ghosts.

She leaned back in her club chair with her feet propped on the ottoman, a glass of Scotch in her hand and the bottle within reach. Only one small lamp was lit, the blinds over the windows drawn, keeping the moonlight out.

She imagined that it had been quick. The Scholars would have coalesced in their cold light, drifting silently through hallways with their long needles. Some of the victims died in their beds, sleeping or being ridden by whores; some died in a crowd, their hearts pierced before anyone knew what was happening; others died drinking quietly alone, like she was, or leaning over their children as they kissed them goodnight. She only regretted that she couldn’t watch it happen.

The ones who died alone had been found with their bodies stitched into grotesque configurations, like a maniac’s art project. Maggie was particularly pleased about that; a little horror never hurt the cause.

Downstairs, Cull worked to reestablish contact with Charlie, even though he knew—they all knew—it was futile. The damage had happened on the distant moon. He’d lost his connection.

Had she lost hers, too? Was Charlie dead? The possibility was appalling to her. That he had been murdered by another aspect of himself, a kind of suicide—all because Barrington Cull had lied to her and manipulated him. Broken him.

She yelled for Shane, surprised and a little embarrassed by the brashness of her voice. She’d had more to drink than she’d realized.

She heard his feet tromping up the steps, and he appeared in the doorway.

“Yes, Maggie.”

“Bring the doctor up here. I need to talk with him.”

“I’ll let him know.” He turned to go.

“Is that what I told you to do?”

Shane stopped, confused. “Ma’am?”

“I said bring him up here.”

“Yes ma’am.” He went back downstairs.

Maggie decided that Shane’s allegiance had become too shaky for comfort, and he required a reeducation. He was John Finn’s man, and Finn might push back. If so, Finn could be reeducated, too. She knew she was drunk now, knew that she would feel differently when she sobered up, so she took another swallow of whiskey. The fire felt good. The anger felt good. She looked at her right hand, spattered with dried blood. She had not washed it after using the hammer on the Sicilian this afternoon. She’d used the flat end until she got what she wanted. Then she flipped it and used the claw. Red Keegan and his men had stood back, their faces stoic. They would not meet her eyes afterward.

That was good. They needed reminding. They all did.

Halting footsteps on the stairs, and then Cull appeared, his twisted body leaning against the doorjamb. His face was swollen, bruised, scabbing over. He looked tired and weak. Demoralized. She found herself staring at his empty eye socket. It seemed to pull at her with a kind of gravity. A dark hole to crawl into forever.

“What,” he said. He no longer showed her any deference. Fair enough, she supposed.

“I spoke to your patient last night. Veronica.”

His body tensed. “How?”

“She wants me to let you go.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She wants me to set you free, you simpleton.”

Cull absorbed this silently. He finally said, “Why?”

“How the fuck should I know? I don’t know why she helped me. She’s a crazy alien spider now, who knows what she thinks or why?”

He looked at the window, covered by the blinds. “She wants to chase me,” he said. “What else could it be? She doesn’t want you to feed me to her.” There was a new note in his voice, one she had not heard since he was an eager young student. “She wants me to suffer.”

He sounded proud.

“Imagine that,” Maggie said. “Someone wanting Barry to suffer.”

He looked at her sharply, his single eye reflecting the lamplight. “This is a clue,” he said. “Another clue. Cruelty. Capriciousness. Malice. Why does the Moon Spider feel malice?”

“Because God is evil, Barry. Everything He makes is evil.”

He turned from her, back to the basement. “I only have a few things I need to take with me. I’ll leave first thing in the morning. Congratulations on your victory, Maggie. I knew you would come out on top.” He stopped and turned back to her. “May I take Shane with me? I’ll need some help, and he’s proven a good assistant.”

“You want to take Shane?” The world around her seemed to fade. She felt like a fish in a bowl, looking through the glass at an alien, distant life. Could she stand to lose one more thing? Tanner? The moonrunners? Charlie? And now this? How much did this man want to take from her? Cull was saying something else, but she couldn’t hear him anymore. “Sure. Take Shane. Take him away.”

“Thank you, Maggie.” He lingered, and took a tentative step closer. “Maggie? Are you all right?”

“What do you mean,” she whispered. She brought her hand to her face and touched tears.

Tears.

She felt a convulsion of horror. She might as well have lost control of her bowels in the street. She turned her face away, hot with shame. “Go the fuck away.”

He stepped closer.

“Don’t look at me.”

“Has it finally happened?” There was a smile in his voice. He was standing right beside her. “Do you finally know you’ve lost? Show me your face. I want to see this.”

“Don’t look at me!” she screamed, lunging from her chair and driving him to the floor, knocking over the end table and sending the half-full bottle of Scotch pinwheeling across the carpet with a spray of whiskey, and driving her thumb deep into his remaining eye, feeling it pop like a yolk and coat her thumb in dense warm jelly.

Cull shrieked.

Around her, bedlam. She heard Shane’s footsteps pounding up the stairs. She heard the front door smashed open, wood splintering at the hinges. Moments later, glass shattering as the windows were broken in. Veronica had sent her Alabaster Scholars sliding down the moonlight once she sensed her favorite prey in danger. She heard Shane call out, heard him fire shots—at her or the assassins?—and then heard him die as the Scholars dismantled his body with quick, surgical precision. She felt their hands pulling on her, their needles punching through her skin all over her body.

They were stitching the moonsilk into her. She felt her back being tugged, felt feeling running out of her legs. Blood dripped from her head as they did their evil work; she didn’t know what it was, and didn’t care.

She could not look away from Cull. His stretched white face a mask of terror, the blood boiling up around her thumb, his tongue and his teeth glistening as he screamed, but mostly she could not look away from the cavernous socket of the missing eye, which seemed to expand, like something in a dream. Moonlight washed over as the Scholars opened the windows and fought to pull her through, but the hole was growing too quickly, occluding Cull’s face, his body, and then the whole room until there was no moonlight, no apartment, nothing at all but the black hole, a window into a different space: a living, seething darkness behind the face of the world. A tunnel through which something fast approached.

A huge, black centipede.

Horror overwhelmed her. She would have recoiled, but the world around her seemed to have disappeared. Cull was gone, the Scholars were gone, her home was gone. There was only the surrounding blackness and the invisible seething of things unseen, the sound of chewing and masticating. An endless, violent eating.

Charlie’s voice came to her: It’s all right, Maggie. You’re in the Loam.

The centipede took her. It wrapped around her body and pulled her into the tunnel. She had the sensation of being dragged, or carried. The centipede’s legs were all over her, tangling in her hair, reaching into her mouth and under her clothes, ripping them greedily away. The stitching of the Scholars was undone, the threads of moonsilk left to litter their trail. It seemed at once curious, wrathful, and tender.

Charlie’s voice again. I’ve been trying so hard to get to you.

And she knew that this was Charlie. By the nightmare logic of the world she’d stumbled into, this was her Charlie, or Grub, or—

The Bishop, he said.

And the darkness fell away to reveal a wonder of stars. Heavy dark clouds rolled beneath them, as vast and implacable as land masses, and their bellies were underlit by a red cauldron glare, a furnace-light radiating from an archipelago of volcanoes. Even as she looked, they washed across the stars, drowning them in ash.

Maggie and Charlie were between a jungle and a sea. From the jungle came the reptilian cries of monsters, the shrieking of birds, a sound of savage life so like what she heard in the Loam. In the sea, a barnacle-encrusted Cathedral ship listed dangerously, canting nearly forty-five degrees toward the hungry ocean. An end was imminent—but what an end. With each beating of the waves, a demented bell tolled from inside, its tone warped and sour.

The centipede coiled around her, tearing away the remains of her clothes, pricking her skin with its sharp legs, worrying at her flesh with its mandibles. She felt its hunger, its desire, its desperate need, and matched it with her own, monster to monster. She ran her hands over its segmented trunk, oily and smooth, and clutched him closer. Her fingers tore at him, her teeth clamped down on his wriggling mouth.

“Charlie, you’re beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

Above them, Jupiter was a mad, staring eye, and it watched them while the church bell hammered and screamed in the wind.
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PROLOGUE

Penitentiary Vessel 13-C, colloquially referred to as The Dungeon, drifted beyond its destination in the asteroid belt and into the realm of the gas giants, rudderless and without propulsive power. The year on Earth was 1925. In the black and starless sea into which this vessel drifted, time had no meaning. There was no year. There was no season.

The loss of the vessel and all 255 souls aboard was nothing more than a minor deduction on the ledgers of The Dungeon’s owner, the Chrysanthemum Company. Insurance covered the loss of the prisoners, and the five members of the crew had all signed liability waivers upon being hired. If there were family and friends left behind, surely they grieved. The record makes no mention of them.

The lost crew were James Clayhill, Captain, 45; Mitchell Burke, Engineer, 38; Emilia Wenner, 35, Pilot; Alonzo Cortez, Copilot, 26; and Barrington Cull, 38, Ship’s Doctor.

No one on Earth ever heard from them again.







I.
Cold Freight



Dr. Cull’s eye was starting to rot again. Usually, the eyes lasted for a couple of weeks; this one hadn’t even made five days before his vision started to blur and vitreous humor to leak down his face in a jellied trickle. He swiped the fluid away irritably, trying to keep his focus on the task at hand: injecting the Glacier solution into Prisoner 18372’s forearm to maintain his state of dreaming torpor. The prisoner, a youngish muscular man with a shock of brittle blond hair and a long but patchy beard, shifted on his cot and muttered quietly. His voice was spiked with an Alabama twang. Were he curious, Cull could look through the slender file kept in a receptacle on the door outside the man’s cell and see what his name was, as well as the crime which doomed him. But he was not curious. He wanted only to finish injecting the remaining six prisoners along this corridor before his eye failed him altogether.

The Dungeon was without a working engine, and Captain Clayhill jealously rationed what power remained, hoping to keep life support systems alive long enough for a rescue no one believed would come. Therefore the lights remained unpowered and the crew relied instead on torches, candles, and oil lamps. Walking down the dark iron corridors painted orange by firelight, Cull was often reminded of Barrowfield Home, his long-lost asylum on the moon, where he had once ruled like a king. In his current diminished state, fled from the Earth and its moon like a panicked dog, this echo of his old domain gave him some comfort.

Cull removed the needle from the prisoner’s arm. The residue of the solution in the syringe still chilled his fingertips. He passed the needle through a nearby candle flame before capping it and dropping it back into his bag.

His vision was failing rapidly. His left eye socket was empty, that side of his face having been burnt and maimed years ago when Barrowfield was taken from him. There were no nerves there to accept another eye. But when last he was on Earth his right eye had been popped like a grape, and the nerves in that socket were still alive. So after months of back alley experiments, all done while hiding from his nocturnal pursuers, he’d devised a method to see again.

He searched through his medical bag for the Gristle-thing, pushing through the cold syringes, the bandages, the oiled leather roll holding his scalpels and saws, his vials of morphine. It wasn’t there.

“No,” he whispered. “No, no.”

He scanned the floor at his feet. Shadows covered the dirt-smeared tiles; it could be hiding in any one of them. He got to his knees and peered under the cot.

“Come out,” he said.

Nothing.

Farther down the corridor another prisoner, rising too close to consciousness, began to wail in distress.

A voice called out for him: Burke, the engineer. “Doctor! Hey Doc! Get a move on! They’re starting to wake up!”

Dr. Cull exited the cell, making sure to secure the door behind him. At this point his vision was all but gone. He could make out a shape standing against a smear of wan light some distance away from him.

“I can’t see.”

“What?”

“I said I can’t see!” He lifted his arms helplessly.

Burke approached quickly; even when he was standing close, Cull could not make out any of his features. He was just a globular mass of shadows.

“Jesus, Doc, it’s melting all over your face. Take it out or something, it’s disgusting.”

Another wailing rose to answer the first.

“Shit,” said Burke. “Where’s your eye-bug?”

“I’ve told you, it’s not a bug! It has no life of its own. It’s simply a collection of nerves and blood and tissue.”

“Whatever the hell it is, where is it? We gotta get those injections in soon. We cannot let these people wake up.”

“I don’t know, I can’t find it. I must have dropped it.”

Burke was silent for a moment. “I don’t think you dropped it, Doc. I think it crawled out of your fuckin bag.”

“Ridiculous,” Cull said, though he knew it wasn’t. The wretched thing had been mobile for some time. He’d tried to hide it from the rest of the crew, but one night it had snailed across the dinner table in front of everyone, a gristly twist of leaky flesh which grew human eyeballs like little fruits—the whole thing about the size of a baseball. When needed, Cull would pluck one of the eyes from the gristle and place it in his right eye socket, where its questing taproot nerves and muscle would connect with his own.

A crude solution, temporary and slapdash, but he had been on the run when he’d created it, blind, and working with whatever organic materials he could lay hands on in the roach- haunted grime of New York City alleyways. All in all he thought it was not a bad job, considering.

Except it had started to move.

The crew had reacted with horror and revulsion, like the incurious, simple people they were. It had taken days to convince them not to eject it—and him—into space. If he had been anyone other than the ship’s doctor, he would have been.

By now all five of the uninjected prisoners in this ward were crying out, still unconscious but racked by pain, or fear, or whatever it was in their dreams that crowded their heads with nightmares. Soon they would begin thrashing, if they hadn’t already. After that, they would wake. That could not be allowed to happen.

Burke and the pilots, Wenner and Cortez, were already advocating for euthanizing them all. Resources aboard ship were already low; they saw no need to waste anything on keeping prisoners alive, especially when they posed such a risk were the Glacier solution not administered at regular intervals.

“Putting them to death in their sleep would be a mercy,” Wenner had said. “To them and to us.”

Only the strong objections of the captain, and of Cull himself, kept the prisoners alive. Captain Clayhill was a religious man and believed all human life sacred; what’s more, he still somehow believed they might all be rescued. To Cull, the prisoners were functioning biological machines which he may yet need.

That wasn’t what he told the crew, of course. There was much he did not tell the crew. He did not, for example, tell them of his past as the head of the Barrowfield Home for Treatment of the Melancholy, or of his experiments using the silk of the Moon Spiders to refashion his patients’ brains. He did not tell them that he was even now being hunted by the Alabaster Scholars, servants of the Moon Spider. Nor did he tell them that the reason the engine failed before they could make their rendezvous at the Wolcott Hospital Station was that he had sabotaged it, that their death-drift into the starry wastes was by his design.

Dr. Cull was host to many secrets.

By now his vision had gone out altogether. He used his finger to scoop the deliquescing eye from its socket and flicked it to the floor. Dropping to his hands and knees, he started feeling around for the Gristle-thing.

Burke’s footsteps echoed some distance from him. The moans of the inmates were loud enough that Cull wondered if they were beginning to waken.

His grasping search grew panicked. He was so close to getting where he wanted to go. It would be too absurd to be killed by these brutes at the doorstep of his triumph.

“Doc, I found it!”

Thank God.

He pulled himself up along one of the corridor’s walls and felt the gristle-thing being pressed into his free hand.

“The fucker was trying to get into an air vent! Don’t tell me it doesn’t know what it’s doing!”

Cull plucked one of the eyes from its stem and fixed it into his empty socket. A soft tickling sensation, like the gentle footfalls of an insect

(or a spider)

filled the hollow space. He held it there for a hundred-count, ignoring the chorus of despair rising from the cells, ignoring too the palpable impatience of Mitchell Burke, who once again swam into being as the eye began to graft itself into place.

The moans were skirting the edge of hysteria.

“I don’t want to be on this ship if these guys wake up, Doc.”

“They won’t wake up.” He could see shapes again, but details would remain fuzzy for another hour yet. “You’ll have to guide me.”

“Sure thing. Come on.” Burke led him gently but swiftly into the next cell. The prisoner thrashed on his cot. In the low light of the lamp he looked like a huge, spasming worm.

Cull drew out a fresh syringe, so cold it numbed his fingertips. While Burke held one of his arms steady, he felt for a vein and injected the solution. Within moments, the prisoner’s struggles abated, his moans settling into quiet whimpers of distress. Soon they would fade, too. Soon he would once again be whispering his unintelligible dreams along with the rest of them.

He wondered what they dreamed about. He wondered why they all seemed to be suffering. Perhaps the freezing solution caused them pain, which they could only grapple with in their dreams. Or perhaps, this far out from Earth, only nightmares swam the ethers.

It certainly seemed to be true for himself.

Long weeks had passed since they’d been near a moon. Longer still since he had been touched by moonlight. As long as that remained true, he believed the Moon Spider would not find him. She would not be able to send her pale assassins down the moonbeams to hunt him. But sometimes when he dreamed, she was there, somewhere in the many dark dungeon halls, silently stalking. Sometimes he wasn’t sure it was a dream at all.

Perhaps, the further out you went, the membrane between dream and real life began to collapse.

His eye tickled. It always did when a new one was attaching.

And the same fear wriggled through his mind.

“Mr. Burke, is there anything crawling out from behind my eye?”

“What?” Burke’s dark shape loomed closer, his face swimming into shape like something rising from a dark sea. “No, nothing’s on it. It just looks a little pink and swollen around the edges.”

“That’s fine. Thank you, Mr. Burke. Let’s take care of the rest of these men before the captain notices.”

Burke put one large hand lightly onto Cull’s back and guided him toward the rising screams.
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