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			For all you dark-hearted deviants

			and all your better demons

		

	
		
			
				Your god, sir, is the world. In my eyes you too, if not an infidel, are an idolater. I conceive that you ignorantly worship; in all things you appear to me too superstitious. Sir, your god, your great Bel, your fish-tailed Dagon, rises before me as a demon. You, and such as you, have raised him to a throne, put on him a crown, given him a sceptre. Behold how hideously he governs! See him busied at the work he likes best—making marriages. He binds the young to the old, the strong to the imbecile. He stretches out the arm of Mezentius and fetters the dead to the living. In his realm there is hatred—secret hatred; there is disgust—unspoken disgust; there is treachery—family treachery; there is vice—deep, deadly, domestic vice. In his dominions, children grow unloving between parents who have never loved; infants are nursed on deception from their very birth; they are reared in an atmosphere corrupt with lies. Your god rules at the bridal of kings; look at your royal dynasties! Your deity is the deity of foreign aristocracies—analyse the blue blood of Spain! Your god is the Hymen of France; what is French domestic life? All that surrounds him hastens to decay; all declines and degenerates under his sceptre. Your god is a masked Death.

				—Charlotte Brontë, Shirley

				Advance, you demons! Advance!

				—Evil Ash, Army of Darkness
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Prologue

				An Intrusion

			
			The dream is the same every night, for those who have it.

			Mostly.

			In this dream, the horizon is a flat line, the slit throat of the heavens, the sky soaked with its blood. Rows of corn stand straight and tall and sharp like blades threatening the gods above.

			In the middle rises something that does not belong. A structure. It is both always there and never present—it is somehow eternal and just arriving, trapped in the moment between something and nothing.

			The structure’s shape—its identity—shifts from dream to dream. Sometimes it is a humble one-room church, its small steeple home to a black bell that yearns to ring, but never has. Other times, a full-on Gothic cathedral with not one but several pinnacles rising to spear the stars, its stained glass warped and shifting, its imagery settling on no one and nothing (though sometimes, faces can be seen in the disturbed glass, inhuman faces, some of them in great pain, others wearing masks of profound delight). This time, it’s a schoolhouse, a slow, gargled chant rising from within. That time, a tall lighthouse, ever-wavering light struggling to stay lit. It has been an ancient granary, a shopping mall, an abattoir, an old Mithraeum, a sealed tomb. It has been a house growing rooms like tumors. It has been the gallows frame of a coal mine’s pit head. It has been an old ciderhouse, tall and tilting, the wood stinking of blood and apples. It has been many things. It will be many things.

			It is always an intrusion—it never belongs, yet here it is, asserting itself in this world. It is impossible to access: No door will open to let you in, no window glass will break. The way inside is unclear, if one even exists. Those who dream of it in its many forms know the structure is just its skin, and it changes this skin, but what it is on the inside remains the same—

			Inside it is a great void, a deep channel carved into every layer of reality. It yearns to be filled up. It screams to be opened. To bring something forth through its long, pulsating throat. And with this throat, it sings a song of summoning.

		

	
		
			
				Part One

				Mourning
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				1

				A Return

			
			
				AGARES. A great duke of Hell. Hail the old man on his crocodile! Hail the hawk upon his wrist! Beware the forked spear in his grip! He is the master of tongues and the keeper of runaways. He destroys dignities and undoes blessings. The very fundament is his to command—fear the quaking of the earth, for Agares awakens from long slumber with bitterness and wrath upon his fat, hungry tongue.

				—From the Liber Progenies Daemonicarum by Anton Nauendorf, 1845

			

			Bucks County, Pennsylvania

			The man woke up, which he would swiftly regard as his first mistake of the day. A mistake compounded by the fact that the act of awakening was not done in his bed, but rather, in the back of a black Rolls-Royce SUV.

			He did not remember getting into this vehicle.

			He sniffed, sat upright, blinked. He moved too suddenly and the seatbelt tightened, nearly choking him. Mourning—both his name and, it seemed, his lot in life, what with all his grieving the life he’d once had—looked around. He started with himself, and saw he was wearing a rumpled zigzag knit shirt the color of spilled coffee, and a pair of distressed jeans. Both Todd Snyder. His own clothing, at least, so that was good. No shoes, though. No socks, either. Just bare toes.

			Outside, rolling hills, green trees. Which was to say: very much not Seattle. Which, last he’d checked, was where he had been.

			Ahead of him, the dark shape of a driver, sitting stiffly upright. No mask on him. No gun to be seen. At least I haven’t been kidnapped. Or, if this was a kidnapping, it seemed to be a gentle one. No one in the passenger side.

			Then, he saw it. In one of the cupholders sat not just a clue but the key to the whole thing:

			A bottle of Glacial Moraine brand sparkling water.

			He knew it all too well. It was disgusting water. A bottle of water taken from a melting, and in fact disappearing, glacier (thanks to climate change) and sold at a premium price, close to a hundred and twenty bucks just for 750 mL of the stuff. Mourning gave less than a shit about all that—the world would end one day with or without his woe—but the water tasted terrible. It tasted like you were licking dirty snowmelt, so toxic that its effervescence burned your throat going down. It was aggressive, sulfurous, and celebrated its own awfulness.

			Just like the old man, he thought.

			Even still, Mourning’s own mouth tasted presently like a pack of cigarettes soaked in a glass of vodka and crushed vitamins. And he didn’t even smoke.

			So he popped the cork—because of course this bottle of pretentious bullshit had to be corked—and took a swig. It was worse than he remembered. The mineral stink of burned eggs in there, somewhere. As he gulped it, wincing, he thought of the person who would’ve demanded it be here in this car:

			His father, Hadrian Mayne.

			It seems I have been summoned, he thought.

			His head ached with a dull throb. Tinnitus rang in his ears. Like the discomfort of hearing a leaf blower somewhere in the distance—a sound that bored its way into the skull.

			Mourning took another gulp of the glacial apocalypse water and leaned forward. “That you, Verner?”

			The tall man at the wheel, his long face spotted and stained like old couch leather, gave a stiff nod. “It is, sir. I see you’re awake. There’s water there if you want it.”

			“Water. Yes. Thank you, Verner.”

			“Food, too, if you care for it. Protein bars in here.” With a hand, Verner patted the center console. Mourning lifted its lid, found in there a stack of Elation brand bars—he scowled and fetched one with the grace and disinterest of an arcade claw machine. The flavor was just listed as Behoove, whatever that meant. Ingredients: lion’s mane mushrooms, ashwagandha, goji berry, artichoke inulin, collagen, plus 300 mg of adaptogens. His father wouldn’t eat these. But they cost money, so he bought them. Mourning looked at the bar. Expired two years ago. He shrugged, shoved it in his pocket anyway.

			“So, it wasn’t you that plucked me out of the Northwest…I assume last night?” Mourning asked.

			“No, sir, I just facilitate pickup on this end.” Verner sounded tired.

			“Flight? Private?” Jet, he meant.

			“Yes, sir, picked you up at Plumridge Airport.”

			“Whoever the receiving team was, they must have given me quite the cocktail to keep me out that long.”

			The driver shrugged a little. “As I’m to understand it, you gave yourself the cocktail and they simply helped keep the party going long enough to get you here, but like I said, sir, I wasn’t there.”

			“Right.” He winced as he sat upright. Memories from the night before pulsed briefly in dark flashes—ketamine, lo-fi beats, a woman in an outfit made of red rope smoking hand-rolled cigarettes through the mouth slit in her white leather mask. The memories were tenuous, evasive. Like trying to capture mist with grasping hands. When those memories fled, they were replaced with the clarity of the current moment: His father, after five years, had summoned him. Mourning Mayne was going home. And Mourning Mayne was terrified.
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				2

				Home, Such As It Was

			
			
				Omens and portents abound. Scores of fish, dead on beaches, their eyes gone, as if burned out of their heads! Orchards growing apples that burst and bleed when just barely touched. Strange staircases appearing in the deepest forests—the birds and bugs and mammals won’t go near them, and even the fallen leaves seem to avoid them. Never mind the surge in more practical worries: ritual vellum, gone; the brutal relics, missing; and now this thing with Malphas? How does one steal a brood’s elixir, Mary? I know we Watchers are meant to be independent—but the families want answers. The families will want blood.

				—letter from Arturo Gonsalves to Mary Merwin-Carew

			

			The Mayne estate: a hundred acres of meadow, pasture, hedge, and forest, at the heart of which waited the house itself, a sprawling stone colonial farmhouse that at some point had metastasized and taken over the antique red barn—the stone walls forming up, around, and over it, as if the structure had once reached out with an architectural pseudopod to claim it and consume it. Driving there meant first turning down a long, straight driveway—cobbled all the way, past horse pastures and fenced gardens, over two bridged creeks, and to a looping driveway. Turning down this long path only brought Mourning’s fear to a new peak: It seemed harder to breathe as his heart raced and his mouth dried out.

			But as the SUV rode forth—

			It hit a hole, bouncing hard enough to clack Mourning’s teeth together.

			A disruption—a pothole in the cobbled way.

			That’s odd. Father would not like that. And yet, there it was.

			A disruption. An element of decay.

			Father liked things a certain way. And this was not that way.

			But then, as they continued forward—

			Mourning saw that the decay was not kept to the driveway. Several fence rails had rotted out of their posts. The grass in the pastures was high, and no horses were there to chew it down to the ground. The sun, just then, went behind the clouds, casting mad shadows across the unkempt grasses—islands of darkness gently drifting.

			“Everything all right at home, Verner?” Mourning asked quietly, still watching out the window.

			“Of course, sir.” But there was a tension in his voice. Verner would never betray Father. But the truth was there, somewhere, between his words—a slight hesitation, a gentle fracture.

			The car continued toward the house. Past forsythia hedges in a riot of yellow blooms. Every impeccable inch once groomed was now sprawling, messy, drooping. Past the pond and gazebo—the gazebo stained by time and weather, the pond murky with algae, looking sick.

			Everything leggy and overgrown. Fat rabbits in the grass—there, then gone. Birdsong, everywhere—discordant and noisy, less song and more argument. Bugs, too. Early in summer for that kind of sound, wasn’t it? But there it was, a loud, noisy wall. All around him, the world pulsed with an improbable power. The power from beneath, he suspected.

			And the fact it had been allowed to burst forth like this…

			It meant that something had gone wrong here.

			Mourning did not know if that eased his fears—

			Or only served to trouble him more.

			

			—

			Out of the car, with a fresh pair of house shoes given to him by Verner, Mourning stood there, noting how large the farmhouse loomed. A gluttonous pose, like someone who had eaten too much and was now laid out on the floor, all heaps and mounds, belly and shoulders. Proud of itself and its appetites. Even the moss between the stones felt almost garish in its display of vitality. It bled power lazily, passively, drunk on its own reserves.

			And as soon as Mourning touched the door, he felt it, too.

			It rushed up from underneath him, the feeling of not just sinking but plunging, like when he would go to the old quarry and jump off the edge, his body a needle piercing the dark water. This was no panic attack, no metaphorical feeling from the overwhelming emotions of returning home, and it had nothing to do with whatever drink and drugs he had poured into his body the days and nights prior. What he felt was real and true.

			What he felt came from what Father had built beneath this house.

			The fount of souls.

			His knees nearly buckled.

			“Are you all right, sir?” Verner asked.

			“Perfectly,” Mourning said, the word breaking as he spoke it.

			

			—

			The interior: Different from the outside in that it felt dead and dried out. The air, still. Oppressive, like an invisible fist. Smears of dust spoiled the dark wood. More dust hung trapped in the shafts of sunlight lancing through the greasy windows, as if in a purgatory of particulate filth.

			And again—

			Deep below, that power. Pulsing up through the floorboards. Through Mourning’s feet. That tantalizing numbness.

			Verner stood just behind him with a black carry-on bag Mourning had not packed. In fact, it wasn’t even his bag. Were the clothes in it his? He didn’t yet know and expected to soon find out.

			“Is the house still staffed?” he asked, even though that’s not what he wanted to ask—not who he wanted to ask about, not at all.

			“The staff is smaller now, sir.”

			“Yeah, I can see that.” He felt his hands ball into fists. “And my brother and sister?” He hadn’t seen their cars out front—

			“Lachlan and Lorelei will be back tonight, as well, for the family meeting,” Verner said. “They still reside here.” He paused. “I’m sure they’ll be glad to see you. It’s been some time.”

			He’d last seen the two of them—when and where? Was it Utrecht? Limoges? He didn’t remember. Didn’t care to remember, either. Thinking of them here was like thinking of a serpent slithering somewhere around the room. Just because you didn’t see it didn’t mean it wasn’t going to sink its teeth into your ankles when you sidled past its hiding place.

			As Mourning put one foot down on the staircase, he felt the question at the back of his throat—burning there like bile. Better to throw it up or swallow it? Swallow it, he thought, and yet there it was, coming out. The question.

			The real question.

			“And Sophie?”

			“Still employed by the Mayne family.”

			“So she’s here, then.”

			“No. Away right now, I believe. Overseeing something for your father.”

			That meant she’d taken on more of a role here. More than just managing me. Or, more to the point, more than being—what? Bait? A test? A trial?

			One you failed, he reminded himself.

			“I’m told she’ll be back soon enough,” Verner said, a slight smile cracking the long block of granite that was his face.

			“Matters little to me,” Mourning said brusquely, and walked upstairs, working very hard to hide the shame that bloomed on his cheeks.

			

			—

			Now: his room. His old room, as sterile now as it was then. A cold space, fancy with its manor house frippery—a guest room, essentially. Which it always was, wasn’t it? He was usually off to some boarding school during the year, and summers he tried to spend…elsewhere. Whatever island or South Asian backwater or European chalet he could find. Now, five years hence, he truly felt like a guest.

			Or worse, a ghost. Was he the dead haunting a living place—

			Or the living haunting a dead place?

			Verner set the bag down. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

			“No, Verner. Thanks.”

			“Of course, sir. Oh. And, sir—if I don’t see you again before tomorrow, happy birthday.”

			Then the tall man left the room, shutting the door gently.

			Happy birthday. A sentiment that hit like a fist. Was it? His birthday? He looked at his phone. Fuck me, it’s tomorrow. The carousel turned, the calendar pages torn off the walls, and this time, not just for any old number, no—

			Thirty.

			He would soon be thirty years old.

			He felt ancient at the same time he felt like a baby. Weary and naïve.

			Mourning rubbed his eyes and sat down on the bed. It yielded little to him; discomfort was its presiding feature. A feature carried by much of the house, a place that never offered much in the way of softness, of joy.

			You can leave, he told himself. Just walk back out the door. Call a car. Go to the airport. Fuck off back to Seattle, or Stockholm, or Seoul, or wherever your shitty little heart is most content. Eat drugs. Watch Netflix. Fuck and get fucked.

			But that wouldn’t work, would it?

			Father wanted him here.

			And Father would find him wherever Mourning went—no matter what bolt-hole or fracture he crawled into, Father would extract him. The old man would break his legs so he couldn’t run again.

			Freedom was just a clever illusion.

			Restless, he got up and paced the room. Mourning went over and stared out the window at the tangled overgrowth. In the distance, a row of crabapple trees burst forth in bloom, like pink fireworks, frozen. The estate went off in every direction. Couldn’t even see the road from here. Nature, messy and bursting. From here he could see the roof of the riding stable was rotting, some of its shingles gone. Somewhere, crows barked back and forth, complaining.

			Through that noise came another sound, clear as the ting-ting-ting of a silver fork against fine crystal—the sound, the song, of the cellar far below.

			His body itched and ached—the hinge of his jaw tightening as it again felt the echo of the power that lived beneath the house. Down there, pulsating. He could hear its song. It called to him. It’s been so long, he thought. All parts of him ached to be near it. His mouth salivated. His cock stiffened. His fingers bent as if trying to find purchase on something, even though there was nothing—as if he could reach down through the floors, the pipes, the knob-and-tube wiring, and plunge his hands into it. Feel the mumbles and sobs and laughter kissing his skin through the liquid…

			He had to concentrate hard, very hard, to block it out.

			In his mind, a thought looping: So close, so close, so close, so close.

			This felt like a trap.

			Maybe it’s not, he told himself with bleak, defiant optimism. Maybe it’s an olive branch. Your birthday is tomorrow. Perhaps Father is welcoming you home.

			But why? Why now?

			He’d heard stories. No, Mourning wasn’t plugged into their blooded bullshit anymore, but he still knew other rejects and exiles from the families—enough to hear what was whispered through the fences.

			Things had been quiet for a long time—but now, chaos had crept in, and the heads of the families were worried. Edgar Malphas was found dead in his own inviolate sanctum, his head crushed to skull pudding, their fount drained of its elixir, dead as he was. Then there was Violetta Crassus. She’d gone mad—sealed herself and her brood’s elixir away in one of the Ashtoreth Society’s southern libraries. Swung the vault door shut and detonated the building around her. Stories said she was trapped in there now, surviving on the elixir—a callow fantasy, perhaps, to be swimming in a well of stolen souls. Mourning admitted a small thrill just thinking about it. To be so immersed. So full of the spoils of the blooded life. And yet—

			What would she become down there? Could she even survive that way?

			And what she did—was it a response to the loss of the Malphas fount? Or some other madness entirely?

			That spooked the other broods in turn. Gunnar Kipling, so-called CEO of the Valefar Foundation—he locked down all of their weird bullshit “self-actualization” centers across the Northwest and West Coast. No new clients. No new initiations. Story said he was on a “war footing” in case of “hostile incursions” by “occult capitalists.” Mourning didn’t know what Adamastor was doing with the Dantalion—but they were over in Europe, and always buzzing around like a knocked-down nest of wasps. They had eyes on everything.

			As for the Gremorys up in their lighthouse—

			They kept to themselves. Always and forever. Small, isolated, strange. Rarely worth thinking about. Easy to ignore.

			So maybe Father brought him home in the midst of all this. Shoring up power. Securing assets. Protecting brood, family, and fount.

			Then again, there were threats from within, too, weren’t there?

			Always trouble at home. It had been decades—since before Mourning was born—since Father had forced the families of Brood Oriax to kneel and be “absorbed” into Agares House. But those of Oriax remembered. They still wore their patron’s crass sigil on their lapels—a gape-mouthed eyeless lion with a serpent for a tongue. Oswald Lambert was the tongue of that beast, a snake in his own right, ready to bite the hand that fed him—Hadrian’s hand, Father’s hand.

			Then there was Callahan Mayne. Cousin Callahan. A real prick. Venal, vain, an absolute preening peacock—Mourning and him had been close for many years. Mourning loved him. And hated him. He hadn’t seen him since—

			Well. Since it all fell apart.

			Either way, he’d heard the phrase “the Callahan problem” more often than he cared to admit in the last few years. Father always said Cousin Callahan was up over his skis, as his ambitions were outsized, even for the Mayne family. Now, though, it wasn’t enough just to be buying the souls of those in power—oh no, now Callahan wanted that power for himself. He wanted to be in front of the cameras—in front of every camera—and had flirted with political aspirations for a time before changing lanes and becoming, of all things, a fucking influencer. YouTube, podcast, all this lifestyle-self-help-manosphere dross. Followers already in the millions. Views in the billions. Brand deals in the works. Father certainly would not approve. Probably boiled the old man’s piss just thinking about it.

			So, was that why Mourning had been summoned?

			Had been stolen away from his life in exile?

			Was his exile over, or was he to be punished further?

			Happy fucking birthday, he thought sourly.
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				3

				Dinner, Death, and Dream

			
			
				The Maynes: stalwarts of Agares House. The oldest of money. Roots twisted deep in the dirt of Devon and Normandy, though the tree grows here in America. Reliable, bedrock, safe, proponents of the current era of our blooded kind, whereupon we keep the peace because in that peace we all get rich in the truest wealth: the currency of souls. But the Maynes weren’t always like that, were they? Just ask the Vissers, who shepherded Agares House a hundred and fifty years ago until Acton Mayne drowned their patriarch in the fount. Or the Oriax, a brood forcibly absorbed by the machinations of Hadrian and his father, Aurelius. Can you even ask them? No Vissers exist now. And Brood Oriax know to be quiet lest that bedrock of the Mayne family be brought down upon their bowing heads.

				—The Encrypted History of Agares House, by Christof Rosson, 1991

			

			Any expectations that he’d see any of his family tonight died with the sun. He was not summoned to any dinner. He did not meet his brother or his sister. What he got was a knock at the door around 7 P.M., and found a member of the staff waiting. She: a severe woman, all corners and knobs, in a kitchen porter uniform—crisp white button-down, black half apron. Long nose, dark eyes. Mourning didn’t know her. A twist in his chest came with the wish that it was Sophie standing here.

			“Dinner, sir?” she asked, her eyes half lidded, her voice a nasal irritation, like the whine of a horsefly.

			“With my father?” Mourning asked.

			“No, sir, he demands your presence tomorrow night, in the dining room. For tonight, it’s just you.”

			“Will Lachlan and Lorelei be joining?”

			“No, sir, I don’t believe. They haven’t returned yet.”

			“Where are they?” he asked, irritated.

			“I cannot say, sir.” That sir came across with a touch of testiness. “Would you like to take your dinner in here? Or the dining room?”

			He hmmed. Neither sounded appealing. Here, locked in this place like it was a hotel room he couldn’t leave, or there, a big sprawling dining room with just him in it—a meaningless mote of dust in a lifeless universe. “The library open?”

			“It can be.”

			“I’ll take dinner there.”

			

			—

			The library: a vast room, its shelves of wood so dark they were nearly black, each shelf lined with an endless array of books he’d never before read and would never get around to reading. The books were mostly quite old—books of strange poetry and lost art and little thread-bound prayer texts from forgotten religions. And there were artifacts, too, from around the world: a cabinet of Aztec death whistles, a trio of increasingly pornographic Greek vases, a pristine Mesopotamian incantation bowl in a glass case. Mourning understood little of it, and he’d read exactly zero of these books. He’d been a woefully incurious child, but just the same, he found this room eerily comforting. Each book, each artifact, a doorway to another time, another place. And other people, too. Strange people. Mad people. Monstrous people. And so he did not feel so alone in here tonight.

			The bonus was that it would annoy the absolute shit out of Father.

			Good. Fuck you, old man.

			So there he sat, eating a tomahawk pork chop, roasted sprouts, potatoes, and slugging some 1907 Madeira right from its bottle. All while trying very hard—and sometimes failing—to drown out the urgent feeling of what waited in the cellar.

			

			—

			Sleeping was not easy, what with a head soggy from Portuguese wine, a belly full of pig, the ghost of a hangover hiding at the edges of his mind, and a mattress with all the charisma of a tomb slab. Not to mention the ungentle surges of want and need reaching up from the hell beneath the house. Calling to him, stitching together the moments of discomfort with a promise to relieve them, to bring him not just comfort but bliss, and power, and absolute assurance in all that he was and ever had done.

			Despite all that, he managed to slip under the waves and find sleep.

			And in finding sleep, he found the dream.

			

			—

			Or, perhaps, it found him—for that is how it seemed, that the dream hunted him in the deep dark of night, pursuing him until it pinned him and pushed its way through the center of his head as if his skull were just soft cake.

			

			—

			In the dream, Mourning was above the corn. The night moon just a sliver in the sky. All the stars hung around it in unseen, unremembered configurations, twitching in the black like pinched, flinching eyes. Mourning floated over the rows, slow at first, the movement gentle but dizzying—soon, though, he picked up speed, the green spear tips rushing past and brushing his feet (which were bare). Ahead, the structure loomed suddenly out of the dark. The realization struck him that he’d had this dream, or one like it, before: The structure was once an obsidian church, next the charred bones of a burned roller coaster, and now stood as a bent-legged water tower so black with mold and dark with rust that any white was long gone. And yet despite these changes, Mourning knew it was the exact same structure. The same way you might wander in a strange house in one dream, yet you’ve the prerequisite dream knowledge to know that somehow it’s still your childhood home: alien, unrecognizable, yet paradoxically so familiar.

			He rushed toward it, his heart seizing. His skin, cold as the grave. Panic roared through him like when he was on a bad trip, and he tried to tell himself now the same thing he’d tell himself then: Your mind has gone off the rails but you can’t be hurt, something that feels true isn’t necessarily true, your facts are not feelings, just go with it and it’ll be over soon…

			Faster and faster he went, toward the water tower. Broken and cracked and black as the cruelest heart. A thing both alive and dead. Empty but waiting to be full. For Mourning, it felt less like moving forward and more like falling downward, off a cliff, toward a pit, into a hungry mouth—

			But there was something else there, too. Something deep within that hole. A heart, beating in time to his own, fast as a rabbit’s thumping leg. A heart pulsating with power. With might and will and raw unrefined potential—

			It titillated him.

			It terrified him.

			The water tower broke. Something within the shadowed husk of it smiled even as rotten water rushed out, killing the corn beneath it—

			

			—

			A gasp awake. Mourning lurched to sitting in the bed, his head drenched in sweat. His pulse throbbed in his wrists, his neck, behind his eyes.

			He rubbed those eyes and tried to breathe his way through it. You should not have come here. Not that he had much choice.

			From the hallway, through the closed door, came a bubbling of laughter. A mad cackle and a wayward giggle.

			The twins.

			His brother and sister—Lachlan and Lorelei.

			Both older than him, only by a pair of years. Two years in which they had freedom without him. Two years they lionize as the best years, as if they weren’t just sitting around, brainlessly fouling their cloth diapers. But all the easier to get the dig in. Remember when we were alive and you were not? Glorious.

			A mad, mirthful song traveled down the hall with them. Then, a pause in their crass frivolity just outside his door. A mutter here. A mumble there. Moments passed before:

			The whisper of a piece of paper slipped under his door.

			Whish.

			Mourning gritted his teeth. What was this? He didn’t want to get up and find out. It was a trap, of this he was sure. A pit. Proximity to those two always sent you down into the hole time and time again. Slick-walled and cold.

			He heard their giddy half-drunk murmurs retreat.

			When he was sure they were gone, he wandered over and picked up the card.

			It was a rectangle of paper, rough but elegant—the cardstock of a billionaire’s wedding invitation. Eerily pleasing to the touch. On it, in Lachlan’s stiff handwriting: Welcome home, Brother. Tomorrow is your birthday. And then, in Lorelei’s billowy script: Your gift awaits in the piano room. Don’t keep her waiting. Unless that’s your kink.

			Her.

			Her who?

			It couldn’t be.

			He chewed his lip.

			Don’t go.

			You’ll regret it.

			It’s a trap.

			Unless—

			Unless it was genuine. Well, no. It wasn’t genuine, not ever, not from them, but…if the family was trying to do right by him, if Father specifically wanted him back in the fold—well, then, Father wouldn’t do all that work himself. Honestly, he’d do very little of it himself. He’d send the others. The twins. He’d try to tame those two rabid horses to still their froth and vigor for a time. To play nice, as it were. For now, at least. Until they could resume their regular horribleness, the pricks.

			Mourning looked at the note again.

			His nostrils flared.

			“Fuck it,” he said under his breath, and opened the door and headed off to the third-floor piano room.
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				The Gift

			
			
				If an innocent bird

				Before my heedless footsteps stirr’d, and stirr’d

				In little journeys, I beheld in it

				A disguis’d demon, missioned to knit

				My soul with under darkness; to entice

				My stumblings down some monstrous precipice:

				Therefore I eager followed, and did curse

				The disappointment.

				—John Keats, Endymion: A Poetic Romance

			

			What he was expecting, he did not know. Lachlan and Lorelei were multifarious in their cruelties, after all. Sometimes those cruelties were simple, like when they tried to feed him a peanut butter cup in which they’d shoved a cockroach—alive until they mashed it too hard into the center of the candy. A petty, small trick. But they learned. Got better. Got meaner.

			As time went on their callousness fed into more complicated schemes: Once, the two of them created a series of social media accounts across platforms designed to seed rumors about Mourning—accounts claiming he was an arsonist, a Parisian pickpocket, an assassin, an addict, a pederast. They created troll cabals and bot armies to harangue him, and manipulated SEO to ensure that search engines pulled this kind of thing up for anyone who went poking around his easily googleable name. (It was then that Mourning, in his late teens, ceded the social media battlefield to them by leaving it entirely. He realized it was the land of lies and abusers, and he would drown there if he did not step hard foot onto stable land.)

			But in these interstitial years—in the years since he had been exiled from the family, from Father, from their power—they’d left him alone. He’d seen them here and there—coffee in Milan, sushi in Seattle, and drinking chocolate in, yes, he was sure it was Limoges, now. They needled him a little, but the visits with them were polite enough, peppered only with petty barbs. He always suspected they chose to meet him in order to remind him how far he’d fallen, and how far they’d risen in his absence. He was far from the light of Hadrian Mayne and Agares House; they were bathed in it.

			So now, to be here again—to be home, in their presence, to be offered a gift for his birthday? He was in his head about it. What did it mean? Of course he didn’t trust it. If Father wanted him home, wanted him back in the family, then that could be them seeing him as a threat. Though it was perhaps not so simple: Perhaps they wanted him as an ally against the old man. Surely by now he was playing the twins against each other. And though their bond long seemed unbreakable…

			The old man had a way of breaking the things he wanted broken.

			(Then again, didn’t they all?)

			Mourning therefore did not know what to expect when he entered the piano room. His breath held in his chest as he opened the door—

			That’s when he saw her.

			Sophie, no—

			

			—

			He, fifteen. Her, ten years older.

			She was new to the estate staff. Before he’d left school here in Solebury and gone back to boarding in Vermont, a group of boys had kicked his ass at school—not because he didn’t deserve it, because he most certainly did, what with him throwing a metal thermos at Gavin Summer at cross-country practice. Gavin Summer was as perfect a boy as ever there was, rich and smart and fast, with calves like concrete and a jawline you could hang off—worst of all, he was genuinely nice, a quote-unquote good guy, and Mourning fucking hated him, so he threw the thermos, and Gavin’s boys came after him, beat the piss out of him just as Mourning was getting to school the day after.

			Mourning didn’t know things about himself at that time—what he was, what his family was, that he probably wanted to fuck Gavin just as much as he wanted to fight him. So he acted out. Threw the thing. Got smacked down.

			It was Sophie who patched him up. It was her first day and Father threw her at Mourning. She made him laugh even as she cleaned the cut above his eye, put cold packs on the bruises, used her thumb to press balm into his broken lower lip. Her breath smelled like strawberry candy. Her blond ringlets tickled him as she got close to him to look at the lacerations on his face. He fell in love with her then.

			Or what passed for it, anyway. Love, lust, a crush, some crude, inept thing—the fumbling desires of a clueless little shit like himself.

			That was always Father’s plan.

			Father sent Sophie to whatever boarding school Mourning was attending at the time. Whenever Mourning needed something, or had to be driven home, or had to be gotten out of some manner of trouble, there she was. When the other boys at school lusted after her, made their comments, Mourning hit them—or did worse, like the time he sprayed urushiol oil from poison ivy all over another boy’s gym towel. Mourning became quite protective of her. Over time, Sophie became more than just house staff. She was, in a sense, the liaison between Father and Mourning—Mourning thought that the old man did not want to deal with him directly, so he sent her. As a bridge, of sorts.

			But she wasn’t a bridge to cross.

			She was a mountain to climb.

			Sophie was a test.

			One that Mourning failed.

			There came the day he went home—he was of age, and he was shown who his family truly was. Not simply the Maynes, with their old money and their real estate deals and their parties with all the movers and shakers not just of Bucks County but from up and down the Atlantic coast. But rather: the Maynes of Agares House, the head of a many-limbed beast—an ancient beast from a dark, forgotten time when demons accorded wisdom and knowledge to those who paid the cost.

			Mourning, then awakened by the fount of souls below their family manse, was suddenly expected to spend every day with his father.

			That was when the teaching began.

			The training.

			Learning how to see what was in people.

			Learning how to take it—to cajole the soul free from its owner.

			Sophie went back to managing the house, the staff, the estate.

			Gone from him. Kept at the margins. He begged the old man to keep her around for him. And Father said, For you? Serving you? That’s what you want, is it? Like father, like son, I see. Fine, on one condition. You can keep her close, but you’ll make her your first. The first you take. And he didn’t mean sex. Mourning lost his virginity at fifteen, with Mina Skyler. He told Father, No, not her. It’s not like that. But Father insisted it most certainly was like that.

			It’s always like that, Mourning. There’s always a deal to be made and you’re poised perfectly to make it. You’ve already started it with her—you just don’t see it yet. But you will. I’ll make you see it.

			Deals within deals within deals.

			He turned the offer down.

			And with that, Father kept Sophie out of Mourning’s life. Only there in stolen glances and rare little hallway chats before Hadrian whisked Mourning away somewhere else. Father always told him that Mourning could have her. That, only if he took her soul—she was ready, the old man said. Mourning resisted. Until one night Father, drunk and angry, demanded the deal be done. That was the night Mourning learned the truth about her and, in the worst ways, the truth about himself: that he was weak.

			And that he did not belong here anymore.

			And that he most certainly did not belong with Sophie Gireau.

			

			—

			And now, there she was. Streaks in the dust atop the old piano as she struggled in her bonds—on her hands and knees, leather cuffs binding her wrists, a black leather-wrapped steel spreader bar separating the restraints at her ankles. Breasts out over the bones of a red corset. Chin forward, a ball gag between her lips, her lipstick smeared around it. Blond ringlets, now messy, hanging over her eyes.

			She mewled and mumbled—drool slicking the ball gag—and he suddenly felt like he was falling.

			(Like in the cornfield, falling toward something, toward the tower, the black tower.)

			“Sophie, Sophie, Christ, I’m so—I’m so sorry—”

			What did they do to you—

			Anger bloomed, a bright fire kindled from the dead bird’s nest that was his heart. He rushed over, hands shaking as he worked to undo the buckled strap keeping the red ball gag, like a mad clown’s nose, in her mouth. It fell away and she moaned, gasping, her eyelids fluttering.

			“Did my brother and sister do this to you? I’m going to fucking kill them, Sophie, I swear—” I’ll cut their skin from their bodies. I’ll make her eat his eyes, make him eat her fingers. Those sick fucks.

			Sophie stretched forward, languid and—eager was the word that went through his mind, but that wasn’t possible, didn’t make sense. Did it? She propped herself on her elbows and reached for him with bound hands. Her fingers toyed with the buttons on his shirt before traveling southbound, toward the waistband of his jeans. A giggle bubbled up out of her as her gaze drifted down along with her fingertips. Her thumb graced the denim, and he felt himself getting hard.

			No, no, no—

			He shifted, bending himself forward so that part of him was out of reach.

			Gently, he cupped her chin with his hand and lifted her face toward him.

			“Sophie, I don’t know what they did to you, if you’re-you’re on something, if they drugged you…” Ketamine, maybe. Or GHB. Or something worse.

			Though a small voice inside him said: Maybe not. Maybe it’s you. Maybe she wants this and the twins facilitated this. She looked beautiful. A decade older than him but still she looked as young as she ever had. It’s the house. The cellar. The power here bleeds over. It’s kept her young…

			He reached down to look at the leather cuffs on her wrists. Each bound, the buckles closed with little padlocks. No key in sight. She pulled her hands away from him and reached again for his cock.

			“Sophie, talk to me. Please, say something.”

			But all she would do was laugh a little, another giggle—effervescent, that laugh. A laugh because she liked this? Or was she laughing at him? He couldn’t tell. Even being tied up, she suddenly felt in control of him.

			Her fingers splayed out, hooking into his jeans pockets, pulling him closer. And at the same time, her mouth found his thumb, sucking it between her lips like it was a lollipop, or—

			Something’s wrong.

			Inside her mouth, his thumb felt teeth, then more teeth, rows upon rows of them, like blunt, fat pebbles—and something in there slithered up from the back of her throat, coiling gently around his digit all the way to the first knuckle. He pulled his hand away, a trail of gray drool linking the tip of his thumb and her lower lip. She laughed again; her breath hit him in a hot wave. Mourning gagged as he caught whiff of a foul, septic stink—

			He shoved this thing, this Not-Sophie, backward and then took two steps back himself, horrified. Not-Sophie rocked backward onto her—its—heels, then shook like a wet dog, and as she—it—did, the thing transformed. Sophie’s skin ripped like sausage casing and then gray meat pushed its way out, wriggling forth—the meat formed limbs, long, with too many joints, and from her throat her laugh grew louder and louder, and the Sophieness of it grew smaller and smaller until the laugh was a scream and the sound was something inhuman, forming a shriek of both never-ending delight and constant pain.

			A no-eyed, gray-bodied thing stood there, its restraints gone. A mouth too large for its head opened, showing a spiral of teeth inside. It gulped and howled, slapping the top of the piano with wet-meat hands—the piano responding in discordant percussion—before the thing tumbled off the side of the instrument, galloping toward the dumbwaiter at the back of the room, cackling.

			He’d heard stories of things like this. Never seen one, though. And he had little time to consider what he was looking at as rage bloomed bright within him.

			Mourning grabbed the spreader bar, ignoring how cold and slick it felt, and pitched it at the thing. It clocked the creature in the head, and a jet of black blood spattered the fleur-de-lis wallpaper before it managed to fling open the door to the dumbwaiter and squeeze itself down into the depths. The door slammed shut.

			Then, laughter. More laughter. From behind him.

			Human, this time.

			Not quite human, though, let’s be honest.

			He knew the laughter. Mourning spun and found his brother and sister there. Lachlan, with the golden hair and the bloodless lips. Lorelei, with hair white as bone and eyes big as fishbowls. Lach’s laugh was the bigger of the two. Lorelei laughed silently, her narrow shoulders juggling as she bit her lower lip in a giddy, vicious smile, slinking around her twin like an injured polecat. Lachlan was all sharp angles, skinny but with a poochy lazy-man belly hanging out over his silk pajama pants. All parts of Lorelei were rounded off—a head too large for her matchstick body, a skull nested in a porcelain baby-doll head.

			“Happy birthday, brother—” Lachlan started to say, but ate the rest of his sentence as Mourning’s fist popped him in the mouth.

			“Fuck is wrong with you?” Mourning hissed, shoving his brother.

			“Fuck is wrong with you?” Lachlan said, pressing his mouth to the back of his hand, kissing it with blood and giving the red smear a disgruntled look.

			Mourning wasn’t having any of it. He launched himself at Lachlan again, grabbing him by the collar of his open robe—

			“Hey, hey, hey,” Lachlan said, squirming. “Just a little fun. Just a little fun. Isn’t that right, Sister?”

			Lorelei, for her part, did not attempt to resolve their fight, but rather sidled up alongside it, like a child watching creatures fight inside their terrarium. She pinballed her gaze between them, rapacious.

			“What did you do to Sophie?”

			“Nothing!” Lachlan said, nervous laughter falling out of him.

			“Nothing,” Lorelei said, echoing him, her voice small and quiet.

			Lachlan continued as Mourning shoved him against the doorframe. “She’s not even here, little brother. She’s not even here.”

			“You fucking pricks,” Mourning said, shoving his brother away. He took a lap around the room. His heart raced. He shook the tension out of his arms, his hands. “What was that thing, anyway?”

			“Just a pet,” Lorelei said cheekily.

			Lachlan snorted. “Yes. Yes. A pet.”

			“Well, keep it away from me. And you keep away from me, too.”

			Mourning pushed past the two of them and headed for the door. Lorelei hissed at him, but Lachlan hurried after. Mourning kept on down the hall.

			“Little brother. It was just a little welcome home happy birthday hey hi how are you—a tweak, a twist, just jibes and japes. Don’t let it make your heart sad, we’re glad you’re here, so, so glad—”

			“So glad,” Lorelei echoed, but said it like she was spitting out poison.

			“I can tell,” Mourning said.

			“Why are you home?” Lachlan asked.

			“I don’t know. You don’t know?”

			“We have ideas.”

			“And what are they?”

			Lachlan laughed a bone-dry laugh and said, “Well. Edgar Malphas is dead—head crushed like a cookie. Maybe the old man is just looking to rekindle the flames of family, you know, just make sure you don’t try to kill him…”

			“You think one of Edgar’s children killed him?”

			“I don’t think anything, could’ve been anyone—the Malphas family is both brood and bloodline, quite the incestuous lot, which tangles the wires, doesn’t it?” That, Mourning knew, was at the insistence of their old ways. Even if you weren’t born a Malphas, if you were blooded in their brood, then that meant you took the name. All were Malphas. And they did not seem to have…issues with close relatives making more of themselves. Incest carried little shame in that batch. Were they Malphas in name and blood, Lachlan and Lorelei could’ve been fucking each other this whole time. (If they weren’t already.)

			Lachlan went on: “Old Edgar was a true devil, with enemies lining up in infinitude off in every direction. But, c’mon. Let’s be honest—probably the kids, right? Gods, he had dozens of them. Besides, does patricide ever really go out of style?”

			“I haven’t come to kill Father. Couldn’t even if I wanted to.” Did he want to? He certainly didn’t love the old man. Love was not a factor in their relationship. It never had been.

			“Why come, then?” Lorelei asked, dancing up alongside him.

			“Good question, Sis,” Lachlan said. “Is it the fount? Did you need a little taste? How long has it been? How could you not choose to come with that desire humming in your blood.”

			“I didn’t choose it. I woke up here.”

			“Ahh. The old bag-over-the-head-thrown-into-the-trunk bit?”

			“Close.”

			Finally, they were at Mourning’s room. Mourning turned and told them in no uncertain terms to fuck off.

			Both of them made awwww sounds—the twins held each other close as if they were sad and scared. “So mean,” Lorelei said, pouting.

			“Yes, so mean, Sister. I don’t think Mourning is really glad to see us. But we were just having fun. Weren’t we?”

			“Lots of fun. Fun watching little brother almost stick his prick in pet’s mouth…” Her eyes flashed with mischief—and, Mourning believed, something worse. Something close to lust. He felt sick to his stomach.

			“Could you imagine?” Lachlan said, making a yuck face. “Those teeth.”

			“Maybe they could’ve had fun…” Lorelei mused.

			Mourning went into the bedroom and threw the door closed behind him, even as Lachlan was still talking: “Did you hear about the Crassus woman? I hear the Dantalion are gearing up for—” As the door slammed shut, Lachlan barked in frustration. “Fine, be that way.”

			He heard Lorelei smooch the door from the other side. Mwah.

			“See you at dinner!” the twins chirped in unison. They trip-trapped away laughing, giddy at what they’d done.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				5

				Dinner with Hadrian

			
			
				The Future is, of all things, the thing least like eternity. It is the most completely temporal part of time—for the Past is frozen and no longer flows, and the Present is all lit up with eternal rays.

				—C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters

			

			The dining room was a dread, dire place. It wasn’t just the long, austere cherrywood table that dominated it like a hole in the universe—it was the walls. They were red, not the red of brick, not the red of wine, but the raw-meat red of a Ruby Slipper apple. Mourning had seen somewhere online how paint colors affected emotion, and that never felt truer than it did in this room. Dining at this table made him feel anxious, angry, somehow both hungry and nauseated. There was power in this room, power in that color. But the power wasn’t his.

			It was Father’s.

			Father, who was not yet here.

			Mourning sat at the far end of the table, with three empty chairs to his left, one to his right.

			Catty-corner to him on the other side: Lorelei and Lachlan.

			In between them was a single thing: a silver platter mounded with fruit. It was always this way, at every dinner a cornucopia of seasonal fruit. Father loved his fruit. He’d eat pieces of it even in the middle of his dinner—steak, potatoes, salad, then a fistful of fat Concord grapes, or a fresh strawberry. The skin bursting between his teeth. Juice undammed by lips, slicking his chin.

			But now, the fruit here looked old—not rotten, not yet, but on its way. Two apples showed dimpled bruising. A heap of sad red grapes with the tiniest rime of what looked to be mold at the stems.

			Outside, rain roared against the side of the house. Heard, the rain was, not seen—for the dining room was windowless.

			Thunder shook the red walls.

			Lorelei monitored Mourning with wide, insistent eyes. He felt like a bird being watched by a cat and wondered when the claws-out pounce would come.

			Lachlan, on the other hand, reclined in his chair in such a languid way he seemed like he could, if he wanted, close his eyes and fall asleep. He swirled the gin and tonic in his hand a bit, sipped it noisily and lazily.

			Suddenly he sniffed, leaned forward, and locked eyes with Mourning.

			“If you’re not here to kill the old man,” Lachlan said in a low voice, “then perhaps he’s summoned us here to kill you.”

			Lorelei giggled at that—her laugh the bright mad tinkling of wind chimes in a hurricane. But then suddenly, she stiffened and gasped. Lachlan, too, tensed.

			At the same time, the hair on Mourning’s neck and arms stood at attention. A shuddering frisson traveled the length of his body—snout to tail. The air itself seemed to shift; a shrill frequency rose, like a dental drill going straight to his eardrum, bursting it, and then pushing deeper. The air grew heavy. Humid with something other than moisture. Sodden with power, with fear, with threat.

			He’s here.

			

			—

			Father walked into the room.

			

			—

			For all of Mourning’s life, the old man reminded him of a block of knives—all angles, leaning forward, eager and ready, a concealed blade ready to cut. With a word, he could disassemble you into your constituent parts, or he could nick an emotional artery and let you bleed out in front of him, or he could hack away at you until you were a messy pile of yourself steaming there on the floor. He’d slice, dice, cook you for dinner.

			But something had changed. He was thinner, longer, eyes deeper set. He was still angles and blades, but his stoop was lower, his forward lean more pronounced.

			Hadrian Mayne looked haunted.

			Was he sick?

			To Mourning, he cast a hasty glance.

			“Welcome home, Mourning,” he said, sitting.

			“Father,” Lorelei said, kissing the air.

			“Sir,” Lachlan said, his head giving a deferential bow.

			Mourning didn’t say anything.

			Father sat, staring forward, framed by the red wall behind him, as if he were reclining in a pool of blood. He called to mind a preacher on the edge of sermon—a deep breath, as if he were going to speak, but then he snapped his mouth shut again, and looked through the side door, from whence he had come. The old man waved someone forward.

			He was calling the woman who’d met Mourning at his door last night—she came out holding a gray cloth sack. Wet at the bottom. Almost greasy.

			She did not hand over the bag but rather opened it.

			Father looked down into it—eyes scanning its contents as if he were a child selecting a prize for knowing his ABCs.

			His hand plunged in, came out with something—

			Something like a rubbery spider, gray as the sack that contained it.

			A hand, Mourning realized, a severed h—

			Father pitched it at Lachlan. Pitched it like it was a fucking fastball.

			The severed hand hit Lachlan in the face. A dull, wet thud. Lachlan made his own sound—a whimpered bleat. Mourning’s brother flailed, perhaps trying to block the thing that just happened from happening, but too late, too slow. When he did, his hand knocked over his gin and tonic, and the scent of bruised juniper hit the air as a crumpled lime wedge bounced across the dark wood.

			Lorelei gasped, her hand covering her mouth, lest the gasp offend their cruel patron. But already, the old man was readying her gift—plucking from the bag not a severed hand, no, but a severed head. One Mourning recognized instantly: a misshapen clayey clump with no eyes and a mouth and throat full of lumpen teeth, it was the thing, the horrible thing that had pretended to be Sophie. Father bowled the head across the table toward Lorelei. She sprang to her feet even as the head tumbled off the edge of the table with enough momentum to collide with her lap, leaving a yellow, oily mark before falling to the floor.

			She stifled a sob.

			Lachlan simply stood with hands up like he was surrendering to the police—except he was trying to stay away from the severed hand and the cocktail pooling around it.

			“Father—” he started to say.

			“I told you to stop with these. And I told you to welcome your brother.”

			Lorelei peeled her hand away from her mouth to say: “We did, we did, we so welcomed him, we are so glad he’s home—”

			“Go. Get out. You can take dinner in your rooms, or in the piano room, or outside in the mud for all I care.”

			Father’s words had the weight of his anger, but none of its fire. As if he were weary of it, but unable to let it go just the same.

			The twins looked to each other and seemed to reach a silent accord that yes, it was indeed time to leave. They scurried free, and as Lorelei slid open the pocket doors that led into this room, Lachlan offered a small smile to Mourning.

			“Dine well, Brother,” Lachlan said quietly.

			Then they were gone.

			Mourning almost felt bad for them.

			“Good?” Father asked, looking to him expectantly.

			He was not sure how to answer except in the affirmative.

			So, he said: “Good.”

			“Good.”

			Then the old man summoned the woman back in, and dish by dish, she brought in dinner, and together, silently, father and son ate.

			

			—

			Nobody cleaned up the head or the hand. The hand stayed on the table, near to the overturned glass. The lime wedge glistened nearby. The thing’s head remained on the floor, unseen, but Mourning knew it was there. And he half-expected it to roll over to him, freshly alive. He thought to ask his father what it even was, but he dared not break the silence as the man tore through his meal.

			

			—

			A plate full of chicken bones remained in front of Father, alongside bits from the moldy grapes and the top of an apple he’d eaten stern to stem, including the seeds. He said nothing during his voracious consumption. He simply leaned back and ate, at first wiping his hands on the cloth napkin, but later, just smearing them on his white cotton shirt. His chin shined with juices from both fowl and fruit. He did not wipe it off.

			It was unlike him. He was usually well-kept. Even when he had fruit juice smearing his face, he always took a napkin to it swiftly.

			But this version of his father was different—a strange war on his face played out, like he was having a conversation in his mind with someone who wasn’t present. And Mourning could not tell how that conversation was going as the man’s face flinched between moments of ferocity and sadness.

			He’s lost his mind.

			Mourning, for his part, ate little. The dinner—roast chicken—looked lush and rich, the medallions of breast swimming in what smelled like a sweet pan sauce, and next to it, crispy-skinned legs, thighs, and wings. No vegetables present. Father loved his fruit, but rarely his vegetables. (And always, always his meat.) It was a diet that would kill most early in life, but of course, the Maynes were not most. The Maynes were long-lived. Each with a life well beyond rational expiry. That, thanks to the blood within them. In their case: the blood of Agares slithering around inside them. Propping them up. Keeping them going.

			How old was Father now? Mourning didn’t even know. A century, at least.

			The old man finally spoke.

			“You came when called.”

			“Sure.” I didn’t come. You had me delivered.

			“You lost your way out there. Wasting yourself. Your power. Drugs and drink and sex with fools. Wasting your gift.”

			“If you say so.”

			“I do. I do say. What I say is what is.” He bristled, but then seemed to soften—like watching a soufflé collapse. “There are things you don’t know,” the old man said, almost as if it made him sad. “That I haven’t told you.”

			“All right.”

			“I love you, son.”

			That struck like a knife to the belly. Warn a guy next time, won’t you? Mourning thought, trying to be glib with himself to conceal just how deeply that blade struck. He hated the old man. And was sure the old man hated him in turn. That was their gift to each other, was it not? It yielded them a level of emotional clarity. And freedom, too, in a way—love held you down, love put up fences. But hate was a borderless realm. You could come and go, do as you pleased, because what did it matter? Let it feed the hate. It needed only itself. Love had rules, but hate was lawless and free.

			(You loved him once, Mourning told himself. Didn’t you? Or was it only that you wanted to? Thought you could and thought he could, too? Maybe that was just the way between fathers and sons.)

			Whatever the case—

			This revelation was not a welcome one.

			Father continued: “I never said it, and I should have.”

			Mourning’s thoughts were a carousel: Is he dying? Does he fear I’m going to kill him, or not save him from those who want him dead? What is this? Why now? It’s a lie, Mourning decided. It had to be. A lie to manipulate him into—

			Into what position?

			Into loving him back?

			Father never needed love before. Adoration, yes. Obeisance, for certain.

			But never love.

			That question, returning again and again: Is the old man dying?

			He looked…not weak, not exactly, but diminished. Like parts of who he was had been flensed, stripped down to the bone. Maybe he wasn’t looking to protect his body, his life, but rather, protect something deeper.

			His soul?

			That impossible thought almost had him laugh out loud.

			(No need to protect something that did not exist. We take souls, Father had always said. We are not in need of our own.)

			Father stood suddenly. The chair behind him nearly falling. “Don’t you have a response?” he asked. Was that anger? Irritation? Or something else?

			“I…”

			Any response he could conjure turned to dust on his tongue.

			Father took a step around the far side of the table. Closer. “I didn’t want to tell you because I thought it would make you weak. A child expecting love is vulnerable.” Here, the old man extended his arms wide, his hands shaking. “Open up for an embrace and—”

			Father swiftly snatched a steak knife from his place setting and thrust it forward, into open air. Done with such rage that for a moment, it looked like he really believed someone was there, that he was gutting them, his eyes trailing to where the knife would be stuck in their guts. He blinked, and he eased his hand toward the table where his hand went slack and the serrated blade clattered to its surface.

			“Love is death,” he said, sounding lost.

			“Father, I don’t—” Mourning started to say.

			“I loved you.” Past tense now, I see, Mourning thought, as the man took another step closer. At least he didn’t have the knife in his hand. Even still, every part of Mourning’s body told him to get up, get out, go anywhere but here. Run far away and never come back. “I thought you could be the best of us. You were a slight child at first, and I thought—soft, soft, he’s soft. But you toughened. You tightened up. You became unsparing. Uncompromising.”

			Because I had to be, Mourning thought with no small sadness.

			Father scowled. “And then I put a gift in front of you, a soft puppy in need of a collar, in need of the leash, but instead of taking control, instead of—” He tightened his hand into a fist. “Instead of owning the creature, you gave yourself to her, you stretched your neck and offered your throat in an act of love—”

			Sophie.

			The walls around them grew darker.

			“Father, Sophie’s not some—”

			The red of the walls deepened from blood red to fresh bruise. Shadows gathered at the corners of the room, fingers of darkness crawling up toward the ceiling, down toward the floor. Mourning suddenly felt sick. A great pressure formed like a gun pressed to the center of his forehead even though there was no gun, no anything at all, but it felt like whatever it was could push through the bone plate at any moment, punching into his brain, popping his eyes free like those soft, sad grapes on the table and—

			Father took a deep breath and the shadows retreated.

			Mourning turned away, wiping tears from the corners of his eyes.

			“Love,” the old man said softly, almost wistfully. “See how it makes us weak? But I loved you. Loved your mother, too.” He paused before he said quietly: “You killed her, you know.”

			He did know that. Father had reminded him many times in his life.

			“You knew that. Yes. You knew it. Though, you don’t know how. Not really. Not precisely. We told you she died from sepsis. But she died there on the table. You burst free from her…” A strange smile crossed Father’s face as he looked up toward the ceiling, as if in remembrance. “I watched these hands, not human hands, but black, shining hands, hands tipped with the sharpest claws—each a yellow hook—pulling themselves free from her folds, like something erupting from inside a pomegranate, and I wept and cried out because, Rosalee, sweet Rosalee, I wanted her to stay, I needed her, you see? She gave me balance. We were not two, but one. Even with her Oriax blood. And yet. And yet. How beautiful, how staggeringly beautiful it was to see you born, to see her be the vessel by which my best child, a child of glory and grace, would be born—she was the mold that made you, and molds were meant to be broken, to shatter to give way to what they formed…”

			Mourning stood. Father’s eyes darted to him warily. The old man tensed up.

			“You’re talking nonsense,” Mourning said. Claws. Black shining hands. “That’s bullshit. All of it.”

			“Oh no. It’s not. I saw it. I saw the promise of you in those claws, those hands. The creature in you had already shown itself. The demon in your blood. In our blood. Gleaming red eyes somewhere in the dark of her meat. And then—then the beast retreated, didn’t it? Then, there you were, just a child. Pink-skinned and wriggling, coated in the broken shell of her. Her last words were to name you. To name what we’d all feel in her wake. Mourning.”

			I don’t want to know this.

			I don’t want to hear this.

			He’s lost his mind.

			Mourning backed up, toward the pocket-doors exit of the dining room.

			“Where are you going?” Father asked. In his voice, a hint of something: an accent. An old accent. From an older day.

			“I think I need to leave.”

			“You must stay.”

			“I’m going to go—”

			“Stay.”

			That word, said out loud, but also spoken on some subterranean, subsonic level. An echo in a hundred languages. Felt like someone drove nails through his feet into the floor. The word bounced around his mind like a fly looking for egress but finding only closed windows—stay, stay, stay, staystaystay, tip, tack, tap, buzz. It felt as if the word from his father did not originate there, but came from something deeper, something older—and that it spoke to the same deep, old thing inside himself. Like one monster commanding itself.

			Mourning tried to speak but couldn’t force the words past his lips. He could only make a sound in the back of his throat. An anguished hum.

			Father walked to him. Met him nearly nose to nose.

			“Do you know why you’re here?”

			His throat relaxed. The stiffness of his tongue softened. He was allowed to speak—expected to speak. But even still, he only shook his head.

			“I’ve seen the future,” the old man said, his breath thick with the savory stink of meat and the sour tang of strange fruit. “Ours is not an eternity. We live long, our kind, but not forever. My father, your grandfather, lived nearly two centuries. I’m…” His voice trailed. “That doesn’t matter. We may not be forever but our family must be, Mourning. It was a mistake to send you away. The family has to be strong. Now, more than ever. Threats bite at the edges. The winds are changing and we must be sure to turn with them. The Maynes are a legacy. The Maynes are everything. If I don’t have you here—”

			“You have the twins.”

			Father sneered. “I have the twins, and what is that? That is nothing. The twins have little respect for what we do. We are brokers of the human condition, Mourning. We create the debts—and we collect on them. We sell dreams for the price of one’s soul. And that power strengthens us all. That power is ours. But those two? They only see it as theirs. You, on the other hand—”

			Here, he grabbed the sides of Mourning’s face. Hard. The man’s palms were hot—skillet hot, fever hot.

			“You always understood that. Until I put Sophie in front of you. I wanted you to own her but you loved her instead. I thought you weak. But. You’re still a Mayne. Still one of us.”

			Mourning blinked back tears. Don’t show him weakness. Don’t let him in. He’s playing you. He always knew how to play you.

			And yet, it was working. Even if Mourning did not want to admit that.

			“You’re still my son,” Hadrian said.

			An uninvited surge of pride swelled like a balloon in Mourning’s chest. No, not like a balloon. Like a tick. Don’t let it drink from you.

			“What is it you want from me?” Mourning asked.

			“You’ll find that out soon enough.” Father licked his lips. “For now—” He dug into his pocket and pulled out a key—an old key, brass, longer than his hand. At its top, a misshapen window framing an asymmetrical symbol—

			The sigil of Agares House: a maze of five tangled lines, each line emerging from the chaotic knot with something at both ends: an eye, a hand, and a spear tip, a hawk’s beak, a coiling spiral.

			It’s the key to the cellar.

			Father pushed it into his hand.

			The key seemed to vibrate against the curve of his palm, begging to be used.

			“Been too long,” Father said.

			“I—”

			“No words. It’s time to truly come home, son.”

			With that said, the old man stood up and walked away.

			And Mourning, like a faithful hound long-beaten but desperate for love, got to his feet and followed his father.
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				The Fount

			
			
				As everybody knows, the Faustian bargain has had a long and rich career. It is not solely an emblem of Humanist pride, it is a great western myth. To “fly among the stars” stands for the restless discontent with mere humanness and for any aspiration so lofty that to fulfill it Man is willing to barter his most precious possession.

				—Jacques Barzun, From Dawn to Decadence: 500 Years of Western Cultural Life, 1500 to the Present

			

			It had been a long time since Mourning stood before the door to the cellar. It was in and of itself unassuming: a simple wooden door, old, made of barn wood and painted to match. It stood tall in the downstairs, toward the main kitchen. Its fixtures—the hinges, the knob—were roughly made and crude—pieces that should have belonged to the house of a simple farmer, not the estate of a man as powerful as Hadrian Mayne. The door offered no lock underneath the simple knob.

			And yet, it still needed a key.

			There would be no way to open the door without it.

			Not by turning the knob.

			Not by removing the hinges.

			No brute force could move it. (At least, no earthly force he knew of.) You needed the key, but not the key alone. You also needed a member of the Mayne family. Or, at least, their blood, Mourning thought.

			Father stood next to him. He gestured toward the door.

			Mourning took a deep breath.

			The key twisted a little in his hand. As if it were alive. As if it were eager.

			It called to the door, or rather, what lay beyond it.

			As Mourning brought the key to the door, he felt the key take its tithing: It squirmed in its grip and he felt its bite. A quick, sharp sting, like the pinch of a scorpion tail. He hissed inward. Blood traveled the outside of his thumb and slicked his palm. It took its price. Always a cost within a cost. A debt within a debt. Literal skin in the game.

			With that done, he pushed the key flat against the door—

			And heard a mechanism deep in the wood disengage.

			“Go on,” Father said.

			Mourning opened the door.

			

			—

			Down, down, down.

			The first set of steps—of old wood, wood that complained underfoot, as if you were stepping on the heads of sinners held fast in purgatory. And if you went down that set of steps, you could go right, into the wine and whisky cellar, or you could go left, toward a labyrinth of storage that matched the one in the attic, and there you might find anything from old paintings, to family photo books, to Mother’s forgotten things, to crates of vinyl records from decades past, to small hoardings of silver and gold.

			Deeper in were the stranger things. The things this room contained in both the sense that it held them, and in that it held them back. For instance, there was the old carousel horse from the merry-go-round Father once had built out back. A wretched thing, that horse. Nicked and chipped, its eyes wide and full of what Mourning once thought was panic but now he knew was rage. Spend any time with that horse, and the nightmares that came after would be legendary. And ill luck and bad feelings would follow you for days. Lorelei and Lachlan would sometimes lock him down here, cackling as he pounded on the door, hearing the horse’s splintered hooves clopping on the cellar floor, though every time he turned around, nothing was there, and the horse remained in its place, chained to the farthest shelf in the back of the maze.

			Walking ahead, more steps emerged out of the darkness, barely seen, for no light was there to illuminate them. You brought your own light, or you went down in the dark.

			These steps were not wood, but stone. Cut from the schist, the granite hammered and chiseled. These steps did not go straight down, no—but rather turned in a steady spiral. It was these steps they took.

			Mourning went first, into the great nothing.

			Feet echoing. Sound drifting up—a faint trickle-and-drip, for as you headed down, the walls grew damp, for not far above was the pond and the spring that fed it. The earth surrounding these walls was sodden with water and its sharp mineral odor.

			And just as the walls slickened, they also began to shine—

			Because that’s when the glow began. A glow like liquid firelight.

			Mourning felt his knees go weak. It had been so long since he’d been down here. He could feel it pulling him forward. The fount. Its waters. Drink me, bathe in me, swim in me, drown in me. The babble-gush of laughter and tears, mumbles and secrets. He heard himself make a sound, uncontrolled—a sound of pleasure and pain together, the sound one made when teeth closed on the lobe of an ear.

			The glow pulsed, brightened, seemed to gain life of its own.

			Around him, and inside him.

			And then, one more turn of the spiral—

			The cellar opened up. Walls of craggy rock, a floor made of cut black stone. All lit by what waited at its center:

			This, then, was the fount: A circular pool big enough to fit a dozen of him, its waters deep—though, what filled it was not water. This fluid emanated that glow, a glow like firelight off burnished bronze. If melting gold were tainted with arterial blood—that was its color.

			And the liquid was thicker, heavier, like honey. Like oil, though not quite an oil; it did not cling to anything or soak through fabric. When you touched it, it slickened the skin only for a moment before running off in fingery trickles.

			It seemed to stir of its own volition. A gentle, miniature tide, lapping against the sides of the pool. Mourning always believed it moved this way because, in a sense, the water—the elixir—was alive. How many souls comprised this well, swam together in ephemeral, etheric threads? The souls of presidents and paupers. Billionaires and buskers. Lives and names and memories lost.

			Above it, carved into the ceiling—

			Agares himself.

			A broad-shouldered man astride a draconic crocodile. In one hand, a spear. On the wrist of the other hand, a sharp-beaked raptor. His eyes were just crude x-marks, and his mouth was a foul, many-fanged grin.

			“Hail Agares,” Father whispered. “Keeper of our brood. Ascendant of our family. Collector of debts. Hail Agares.”

			“Hail Agares,” Mourning mumbled. It felt alien saying those words. How long had it been since he’d said them? Had he ever meant them? Did he believe in any of this? It was real, of course. But there was real and then there was real. There were stories—and then there were histories.

			Father urged him forward.

			“Kneel at the edge.”

			Mourning didn’t want that. Or rather, only that. He wanted to walk over and step into the fount, fully, bodily, sinking down underneath it, so that he could open his mouth and drink, so that he could open his eyes and see—

			But the old man said what he wanted, and Mourning knew to comply.

			He walked forward.

			He knelt.

			Father’s hand—still hot, still feverish—gently palmed the back of Mourning’s head. His fingers pushed underneath Mourning’s dark hair—before grabbing a hank of it, and plunging Mourning’s head under the surface.

			

			—

			It was, he knew, the best way to die. How could it not be? To be drowned in this? This liquid bliss? The immaterial made material? Once upon a time there might have been horror in it—these are souls, human souls, given to us and fed to the fount—but any such reticence and revulsion was long gone. He could feel hopes and dreams slipping past him. Kissing his lips. Stray thoughts and inside jokes—nightmares and anxieties. All in here. Gossamer strands of people’s very beings—all part of this broth of human existence, blended together, identities burned away. It gave him joy. He laughed—fat bubbles bursting from his mouth. He wept—his tears joining the souls, his tears swiftly eaten away. He tried to stand up, but Father’s hand held him down, and he felt something sharp at the base of his skull—not fingers, no, but claws, nails, screws, fishhooks, digging in, pushing hard, holding fast. This is the way to die, he knew. Father had brought him here to die. All his bullshit about love and his mother and him being the best of the family—just a trap, just a stream of honeyed poison drizzled in his ear. And he welcomed it.

			For a moment, at least.

			Then: The anger pushed past the bliss. Any sense of acquiescence was lost beneath fresh rage. He wants to kill me. Kill his own son. Because—what? He was a threat to the old man? Or worse, because he was a disappointment?

			Mourning thought: I can do it. I can kill him instead. He felt something shiver and squirm under his skin. Something that was him—but also, was not. His fingertips burned, feeling ready to split like bitten grapes.

			Something wants out of me—

			All this—

			The burning, golden bliss—

			The elixir of human essence—

			Debts collected and paid—

			An image flashed in his mind of him reaching back with both hands, grabbing his father’s head, and tearing it off his shoulders. What would come out? Blood? Snakes? A river of wraiths, pouring forth, their mouths open in a scream of release? Or would it just be a cough of black coal dust?

			He aimed to find out.

			And then, like that—

			Father pulled him back out of the waters of the fount.

			Mourning gasped. The old man spun him around and embraced him. Cheek to cheek. Trapping some of the elixir between them. Father moaned—both in what sounded like pleasure and regret.

			“Welcome home, son,” Father said.

			“Yes,” Mourning said, dizzy, electric, more alive than ever. “Home.”

			

			—

			That night, Mourning paced the bedroom like a junkie in the midst of a high he could not contain.

			He wanted to do anything and everything in that moment. He wanted to fight and fuck and eat glass and order a pizza and hunt something, anything, anyone, in the woods. That, from the elixir. It was power, but more than that—

			It was potential.

			But with it came another feeling, too: this sensation of something crawling underneath his skin. He looked down at his fingertips, expecting them to split. Expecting to see black claws pushing from clefts as the tips split. They didn’t. He felt along the fingertips with other fingertips, and found no cleft, no sign of tearing, nothing. Perhaps, then, just an illusion of the fount. Or, stranger still, a promise of power yet to come.

			It had been so long since he’d had a taste, and now he’d been nearly drowned in it. It felt like it was feeding him and feeding off of him in equal measure. And stranger still, it felt like something deeper within him was the one doing all the eating—and it was still hungry.

			Mourning found himself barging into the bathroom, planting his hands on the sides of the old porcelain sink, and staring long and hard at himself in the glass of the gilded mirror. Easy enough to see that his submergence beneath the waters of the fount did him immediate favors—he looked like he had a glow about him. Vigor bled from him in waves—a signal to any who would see. His lines, more defined. His eyes, clearer and brighter. He breathed out and caught the scent of crushed strawberries, cut grass, sea spray, fresh sweat in the well of a woman’s neck, the tang of a tear tongued from her cheek, the taste of the wet folds between her legs. His body thrummed, an electric guitar hooked to a max volume amp, distortion up, a power chord played.

			He cursed his father. What a cruel move: to taunt him with the taste of souls, to feed him, pump him up, to make him pulse with power—and then he had nowhere to go, no way to use it. He thought about traveling down the hall and ripping the heads off both his sister and his brother.

			Was that him who wanted that? Or something inside of him?

			The something he was feeding?

			He leaned forward again, staring into the mirror, looking for something, anything there in the dark of his eyes—something looking back that wasn’t him. Paranoid. You’re being paranoid. He wondered what he was even looking for. A black-clawed thing? Agares himself? Or worst of all—

			His own father’s eyes?

			Mourning blinked—

			And in the dark behind those eyes rose the black tower in the cornfield.

			Church, theater, cathedral, skyscraper, water tower, roller coaster—

			Dark bones, looming shape.

			The structure from my dream.

			Then it was gone again, gone in the literal blink of an eye.

			He shuddered and tried to go to bed, his head full of conflicting thoughts. It had been so long since he’d had any access to the fount, its effects had him feeling twitchy, like the stuff was in him, roaming through the halls of both body and mind like the Minotaur wandering the maze, a bully of horns and hooves. The bliss of it darkened by the presence of the structure in his thoughts—as if it were here with him now, lording over him, looming tall, its shadow deep and long as forever. And then there was his father—the old man dragging him home, feeding him elixir after so long away? To what end? The old man said it was a genuine outreach to bring him back into the family. Even if it was a true offer, there still had to be a cost to it. Nothing was unconditional with him. Nothing came free.

			Not with any of them. That was the truest thing about living amongst fiends like himself—

			Everything had a cost.

			Everything.

			

			—

			Somehow, he found sleep.

			In the dark behind his eyes, his dreams were vivid—scenes melting into other scenes, all of it running together like melted candlewax. In one he crawled through naked bodies, them pawing at him, mouths open toward him as if searching for a taste of the man who had summoned them, the prince who they served. He slipped from the slick carpet of flesh into a world on fire, in which he walked as a king and then ran through as prey. He drank elixir from a ditch. He climbed a mountain with gleaming claws. He saw his father there in the dark, standing next to a smiling man in a white suit. And then behind it all, and above it, and beyond it, that strange architecture rising from the swaying corn—a ziggurat of bones.

			And then, the deepest sleep took over.

			The elixir, stilled. Dreams banished.

			But it was not to last.

			Because in the cradle of the day—

			A pair of screams cut through the house, and Mourning was awake.
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				The Agony of the Empty

			
			
				This cycle. This endless fucking cycle. We buy their souls. They wither on the vine like old grapes and we swell, fit to burst, like new fruit. But that’s bullshit, isn’t it? WE don’t swell. THOSE ABOVE us do. We fill a thimble and think it a feast but the heads of families and blooded brood lords fill whole swimming pools with elixir and claim it’s not enough, never enough, oh but they want more, they NEED more, gorging and gulping and splashing around like fat, greedy children. We’re ALL just grubs chewing holes in the world.

				—from the suicide note of Phillip Malphas, 1996

			

			The screams, rising up through the house, pulled Mourning from his bed. He staggered toward the door and into the hall—

			The sound of the screams reached him as a steady roar, unceasing, uninterrupted. These were bellows of the deepest anguish: a gut punch of undistilled misery, the sound of a parent finding their child dead in their bed, the shriek of someone who had lost everything to a fire, the cries of someone who was told of a terminal illness with the clock a-tick-tick-ticking.

			He winced, blinked, following the sound.

			As Mourning descended the staircase, he realized he knew those screams. It was hard to tell them apart at first, hard to realize it was two screams serpent-twisted together—but it was, and those bellows of agony belonged to the twins.

			Even here, on the ground floor, the screams came up from beneath him.

			The cellar.

			The fount.

			Why were they screaming?

			He rushed to the door, panic coursing through him that the door wouldn’t be open—and he did not have a key, for Father had taken it back last night. But the door remained wide open.

			The screams spiraled up from that open door.

			And now, as Mourning hurried forth, a new fear seized him. Father tried to kill me. I wanted him dead. I imagined myself wrenching his head off his shoulders…

			What if Father was dead?

			The twins, screaming at his corpse?

			And how would the old man have died?

			I did it. That, an irrational thought. But one that kept dancing around his mind, I did it, I did it, I killed him, the elixir gave me power, I knew he wanted me dead so I killed him in return—

			Absurd. How could that be? He had no memory of it.

			The steps turned and disappeared underneath Mourning’s feet as he went deeper, deeper, but he thought, Shouldn’t I be there already, shouldn’t I have reached the bottom? Shouldn’t he be seeing the glow forming along the walls? Guiding him forward? The feel of the fount summoning him? Tugging his strings, feeling its call in his jaw, his balls, his belly?

			There. There! A glow. Faint.

			The screams, louder now, too. Haggard and raggedy, these screams. Throat-burning, gut-tightening screams.

			He emerged into the deepest cellar—

			And found that the glow came only from a pair of flashlights.

			Each flashlight sat askew on the ground, pointing forward. Next to them sat the crumpled shapes of two people Mourning knew were Lachlan and Lorelei, each half collapsed against the other.

			And the beams from the flashlight showed what was making them scream:

			The fount was empty.

			The elixir was gone.

			And so, as Mourning would soon find out, was their father.

		

	
		
			
				Part Two

				Blood and Soul
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				The Well’s Run Dry

			
			
				Some say we run the world. To them I say: No, we do not run the world. We don’t have to! We simply own the souls of the people who do.

				—Aurelius Mayne, said before bursting into laughter and stubbing out his cigar on the back of the head of the boy he was using as a footstool

			

			It was as if someone had died.

			Lorelei paced the downstairs halls and rooms, fingers plucking at one another, like she was pulling spiderwebs from their tips. She sobbed, sometimes quietly, sometimes in loud gulps and gasps. Lachlan sat in the hot, humid sunroom, the light coming through greenhouse windows slicked with last night’s rain—even in the sunlight, he was a dark cloud, a storm at the center of the room. He stared at his feet, hands clasped together in his lap. Feet tapping anxiously, worrying at his lower lip with too-white teeth. But the feeling of death went deeper.

			Father had drained the fount last night.

			And then he left. He was nowhere to be found. His car was gone. And Verner, his driver, too.

			He’s killed it. Killed us. Murderer.

			The loss of the fount formed a void—a sucking wound at the center of the house. Mourning had just gotten a key to the cellar, had just gotten a fresh taste of elixir—

			Felt that power in him once more—

			And it was just a trick. Some mad ruse. Father dangled it in front of him, then stole it away in an act of great cruelty.

			Mourning would get over it. He’d been out in the cold for the last five years. He could manage it again.

			Could you? he asked himself. How’d that go for you last time, huh?

			He kicked that thought back into the hole from whence it came.

			Mourning stepped into the sunroom, stood at the doorway, staring at his brother while his sister roamed the downstairs like a mindless specter.

			“Bet you’re pleased as a fucking peach with yourself,” Lachlan said. His voice was raw, like his vocal cords had been run over a rasp.

			“Don’t put this on me. I didn’t just show up here. The old man had me dragged out here—drugged and dragged out.”

			Lachlan sniffed. “I hear you did the drugging part all by yourself.”

			“Fuck you, Lachlan.”

			“Fuck you, Mourning.”

			Mourning turned to leave the room, deciding that it was time to get away from this place. Pack what little he had, get on a plane, head back to Seattle. Be done with this house. This family. This life, such as it was.

			“Wait,” Lachlan said.

			Mourning stopped.

			“What?” he asked his brother.

			“I’m—sorry.” Lachlan scowled like he was trying not to throw up, as if the apology was a purge, and a painful one at that. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry! I know you didn’t have anything to do with this. It’s just—” He stood up suddenly, hurrying over to Mourning and getting close, too close. “You show up, and then away he goes. Taking it all with him. The fuck? H-how can he do that to us? Not just to me and Lorelei, but fine, to you, too. I can see it in your face. You had a taste. I see the firebright flecks of it floating in those cold blue eyes of yours, Brother.”

			He’s just a junkie, Mourning knew. He thinks I can help him get his next fix.

			But aren’t you wondering the same?

			“What do you want from me, Lach?”

			“We need to find him,” Lachlan said, grabbing Mourning’s shoulders too aggressively—something he seemed to realize quickly as he softened his grip and then patted the sides of Mourning’s arms gently, as if he were brushing dust off. “It’s not just the elixir—it’s just—he’s our father. He’s our responsibility, and he’s getting older now—I mean, the old man’s old, right? And it’s plain to see. Something’s gone wrong in him. You could sense that, right? He seemed…”

			“Lost,” Mourning said. That’s what it was. The old man seemed lost. Not in every moment. But enough of them. Lost in the halls of his own mind. Wandering between emotions, memories. In search of something he didn’t understand.

			“Yes. Yes. Lost. He seemed lost. Come on, come on.”

			Lachlan pushed past him. Mourning called after, “Where are we—” Going.

			But Lachlan was already ten steps ahead, his hands waving in the air like restive birds. Like he was trying to shut Mourning up and get him to come along. Mourning knew he shouldn’t go. He knew he should leave. Should have never stayed in the first place. But family had gravity, and it pulled him to it.

			Mourning followed.

			

			—

			The journey was not a long one.

			Lachlan headed back down to the cellar—pausing for a moment in the back corner of the wine racks where a few very old whiskies were tucked away. He perused with a pair of walking fingers and then grabbed one and kept going. Mourning wandered after, noting again how empty it felt—an emptiness that only felt wider, greater, deeper, the closer he got to the fount. Going down no longer gave the sense of a cosmic descent. It still felt like falling, but now into a chasm—a dead place, an open pit.

			

			—

			Their voices echoed in the hollow space as Lachlan spoke.

			“You think he’s dead?” Lachlan asked, legs dangling over the edge of the empty stone pool. The floor of the pool gently slanted toward a slot at the center, now vacant. That, where the fount’s keystone once sat—the locus of the well of souls. Lach gestured with the bottle before handing it over to Mourning. “Head stoved in, like ol’ Eddie Malphas?”

			“The car’s gone. Verner, too. So probably not. But I don’t know.”

			“How’d he do it, you think? How’d that old fucking goat take it all with him?”

			“The head of a family controls its fount.”

			“Doesn’t explain this, though. The head of a family can’t just fuck off with the elixir or they’d all do it. And he did it fast, little brother.”

			“Maybe…there are rituals.”

			“Rituals? What fucking rituals?”

			“Rituals only the head of a family knows.”

			“No,” Lachlan said. “That only the head of a family can perform. Others know the rites. They have to, to pass them on.”

			His brother wasn’t wrong. There were always those who knew. Archivists, librarians, a strange elder, a loyal lifelong advisor. Some manner of fidus Achates who knew all the old ways, the secrets, the sins—put more succinctly, they knew how things were done, they knew who everyone was, they knew where the bodies were buried. Who the fidus Achates was in a family was meant to be a secret, but it was nearly always an open one.

			Which led him to ask:

			“Anyone call Uncle Julian?”

			“Tried. No answer.”

			“We should check on him. See if he’s—”

			“Gone? With Father?”

			Mourning sighed and shrugged, then took a swig from the Scotch. Some seventy-year-old bottle of Speyside whisky. No label except something penned in his father’s handwriting. It was like drinking hot, melted vanilla butter.

			His brother snatched it back, drank deep. Cleared his throat.

			“Bet he’s trying to protect the fount,” Lachlan said, wiping his mouth. “Malphas had his fount emptied. That Crassus woman buried herself with hers to make sure nobody came after it, the old bat. You can be sure when news of this gets out, Kipling will be eyeing his brood’s elixir.” Lachlan sniffed. “It’s Adamastor. I know it. The Dantalion is making their move.”

			“War with America? Europe wouldn’t dare.”

			“Eh, he’s thirsty, that prick. He’s been on a war footing since Malphas got got, they say, but that fucker has been on war footing since he chewed his way out of his mother’s womb. Him and his whole vile family. All the broods of Europe suck shit from between the toes of the Dantalion. They’d come for us eventually. Smelling weakness. Maybe Father knew that. Maybe he fucked off, thinking he was saving us. Protecting the elixir.”

			Mourning took back the bottle. “I think he lost his fucking mind.”

			“Hnnh. Maybe. Where do you think he went?”

			“Don’t know. Don’t much care.”

			“You really don’t care?”

			“Do you?”

			Lachlan didn’t answer. “Lorelei loves him. It’s not just…about this,” he said, gesturing toward the empty fount in front of them. “She actually cares.”

			“But do you care?”

			“Of course. Of course I care. He’s our father, you fool. I love him.”

			“Bullshit.”

			“It’s not. It’s not bullshit—”

			“Methinks thou dost protest too much, Brother.”

			“Oh, cut it out, Mourn. I love the old man. And I love you, too.”

			Mourning coughed a scoff at that. “Fuck, you don’t even like me.”

			“Didn’t say I liked you. I don’t like our father, either. But family isn’t about like. That’s for friends and pets. The relationships you choose are always shallow, shallow as a piss puddle. But family is a pit of blood, Brother. We’re swimming in that pit together. It’s the blood that binds us. Family isn’t about like. It’s about love.”

			“Love? Family is just a cult.”

			Lachlan laughed. “It is. Yes. You’re right. Especially for us. For us, it is a cult. More than that, it’s a religion, and a true one at that—the truest religion. We are born into it, Agares carried down in our veins, in our heads, in our fucking mitochondria, and we exist in a place beyond the mere trifle of faith. We’re born on the floor of this mad church, delivered into the hands of our gods, real gods, knowing that it’s all true, and all we can do to that is love—love as payment, love as price, love in the blood between us. That’s the debt we owe.”

			I don’t owe shit, Mourning thought, his mind growing fuzzy.

			One more swig from the bottle, then Mourning stood. “You’re already drunk. Or delusional. Or maybe just a regular run-of-the-mill liar.”

			“I prefer poet,” Lachlan said quietly, with a dour chuckle to follow.

			“Whatever it is, I’ve had more than enough of it. I’d say it’s been fun, but that would be a lie no one would believe.”

			Lachlan launched himself to his feet. “You need to find him.”

			“Find him.”

			“Father. You need to—”

			“Find him, yes, I heard you. And my answer is no. You find him.”

			“He tried giving you everything. You were always at his side because he wanted you there. But you threw it away. For—”

			“Don’t say her name.”

			“Suspect I don’t have to, Mourn.”

			“Don’t guilt me. Doesn’t work. I’m immune.”

			He headed back toward the stairs. Lachlan stepped in front of him.

			“Fine, then if guilt won’t work and you don’t care a whit about love, then I’ll lean into pure, perfect selfishness. You’ve got nothing out there in the world, Mourning. Whatever you had was here. And last night you got a taste of it. That power, that pleasure, I can literally see it in your eyes and there’s a very real, very serious part of you that doesn’t want to go back out into the cold. No more family, no more elixir, no nothing.

			“You saw the old man. Something was off with him. He isn’t long for this life—fuck, maybe he wandered away from the herd like a sick bison, and he’s out there already fading away. And someone is going to get to sit in the big chair. You want that to be me? Because if you stay: It’ll be you. And if you stay, if you help find our poor old father, I’ll make sure it’ll be you. No challenger to your ascent will be met with anything other than my teeth biting into their soft necks. So, how about it? Father’s gone. He’s fading. The empire is a rudderless ship in need of someone who can turn it into the waves. Stay. Let’s find him.”

			“You don’t want it?”

			“I look like I want that kind of responsibility?”

			“Do I ?”

			“You’ll be good at it. Even if you don’t want it.” Lachlan put a hand on his chest. “Besides, look at it this way: Whatever the reason was that the old goat fucked off with our hard-earned souls, Agares House will come. They’ll want their taste—but there’s no elixir to taste.” Fear danced in his eyes. “They’ll burn this place down. They’ll take our fucking heads.”

			He was right. Lachlan was wrong about a lot of things, but this? Was not one of them. The families of Agares House looked to the Maynes to control the fount. And now they’d lost that control—the elixir was gone. Those fiends earned it; they deserved their tastes. Their own house founts would dry up. And they’d come here, thirsty. Like yellow jackets in a hot summer.

			If they couldn’t get a taste of elixir?

			Then they’d want blood instead.

			Worse, Caetano Adamastor and the Dantalion would certainly smell the weakness on the wind. They’d have their knives in hand as soon as word got out.

			Lachlan said another true thing, spoken now in a low voice: “You can run, little brother. But your last name is the same as mine and eventually all this will catch up to us, and we will be buried underneath it. Unless we find our wayward fuck of a father.”
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				You Can Run, Little Brother

			
			
				If one knows hell as home, then is returning to hell a homecoming?

				—Percival Everett, James

			

			Mourning was way the fuck out of there. Why wouldn’t he be? All he had to do was throw what little he had with him in that roller bag, buy an airline ticket online, call a Lyft or an Uber or a taxi or whoever would take him to the airport for a wad of cash, and then he was gone. Back to Seattle.

			He chucked his stuff into the bag even as Lachlan’s words chased him around, biting at his heels, drawing blood: Your last name is the same as mine and eventually all this will catch up to us.

			What Father had done was a profound betrayal. The fiends of the families of Agares House—like in all the old broods—stayed in line because they were given their tastes. They bought the souls. They filled the founts. And they were owed their measure.

			No elixir meant no control.

			No control meant there was nothing to keep them in line.

			Nothing to stop them from, at best, ensuring that the Maynes would not be the heads of Agares House going forward, and that’s if the fiends of their brood were feeling charitable. And they were never charitable. Which meant they’d do more than end their reign. They’d, as Lachlan said, take their heads.

			Or worse.

			Their kind was particularly cruel. Among them, callousness was a virtue. How could it not be? They bought human souls—then drank them, bathed in them, used them as moisturizer, as makeup, as drug, as lube. The very core of who a person was, distilled down to a mere product in order to make them feel good, look good, fuck good, and, above all else, demonstrate their power.

			We can’t let this get out, Mourning thought, and then immediately cursed himself. If he could’ve swatted himself on the nose with a newspaper, he would have. No. No! You’re thinking like someone with responsibility.

			Someone who cares.

			And he did not care.

			And he most certainly was not responsible for any of this shit.

			“They threw me away,” he said under his breath. They kicked him down into the darkness. Into exile. “So back to exile I go.”

			He ordered a plane ticket from Philly to Seattle.

			Or, rather, he tried to.

			His card? Declined.

			“No,” he hissed. Tried another card. Declined. “No, no, no.”

			Three cards later—

			Still no plane ticket.

			Truth was, he’d been living off his family’s dole all this time—that was strategic on Father’s part, to be sure. Though elixir was out of reach, money was not. Were Mourning to be pressed for money, Hadrian would’ve feared his son would go to one of the other broods, offer them something, anything on Agares House to get paid. Already Mourning was in danger of that with needing elixir. Without money, he would be a liability, and so Hadrian—or, at least, someone on staff—always ensured his accounts were topped off, his cards renewed, his funds flush enough to keep himself drunken, drugged up, rent paid, the DoorDash guy tipped well.

			But now—

			That time seemed to be over.

			He still felt half hungover, half itchy from so much elixir the night before, and for a moment he envisioned himself tearing this room to ribbons. Holes in the wall, pits in the floor, wires pulled out of the ceiling. He wanted to rip up the floorboards, bloodying his hands with splinters as he roared. The itch was so deep he felt like he had to pull off his own skin, scrape his nails against his own bones, just to get at the feeling. Something squirmed around inside him. Threadworms of anger and panic. Calm down.

			It was like being fucked up on pills. Or tripping on mushrooms or a sugar cube of acid. You had to remember: I’m on drugs. Calm your tits. Breathe in. Breathe out. Be one with the universe.

			It barely worked—but it did keep him from freaking out like a trapped rat. Even still, he bolted from the room, a man on a mission, looking for someone, anyone, who had an answer for him. Suddenly the mansion felt monstrous and labyrinthine—and, worse, empty. Once this place had been crawling with staff. And often, guests, too—other fiends, the sworn and avowed of the enfants perdus, or just the wealthy, the worldly, the powerful.

			But now it was just him. The buzz hum of this place now felt like a windowsill graveyard of dead flies. There came with it an apocalyptic sensation, like he was the only man alive in a ruined world.

			Finally, he found Ingrid just downstairs—she knelt by the steps, polishing them with raw white knuckles. A grimace hung on her face.

			“You,” he said, snapping at her.

			She shot him a look, then seemed to make a conscious effort to soften it. “What is it, Mister Mayne?”

			“I—my credit card won’t work.” He felt foolish suddenly, like some pissy little Chet, whining to a woman polishing furniture about his money.

			“The accounts are frozen.”

			His heart jumped a fence like a spooked horse.

			“What?”

			She stood up, her knees crackling as she did.

			“The elder Mayne froze all accounts but one.”

			He felt a headache form in the center of his forehead, like a tropical depression rising from the middle of the dark, turbid sea. “Let me guess: his own?”

			“That’s correct.”

			“But the rest of the accounts—not just mine—are frozen?”

			“That’s correct.”

			He really has killed us. Like the captain of a boat disabling the engines and slashing the sails before jumping overboard. They were adrift.

			No elixir. No money.

			He bared his teeth and marched back upstairs, trying to find Lachlan or Lorelei—but he wasn’t able to find either of them. Mourning then hurried back to the room, grabbing his phone and calling everyone he knew in Seattle—trying to get them to pay for a plane ticket for him. People who owed him favors, or at least that’s how he put it—truth was, he owed most of them favors, or money, and each call ended with him hanging up and nearly throwing his phone against the wall.

			He sat on the bed, panting. Sweating. This room was his cell; this house, his prison. He wasn’t going anywhere.

			Mourning was—

			—and this very thought made the bile rise in his throat—

			Home.
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				But You Can’t Hide

			
			
				…Hell is the home of the unreal and of the seekers for happiness. It is the only refuge from heaven, which is, as I tell you, the home of the masters of reality, and from earth, which is the home of the slaves of reality. The earth is a nursery in which men and women play at being heroes and heroines, saints and sinners; but they are dragged down from their fool’s paradise by their bodies…

				—George Bernard Shaw, Man and Superman

			

			The first night in Seattle after he’d been exiled from home was a memory that lived at the front of Mourning’s mind—like a taste you couldn’t shake from your tongue, the tang of bitter fruit.

			He remembered having no apartment, few friends, no direction but the desire to get far the fuck away from his father and the twins back on the East Coast—that hungry need to leave the territory of Agares House and disappear. That evening, feeling lost and alone, he pulled up a seat at a trendy rooftop bar in South Lake Union called Ether 66, ordered the fanciest, stupidest, most hipster-ass cocktail he could find, and let the night take him.

			And it took him places: An hour later, he was with a group of food bloggers, sex toy influencers, and tech-bro startup junkies at a nuclear-end-times-bunker-themed escape room. An hour after that (failing to escape their apocalypse bunker) they stole wooden boats and went out on the lake. And an hour after that, Mourning ended up snorting m-cat and having a threesome with some famous YouTube mukbang girl and the vagabond son of a billionaire algorithm designer. That night became every night. It was the first night. It was the last night. It was all the nights in between. Some version of get fucked up, fuck, get fucked.

			Now, back in Pennsylvania, Mourning thought:

			Why ruin a good thing?

			And that’s how he ended up fucking a new-money horse girl on his father’s bed at three o’clock in the morning.

			

			—

			He had cash. Not enough to get him on an airplane, but enough to get him down to nearby New Hope to a bar called Riverhaus there at the edge of the waters of the Delaware, and enough to buy himself a drink or three.

			It was a warm, weird night—humid, the threat of ill weather hanging heavy in the air, clouds pulsing to the silent beat of distant storms. He was going to get another fancy, stupid, hipster-ass cocktail, but a wild hair corkscrewed up his ass and he thought, bitterly, The old man loved wine, so let’s have a bottle. Bottle of red. Something from the West Coast with a crow on the label.

			That’s when she came up next to him at the bar to order an Aperol spritz. He had a honeyed tongue—had to, given what he was, what he had to do—and knew how to be self-effacing at the same time he was being cocky, knew how to be confident and funny but then retreat to false humility. More to the point—he knew to listen more than talk. It wasn’t just that other people appreciated when you listened, because they wanted to be heard, everybody did—but the real thing, the most important thing, was when they talked? They told you who they were. And in Mourning’s world, where you had to know who a person was, if their soul was worth anything at all, and how to convince them to sell it, that meant listening as much as you could.

			Turned out, it was also a very good way to get someone into bed.

			So—Aperol spritz girl. Amandia was her name. Not Amanda. Not Mandy, Mindy, but Amandia. Rich girl name. New money. New money parents always loved to name their kids something fresh—not some old stuffy family name, because with that sweet sweet new money, you could kick your tired, pathetic legacy to the curb. Your mother’s name was Barbara? Who fucking cares? Your kid, she’s called Sage. Or Aurora. Or Finley. Emery, Tylia, Skyla, Caedyn-Aubrelia. Or, you know, Amandia.

			Amandia with the lake-blue eyes, the blond hair in tight curls—

			(Like Sophie)

			And he knew right out of the gate she was a horse girl. To be fair, this was the center of Bucks County, all you had to do was shake a tree and three horse girls would fall out of it. Lot of money around here, new and old, lot of land, lot of old farms with old stables, and that meant horse girls. And Mourning had always loved an equestrian. He told himself it was because they had strong thighs, but that was more a joke, the kind of braggy blustery bullshit you said to the lads—really, it was that they knew how to command an animal. They were assertive. Knew the direction they wanted to ride in. (Plus they liked leather and riding crops.)

			So, he laid it on thick. Effusive but not needy. A little bit of a dick but not too much of a dick. He let her talk, and that turned her on, because again: Who didn’t love a chance to be heard? She ditched the spritzes for his wine. He convinced her to pay for the second bottle—said he’d pay her back, but he forgot his cards back at his house, and his Venmo had been hacked, some lie, some nonsense, and the invite was there, dangling in front of her—the baited hook. He was a new thing. She didn’t want to hang out with her girlfriends anymore tonight, said they were being annoying. Mouth open, she bit down—

			Hook, set.

			She paid for the Uber. He fingered her in the backseat on the way back to the house. At the mansion, he realized he had no key, so with wine vapor steaming from his mouth he pounded on the door until a weary Ingrid let them in—

			And then, another wild hair up his ass, he thought:

			Why go back to his sad little guest room?

			He took her to his father’s side of the house.

			(Because of course the old goat had his own wing.)

			They spun into the bedroom, a horny, half-drunk maelstrom of clothes being clumsily removed and cast away. They were messy and inelegant, their efforts blunt and stupid—kissing so hard their teeth clacked together, her pinching his nipple hard, too hard, but fuck it, he liked it, she bit his ear, he grabbed her ass, the sour miasma of wine breath passing between them from his mouth to her lungs from her mouth to his lungs, a rough hand job, him doing an untidy alphabet with his tongue between her legs—it was all so pedestrian and high-school-sloppy and he loved every second of it. Especially when she shoved him backward and rode him like the broken-in beast that he was.

			

			—

			He thought about it, of course. How could he not? I could keep going. I could find out more of who she is, what she wants. I could get her to give it to me, that thing more important than everything else: I could get her to sell me her soul, I bet.

			Mourning hadn’t done that in years now. Not since he left home. And it wasn’t because of some great prohibition—in Seattle, he still felt that pull toward it. But personally, he’d lost the taste for it. And he wouldn’t even get any benefit anyway—the souls did not stay with the buyer, after all. Souls went on to the fount—lives and minds and feelings all became elixir. And if he bought her soul now, where would it even go? The fount was dead. Father was gone. Nobody was getting a taste. Good, he thought. Fuck them. But a part of him felt empty at the thought of it, empty and scared and oh-so-thirsty for another taste.

			

			—

			In the dark of dreams, a whisper crawling from the top of a twisting ziggurat: Abugor. Stolas-Ka. Hyor-Ka. Uthuthma.

			

			—

			Her hand on his knee. He cleared his throat and moaned a little, turning on his side. A question, softly asked:

			“What’s an Uthuthma?”

			That wasn’t Amandia’s voice.

			He sat up sharply, propping himself on his elbows.

			Lorelei was slithered up between him and Amandia.

			She was clothed—wearing the wisps of a ratty white dress. Sickly  green mascara streaked her cheeks like drying algae.

			His sister had one hand on his knee.

			The other, on Amandia. Fingertips tracing down along the woman’s ribs, almost as if counting them for some purpose. To her hip, crossing toward her—

			Mourning caught her wrist. It was thin, sharp. Like he’d wrapped his hands around a heron’s beak. She hissed and withdrew.

			“She’s pretty,” Lorelei said, dewy eyes watching him carefully.

			“Leave.”

			She stood—an achingly slow, silent movement. Even now, she reminded him of the cellar spiders he found sometimes down in the passages beneath the house. They were wispy, diaphanous creatures—so pale they were nearly translucent, with too-long legs and an eerie, alien grace. And he’d seen her playing with them from time to time. Lorelei could’ve easily called those things her kin—whenever she spoke, he half expected a flood of them to come trickling out.

			“So you’re staying?” She moved her fingers in the air, waggling them like each was a moth stirred to flight. “It looks like you’re staying.”

			He felt all parts of his body tense. What was she doing here? What was she planning? “Where’s Lachlan?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You do know. You always know.” They were almost never apart. Not even during times they should’ve definitely been apart, he suspected.

			“We can be separate. Sometimes.” She pouted. “You and he had your talk. I want to speak to you now. Is that so wrong?”

			It’s fucking creepy, is what it is.

			Next to him, Amandia stirred a little, but remained asleep.

			“What…do you want to talk about, Lorelei?”

			“We didn’t do it.”

			“Do what, Lorelei?”

			“Hurt him. Kill him. Run him off. We didn’t know. We weren’t involved.”

			“Is that what you came to tell me?”

			Her fingers drifted in the air like they were tracing the paths of moths. “Look around. You’ll see. He lost his mind. And not in a fun way.”

			Amandia moaned a little louder now. A small whimper. Mmnn.

			Lorelei watched them both. She never blinked. Not now, and not ever, far as he could tell. Those big, full-moon eyes. Bright and vigilant, ever scrutinizing. Lorelei always seemed somehow both endlessly fragile and horribly infinite. And the eyes were just a part of it—they conferred both this feeling of waifish naïveté alongside the certainty you were being hunted.

			Am I being hunted, Lorelei?

			Did you do something to Father?

			“Can I play with your girl?” Lorelei asked.

			He lowered his voice when he said: “No. You need to go.”

			“I’ll tell Lachlan you decided to stay.”

			“I haven’t decided a fucking thing. Just leave—” But then. “Wait.” He eased off the bed, planted his feet on the floor. He felt his sister’s eyes travel down to what was between his legs and he quickly covered it up with a sheet. “That…that thing. In the piano room. It looked like Sophie. What was that? What did you do?”

			Her lower jaw worked back and forth—the sawing motion of a meth addict—as her face broke into the biggest grin, showing off her little river pebble teeth. “Not a thing. A precious someone who wanted to be my friend, is all. And they were. We became the best friends.”

			“It seems to me, being your friend is a dangerous proposition.”

			Her grin only broadened. Those pebble teeth clacked together as she bit the air. “My friendship is quite intense.”

			With that, she backed out of the room, still smiling that eerie knife-slit smile, until she closed the door behind her. Softly at first, but then a hard pull at the end so it made a loud sound.

			Amandia stirred, then more sharply.

			“Hey,” she said, looking confused.

			“Get cleaned up,” he said coldly. “You’d better go.”
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				The Excavation of Hadrian Mayne

			
			
				You got that light up in your heart

				But that devil in your bed

				You got that feelin’ for some healin’

				And bad thoughts in your head

				Ain’t no way to shake it

				So you run with it instead

				You giving up, you giving in

				And now you’re devil-fed

				—Gumdropper, “Devil Red” from Sex & Skulls, Vol. II

			

			Hadrian Mayne had the entire east wing of the house to himself. It was how the old man liked it, having his own little kingdom. In this wing were seven rooms: bedroom, its en suite bathroom, the library-slash-study, the billiards room, the gun room, the sauna, and, of course, the Altar to Agares.

			This was forbidden territory. You only came here when summoned—either to be punished or to be rewarded. It was inviolate. Hallowed ground. Always clean, well-kept, elegantly ordered—as buttoned-up as the man himself.

			And that, like the man himself, had changed.

			Once upon a time, Father’s presence lurked in every inch of wallpaper, in the crevices of every stone wall, in every breath of ancient air, even pressed into the wood oil that made every surface gleam. Even when you weren’t standing in front of him, you could still feel him looking down at you, lording over you. But now? The place was a fucking mess.

			Trash, everywhere. A musty, moldy smell clinging to everything. Somewhere: something rotten, rancid.

			If he hadn’t seen his father, he’d think they’d been robbed. But this disarray was not that of someone crashing through the place, looking for something. This was the disarray of dereliction—this was decline, this was decay.

			Mourning told himself he felt the need to understand it—but secretly, deep down inside, he knew he wanted to relish it. He went out to Seattle and lived the last five years in a fucking haze, well—what was his own father doing here? Hadrian Mayne, King Shit, that old goat, wandering the halls of his own home, going fucking nuts? Mourning wanted to revel in that.

			So, with the horse girl gone, Mourning wandered.

			

			—

			The library—aka, the old man’s study:

			Mourning stepped into the room. He’d been in here before, only rarely—though it was not a sacred space, per se, Father always made it clear: This place is for books and business. You’re neither books nor business.

			The cherrywood desk, big and broad-shouldered. The built-ins behind the desk were stuffed with books across a bizarre spectrum, which Mourning had noted even as a child: books on tax code next to books about Sumer next to James Joyce next to wilderness survival guides. The middle shelf of each was reserved not for books, but rather, photos in frames—dusty, gold-framed photos of the old man with various politicians and tycoons and moguls. World leaders and tyrants. In many, Father wasn’t even standing next to them. He was several people down, or sometimes half-blurred in the background, spotted like a cryptid, like some mythical beast. (Which was how Father liked it. We lead from behind, he’d say. We whip the horses and the beasts charge. It’s why he always distrusted Callahan, Mourning’s cousin. Callahan wants to be at the front, always at the front. But the lead sled dog is still just a fucking dog. Be the man in the sled, not the dog in the snow, son.)

			This room, like all the others, was in disarray.

			An empty Cognac bottle. A plate of crumbs and crusts. Coffee mugs, their contents only half consumed, mold blooming in some. Torn pages scattered about. Notes on various pieces of paper, written in increasingly erratic handwriting—but unmistakably the old man’s scrawl.

			He walked around the other side of the desk, and realized he’d never been on this side of the desk. Not even to look at the books. The front of the desk was a line of demarcation—a Rubicon never to be crossed. Being over here felt so wrong it almost made him sick.

			And yet, it felt powerful, too.

			He imagined himself on that side, as his father. Hands flat on the desk as he stood up. Lording over his son Mourning, who had done something at school again—cheated on a test, pushed another student, broke a window. Father was never mad at the indiscretions. He was mad because Mourning got caught.

			The punishment was never physical. Father never laid a hand on him.

			No, the injuries were deeper. Invisible to all but the injurer and the injured.

			Mourning learned not to be attached to anything, because once he was, it became a thing the old man could break when Mourning displeased him.

			Mourning brought a hermit crab back from the Shore one year. Then one day not long after, he back-talked to his father. Mourning didn’t even remember what he said, but he remembered why: because Father wouldn’t let him go to Great Adventure with other boys from school, because those boys were poor, they were lesser, Mourning was “not like them”—though back then, Mourning did not know precisely what that meant. Mourning was pissed, so he talked shit—some petty ten-year-old snit, said I hate you or something. So Father brought him in here, showed him the hermit crab like a magician about to surprise you with a trick—then he crushed it under the bottom of a wine bottle. Ta-da.

			Another time: Hadrian found out his son had been writing poetry—poetry of all things—in middle school. This was Mourning’s effort to write down his feelings, but also to be, you know, dramatic, purple, sensitive. He thought maybe that’s what he could do one day: be a poet or a songwriter or a philosopher, someone who went out and had big thoughts and strong feelings and who arranged them beautifully for others to see. (Besides, girls liked poets, didn’t they?) Father found the book. Probably didn’t like that he was mentioned in there, too, not by name, no, but it would’ve been clear enough who Mourning meant.

			He brought Mourning in, showed Mourning the book, put the book in the small metal trash can he had under his desk, then he carried it to the middle of the room, unzipped his pants, and pissed into the can, onto the book.

			He made Mourning carry it out of there, the book still dripping piss. Told him to throw it away proper, in the outside trash can.

			Mourning did.

			The old man didn’t let him shower for two days, either.

			Just to make sure the smell of urine clung to him, stale, bitter.

			But the most stinging rebuke was when Hadrian destroyed the recipe box.

			Mourning wasn’t a cook, had no interest in ever cooking, and fully expected to live a life where he had staff to do that for him morning, noon, and night.

			But his mother loved to cook. And she had this little metal recipe box where she kept all her handwritten recipes and all her notes for substitutions. It didn’t just contain recipes, either. It contained a few Polaroids—the only images Mourning had of his mother. And one day, the old motherfucker summoned him to this office. Mourning was, what, fifteen? Father said, You’re weak and it’s disappointing me. You’re too much like her. You killed her once. It’s time to say goodbye to her again. And then he burned the recipes and the photos in the same fucking trash can he’d once pissed into.

			The real kicker: Mourning hadn’t even done anything wrong.

			It was just a thing Father decided he needed to do. “You’ll realize why eventually,” Father told him. Mourning never did figure it out.

			These memories came crashing back on him, like a crushing wave.

			That’s when Mourning decided it was never too early to drink.

			

			—

			The drinking part was easy: Father had been drinking, too, it seemed, leaving behind a scattering of half-drained bottles. Gin here. Whisky there. Bit of wine. Mourning drank and wandered and wondered: What happened to you, old man? What broke you? And where did you go?

			

			—

			Back in the bedroom, with its wooden four-poster bed, its red silk sheets, its milk-colored pillows, like dollops of cream spilled in a pool of blood.

			The nightstands were chaos—books and papers and trash. A half-smoked cigar sat there next to several mostly empty bottles of expensive wine and whisky and liqueur (which Mourning sipped from, sip, sip, sip, his mind already falling back into a pleasing haze). Though most mundane and disappointing of all were the little cairns of empty wrappers from candy bars. Snickers, Twix, Hershey, a 100 Grand of all the things, like it was fucking Halloween. Like his father had become some base little gremlin with a taste for cheap-shit chocolate.

			As for the books—Mourning found piled there next to the bed books on the occult, atlases of maps of the United States, texts about the Great Depression and World War II, all strewn about, some pages ripped from the bindings. One book in particular sat on the right-hand nightstand, tented—a book called Transmundane Architectonics. It looked self-published—a textbook written and produced by a madman. (This madman in question was someone named Richard Ledesma Torres. Mourning found in the back pages a blurry photo of a bearded, penitent man with small, round eyeglasses.) Father was reading this?

			Mourning moved on.

			

			—

			Midday, he decided to switch to suicide juice.

			That meant taking bottle after bottle into Father’s expansive bathroom, along with one of the coffee mugs whose remnants hadn’t yet fruited into fungus.

			The bathroom remained fairly clean by the standards of the rest of the wing. It was not gaudy or overdesigned. The room was practically Scandinavian: all dark wood and gray tile.

			Mourning washed out the mug, and then used it to play bartender alchemist, mixing in a splash of whatever lurked in each of these bottles. Gin, whisky, Cognac, on and on. The last one was a dark aged Port—forty years. On it: a handwritten label, though not crudely penned, but rather in a calligraphy inked with a purposefully messy panache. It said: Gift from Caetano, Tawny, Douro. A good bottle, but certainly not Adamastor’s oldest. That family had bottles in their cellars well past a century, and sending Father a bottle this young was probably an insult—a lump of dogshit wrapped in a pretty bow.

			That was the Dantalion, though. Even a gift was a middle finger.

			Whatever. Into the mug it went. Glug-a-glug-a-glug.

			He took a sip of the concoction. It tasted muddy—warming spices and paint thinner. A murderous orgy of tastes in his mouth.

			It would do.

			

			—

			The billiards room, where the old goat had apparently taken a number of his guns and cleaned them right there on the green. Guns, rags, gun oil, all there spread out on the table next to loose billiard balls and a loose cue. The oil had stained the green, too. More mess.

			Mourning played a round of billiards by himself—after removing the guns from the table, of course. Then he played with those same guns—the old man had wanted to teach him to shoot, and Mourning had learned for a time how to knock a clay pigeon out of the sky with birdshot, but otherwise, he always found guns…well, he’d told Father he found them distasteful, but truth was, he found them fucking terrifying. A gun was like the power to point your finger at someone and end their life. Father said guns were nothing compared to the power they themselves possessed natively, at birth, thanks to the blood of Agares—and as such, the old man treated guns like toys, like collectibles. Whatever the case was, half drunk on suicide juice, Mourning found the joy in the weapons: twirling revolvers, fucking around with the pump actions on different shotguns, jacking back the actions on pistols, and it was only in the midst of this that he realized how sexual guns were—all the pumping and jacking and sticking your fingers in things. Christ, look at the shape of bullets, he thought. Shaped for maximum penetration. He laughed out loud at the absurdity of it.

			The suicide juice was tasting pretty fucking good now.

			

			—

			In that room was an old record player—a Bang & Olufsen Beogram 4000 from the ’70s, with its spare Danish industrial design. Next to it, the old man had a toppled-over tower of random vinyl—

			The Monotones, Charlie Daniels Band, the Ink Spots, the Regimental Marches of the British Army, Volume Two. In the player, of all things? Gumdropper’s fifth album, The Stairs in the Woods.

			The old man listened to Gumdropper? Father was still a fucking mystery. And he wasn’t even dead yet.

			(Presumably.)

			Mourning put the album on.

			Soon he was thrashing about, damn near throwing up.

			

			—

			By the time the album hit its last track (“House of Idyll”), Mourning was good and sauced—hair amuss, brow slick with sweat. He kicked on the sauna and made himself hotter, sweatier, nastier. He cackled and screamed inside the wooden box, pretending to be his father, losing his mind.

			

			—

			He decided no wander would be complete without a trip to the Altar of Agares.

			It was a simple, mostly empty room, its walls scrawled with messages in a thousand languages, some living, many dead. The messages were not prayers, not entreaties seeking favor—that, Father said, would be weak. We don’t pray to those that made us; we venerate them by being powerful. These messages spoke about how strong Agares was—and how strong those blooded by him were, in turn.

			At the far end of the long room, a simple altar made of black granite—a solid block of it. On it, a golden bowl with a drain in its center, and further, a drain in the center of the floor. It was customary, Father said, that once upon a time to truly destroy an enemy, you had to take their head or their heart, place it in this bowl, and hold it above your head and let the blood rain down on you. Even better if you had claimed their essence for the fount first. Truth was, nobody really did that anymore—those were the old ways. Now it was mostly a symbol, though for some ceremonies, they filled it with elixir and let that be what rained down upon you, instead of blood.

			Mourning was brought here during his becoming—

			When a child became an adult on his eighteenth birthday, the blood in him awakened. From child to adult, but also, from human to something else.

			Something greater.

			From man to fiend, Father whispered in his ear as the elixir ran down upon him. Young Mourning. So stupid. After that, though, things did change for him, for a time. Father respected him more. He was no longer punished. He was brought into the family dealings, the ways revealed. Given a taste for elixir and shown how it was to earn it for the fount…to give someone something in return for that most precious of resources: their very soul.

			Still. Mourning wasn’t sure he was a believer. He believed they had a power, yes. But all this? The pomp and circumstance, the stories of what the rest of the world called demons being their progenitors? That old monstrous DNA still crawling around their veins, their cells, hungry for elixir? Maybe. Mourning didn’t care for it. He even told Father once: Our power is our own, isn’t it? At that, Father just laughed. But he never said if he disagreed.

			

			—

			Time was meaningless here in the east wing. Had the day gone past so fast? It had. He’d lost all this time wandering this place. Had he even learned anything about his father?

			Whatever the case, cataloging madness was only so interesting for so long—and he knew he was not equipped for this sort of thing. He didn’t study in school. Barely ever did the work. He was good at people, not this, not information.

			Everybody was a door, their heart a lock to be picked, and everything else was just wainscoting.

			Somewhere along the way, one cup down and another now mixed up, he flopped into his father’s bed, momentarily grossed out at whatever the man had done in this space. That old goat never seemed to live much of a sexual life—it was as if he didn’t have time for women. He’d heard stories that once in a blue moon, Father went into the city—whether that meant Philly or New York, Mourning did not know—to submit himself to a high, high, high-dollar dominatrix. But he had to guess that was just a ribald fantasy. Assuming Father would give up control, even to satisfy some deeper darker need to relinquish it, had to be fiction.

			The man was over a hundred. Who knew if he even had a sex drive anymore, or if he’d drowned it in a bathtub like a thrashing rat.

			Whatever had happened here, Mourning found that his delight in colonizing a space that had belonged to his father far outperformed any weirdness he had over being here. Fresh anger kicked in him like an ornery horse. Fuck you, you old prick. He idly wondered, What if I don’t find him at all? What if I just stay here? He could take his wild life from Seattle and bring it here to—

			To where? The moneyed suburbs of Bucks County? Old shitty white people and their old shitty tastes and their old shitty politics?

			He shuddered at that. It felt like being put out to pasture.

			Still, a small part of him thought: I could do it, I could be rid of him, I could claim this house as my own—claim the house, the family, the whole fucking brood.

			Mourning Mayne: head of Agares House. Absurd. But titillating, too.

			Well. Fuck all that. He took another sip of the suicide juice; any of its vomitous overtones were now gone. He barely tasted it. If anything, it was the Port that stood up tall amidst the other flavors. Bold, weird, raisiny.

			Where the fuck did you go, Father?

			He grabbed the stupid book sitting nearby. Transmundane Architectonics. Went right to where his father had stopped—

			Mourning started reading, saw phrases like interstitial terrain and Heilige Linien and orphic telluric currents. In the margins of one page, Father had messily scrawled one gibberish word, and underlined it a number of times: Limentinus.

			He tried reading further, but—

			It wasn’t long before his eyelids felt as if they’d been fishhooked to a couple of boat anchors. His head felt melty, dripping, like fat off a spit of roasted meat. He’d slept like shit the night before, after all, and the suicide juice was soaking his brain like a brine, and—

			

			—

			Dreams, dark dreams. Agares on his reptilian beast, hawk in hand—a shadow looming over him, darker than Agares’ own heart—the hawk cries, a beam from the window of a bleak black-bone tower turns it to a red mist and charred feathers, Agares is crushed by the shadow, flattened into the corn, writhing against a shadow that should be weightless but was nevertheless as heavy as the heart of a black hole—

			

			—

			Another day. Mourning didn’t leave the wing. He used the intercom—one in every room—to have Ingrid prepare food and bring it to him. He drank and ate. He loaded the guns but did not fire them. He went into Agares’ shitty little chapel and took the golden bowl off the altar and pissed into it, laughing as he did so, watching the piss come right back out the bottom of the bowl because that’s how the bowl worked, and that was even funnier. Mourning went into the bathroom again and sorted through Father’s medicine cabinet—their kind was preternaturally healthy, didn’t need much by way of medications, and yet, the old prick had a few of note: Mourning ate a trazodone, pocketed an Ambien, kept an eye on the lithium. Back in the bedroom he fumbled for that strange book, but his hands felt a bit numb, and he dropped it to the ground—

			Just as a text message came in.

			Callahan.

			COUSIN, I HEAR YOU’RE IN TOWN AND THE OLD GOAT WENT AWOL, COME TO THE HOUSE, WE NEED TO TALK

			Mourning flinched. Fuck that. He hadn’t talked to Callahan for a few years—since he went down the manosphere brofluencer rabbit hole. They used to be close but he turned into a real fucking douchebag. Plus he texted in all caps—who does that? What kind of an absolute freakshow texts in all caps?

			But the bigger question—

			How’d Callahan already hear the news that Father had fled?

			Did he know about the fount?

			Who cares, I don’t care, this isn’t my problem.

			Mourning chucked the phone on the bed, just as a second text came in—

			Jesus, Callahan, calm down.

			But this one wasn’t from Callahan.

			It was from Dash. Another old friend—Dash Lambert. A fiend, like him, also in Agares House…though the Lamberts used to be the head of Brood Oriax, before Mourning’s time. (That, a coup run by Hadrian Mayne and Mourning’s grandfather, Aurelius. Resentment about it still burned hot amongst some of the old Oriax families, chief among them, the Lamberts—though Dash never gave much of a shit about it, and seemed glad to use his friendship with Mourning to serve as a big middle finger to Dash’s own father, Oswald.) The text from Dash:

			Is it true?

			Just three words.

			Is it true?

			Mourning grabbed the phone. Thumbs hovered over the keyboard. How to respond? Should he respond? I shouldn’t respond.

			Three dots. Dash was typing.

			Shit.

			Dash:

			Is the fount empty?

			Mourning dropped the phone like it was on fire.

			And then other texts came in—

			Texts from other families in Agares House. He saw names from way back, some from people he knew in the families, others from fiends he didn’t know and maybe met once ever—people who should not have his number. Jiang. Wallisch. Booth. Doyle. Someone found out, and the message spread fast.

			Mourning fumbled to pick up the phone, and he turned it off.

			The black rectangle, finally dark.

			This isn’t your bag.

			This is SEP—Somebody Else’s Problem.

			With trembling hand, he bent down to pick up the book he’d dropped—

			And it was there he found corners of pages sticking out from underneath the bed. Rough, thick pages. Like from a sketchbook.

			Mourning slid his hand under the bed and pulled them out—

			Present were about a half dozen drawings. Some in charcoal, but others inked in—

			Blood, it’s blood, he knew, but couldn’t believe. Just rusty pastels or something, right? He felt dizzy as he flipped through them—

			Because he knew what he was looking at.

			The place in my dreams.

			The first image: a strange old church, broad-shouldered, with sharp spires and dragon mouths coming off it at all of its corners—it looked like one of the old medieval stave churches in Norway. A church, but with claws and teeth. All around it, the hasty swipes of cornstalks.

			The next one—a water tower, legs bent and broken.

			Third one—a firewatch tower. Taller than it should be. Crooked.

			He flipped through the rest, fanning them out like a hand of playing cards. Skyscraper. Ziggurat. Radio tower. As he did, the world around him seemed to contract—its center telescoping out. Vertigo spun his mind around inside his unmoving head. His brain, on a carousel. All the world falling away from him as he rushed up through the ceiling, into the sky, toward the moon, above the corn, his stomach churning as he threw up, eyes shut, hands reaching out to find the silk sheets of Father’s bed. Even with the night wind all around him he pulled himself forward as the drinks burned his esophagus, and Mourning crawled under the sheets, a pillow over his head as he wept—

			

			—

			He stood amidst the corn.

			A soot-black tenement put him in its shadow. Seven floors. Fire escapes sticking out like burned metatarsals, the broken bones of crushed feet and hands. The door, a closed mouth, the windows like the many eyes of many flies.

			Shapes behind those eyes, behind the glass—beasts with horn and tusk, skinless gleaming things, a tangle of wet limbs spinning with no torso to connect them, grub-white face against the glass smearing and streaking and screaming—

			Power pulsing behind the black brick, power like what throbs in a family fount, a great thumping like a monster’s heart at the center of it.

			A hand on his shoulder, startling him.

			The stink of Father’s breath—cigar and port and rotten meat—

			“Paws bloody and eyes fit to burst as you run through the snow when you should be sitting in the sled, you weak, soft, stupid boy—”

			Inside the tenement, something howled in what might have been rage, but what was most certainly NEED and HUNGER and WANT WANT WANT—

			

			—

			A hand wrapped around his windpipe—

			Mourning cried out, lurching upward, grabbing at his attacker—he felt something inside him squirming to come out, some unseen tremor beneath his skin, like the stirring of seawater when a shark passes underneath its surface.

			His hands closed around someone’s throat.

			She looked shocked. Eyes wide. Mouth open in a silent cry.

			Sophie.
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				Sophie

			
			
				The humans crave soullessness. They want so badly to be us! Gods, you can see it in their eyes, can’t you? That desperation and despair. The lust and the shame. The soul for them is just this burden, like a sick belly they long to throw up. So let them. Let them give it up to us. Let them serve us in whatever way they want to. Take all from them! It’s what they want. The natural order asserts itself, as does their soft-bellied weakness.

				—Violetta Crassus to Caetano Adamastor, in a letter inked in elixir, written on a sheet of paper made from wasps’ nests

			

			Five years ago—

			Another dinner with Father. This one, at the lake house up by Ramble Rocks. Also just the two of them, though the house was fully staffed—kitchen crew, guards with guns, and of course, Verner always nearby.

			One notable absence: Sophie.

			This was the dinner where the old man wanted to know:

			“Why haven’t you done it yet?”

			He meant Sophie. Why hadn’t Mourning taken her soul? Hadrian went on: “It’s right there. Fresh fruit, ripe for the swiping. I see it in her eyes—she doesn’t even need an offer on the table. She’ll give it to you willingly. She’ll offer it up! She will lay it out on the altar for you to wear, for you to eat, for you to do as you wish to it, with it—it’s right in front of you, spread wide and ready and yet, my son, you haven’t taken it yet. And so I ask again: Why? ”

			Mourning had been summoned from college—Sarah Lawrence, already a disappointment to the old goat, who wanted his son to go to Yale, Cornell, even Amherst—and was unsure why he was here. As such, he had no good answer prepared, and he stammered his way through a response.

			Father cut him off. “I know why. You don’t need to make up some stupid lie, Mourning. What I see in her eyes? I see it in yours, too. I see that glint. You’ve always had it for her, always had your little thing for her, and fine, I allowed that—love and lust are fine, they have their place, especially in a young eager prick like yourself, always searching for a place to stick itself. But you got lost in it, didn’t you? She mothered you a bit much. Always there when you fucked off or fucked up at school. Practically wiped your little ass. And you never had a tit to suck on and that made you weak, your mouth puckered and ready…” Hadrian made little sucking sounds. “She is supposed to be the weak one, Mourning.”

			“Sophie isn’t weak—”

			Father slammed a fist down on the table. The plate in front of him—greasy with the remnants of bison short ribs—shattered.

			Mourning felt himself trembling.

			Hadrian’s chest rose and fell with heavy, hard breaths.

			The old man seemed to calm, and he walked around the side of the table, and he knelt by his son. “Mourning. You’ve done so well in the last few years. You’ve come into your own. You have. I haven’t always said as much but I see you. I see how you’ve taken on new life in this family. I see myself in you. And I know how well you’ve done for us, even in the short time you’ve been able to provide for us, for the Maynes, for mighty Agares and his brood. But we are creatures of debt and sacrifice. And now the time has come to pay that price. Sophie’s soul is yours to take. So you need to take it.”

			“I…” Mourning tried to find his words. He found them, somehow. Even as tears burned at the corners of his eyes. “Like you say, I’ve done well by us. I’ve done the work. How many have given themselves to me? And how much have I given to us as a result? I-I have sacrificed. Just not this. I can’t. Not her. You put her in front of me to care for—”

			Father sighed. “I put her in front of you as a lamb. A lamb to claim, its coat to warm you, its meat to sustain you.”

			Its soul to take.

			But Mourning knew what happened to those whose souls were taken.

			And Sophie—

			“I can’t do that to her.”

			He could feel the disdain, the disappointment, the anger rolling off Father in waves. Mourning’s own hairs stood on end. He felt his mouth go dry, his pits go slick. Vertigo spun his brain around inside his skull.

			“Sophie is an enfant perdu,” Hadrian said, barely containing his seething. “Her family is bound, boy.”

			“No—”

			“Yes.”

			“I didn’t know—that’s not possible. They’re not even in the register—”

			“Not all of those with pacts to us are in the register, Mourning. Many are secret. Some even unknown.”

			Mourning backed his chair away. He stood up. Suddenly he felt the lake behind him—it had always been a dark place, its waters hungry, its depths pulling him to them. Even now they seemed to whisper to him: You could come to us, you could be rid of this problem, just step into the waters, boy…

			Hadrian advanced upon him, gripping his wrists.

			“Sophie is meant for this.”

			“You never told me.”

			“I don’t have to tell you everything. She’s the lamb. Led to you for the slaughter. Swing the hammer, Mourning. Take the soul on offer.”

			“I…” He felt his own rage roiling around inside him.

			“My son would do this. Are you my son, Mourning? Are you my boy?” His hands tightened around Mourning’s wrists. Pain bloomed there in the bones. His fingers felt numb. “Agares is in us. Agares demands.”

			“No,” Mourning said, defiant. “Anyone but her.”

			And there, Hadrian’s eyes flashed. Bright with the amber glow of elixir stirred with him. He bared his blunt teeth. Mourning thought, This is it, I’m fucking dead, he’s going to break both my wrists and throw me in the lake.

			But instead, Hadrian let go.

			The old man stiffened, said: “Then we’re done here. I’ll have your things packed. Where you go will be your choice from here on, Mourning. Where you go, you do so not as my son. Not as a Mayne. Not as a child of Agares.”

			Then Hadrian turned and walked away.

			Mourning fell to his knees and screamed.

			

			—

			Sophie.

			No.

			His hands were wrapped around her neck. Closing.

			It wasn’t her. It was another one of Lorelei’s things—those eyeless gray wretches, another one pretending to be Sophie.

			But those eyes—

			Frozen wide in shock—

			Her mouth, pink lips, working but failing to speak—

			A blush not of embarrassment but of pain rushing to her cheeks, her lips darkening, the whites of her eyes creeping with roots and threads of red—

			Sophie!

			Mourning let go and she staggered back, gasping.

			“Sophie, I—” He launched himself out of bed, nearly tripping on a tangle of sheets. He reached for her, but she stiffly recoiled. “Shit. I—”

			“You must’ve been having quite a dream,” she said, forcing a smile. A nervous, injured smile. She cleared her throat.

			“I-I was. Sophie, I am so sorry, I had no idea…”

			“You’re fine. It’s fine.” She looked around the room, obviously concerned.

			“It’s not fine, I, you know. Yeah, this—I didn’t do all this. This was him.” Him. Father. “You heard that he—”

			“He left. Yes. That’s why I’m here.”

			“Do you know where he’s gone, Sophie?” Mourning asked. He didn’t want to be suspicious—but a little tendril of doubt worked its way up into his heart and tightened. Sophie had always worked for his father. And now he knew she was a so-called enfant perdu, or lost child. Her family, a family that had long ago bound itself to the families of the Agares—they had no demonic lineage, but they pledged themselves just the same. Any born to them were pledged thusly, whether they liked it or not.

			So perhaps she was still working for the old man. Carrying his water. Keeping his secrets. Had Father…

			No—that, too dark a thought to think right now.

			“I don’t. I promise.” She picked at a fingernail. “He’s been really different. Difficult—more than usual, I mean. He fired most of the staff. You can see what he did to these rooms—something has, I don’t know, consumed him these last months. And it’s gotten worse. Him being gone doesn’t help any of us.” In a darker, lower voice now: “And it’s making the others angry.”

			Before he could say anything else, she pointed to the door.

			There, a silver tray sat on a mahogany folding stand. The tray held what looked to be breakfast—he spied a soft yellow omelette, its folds open, roasted red peppers spilling out, a culinary disemboweling. His stomach turned.

			“Breakfast,” she said. “I would’ve had Ingrid bring it, but—” There, a smirk. A real one. Not forced. “I don’t think she likes you much. It’s okay. She doesn’t like many people. Me included, I suspect.”

			“Well, anyone who doesn’t like you is not worth the skin they’ve been stuffed in, Sophie.”

			“That’s evocative.”

			“I’m a poet.” Lachlan’s line, he thought dourly. He winced. You’re so embarrassing, he scolded himself. Doubly so because here he was, still wanting to impress her. Even though the nature of their families should have her wanting to impress him, always and forever. She’s the lamb. Led to you for the slaughter. Swing the hammer, Mourning. Take the soul on offer…

			He held up a hand. “Coffee there?”

			“Should I pour you a—”

			“I’m more than capable.” He stood and poured from the tarnished carafe and into a mug before gulping some down. It scalded the mouth. I deserve it.

			“I’ll go—I’ll let you eat.”

			“No. No. Please.” There was a sitting table nearby, a mess like everything else: a pile of neckties, an empty bottle of Penhaligon’s cologne, a half-empty bottle of Glacial Moraine water. But the chair was clean and upright, so he pulled it over, fighting the pain in his head and the revolt in his gut, and had Sophie sit in it. “Here, sit. Sit! Go on.”

			Even there. A glimmer in her eye, where she wasn’t sure if it was an invitation—or a command. Which hurt him. Their relationship was never that. Was it? Shit. Was it? Had it been that all along? Had their relationship been built just on her obeying him? If he was always in power over her…

			Then you can get her to do whatever it is you want.

			That voice—his own, but also, not. The voice of his father. The voice in his blood. Reminding him what he could be.

			Take the soul on offer.

			“Are you all right?” Sophie asked, sitting down.

			There. A small, simple question, but one she wouldn’t ask if she didn’t care, right? Mourning didn’t know, but he hoped dearly upon it.

			“I’m fine,” he said, before interrupting himself: “No. Wait. No. I’m not fine, Sophie. Not fucking fine at all. I didn’t want to come back here. I didn’t want to get drawn into…all of this. Father was always a bastard, but a rock-solid one, an unyielding mountain, carved of schist and granite—all mantle and crust, but now something’s cracked and fucking magma is bubbling up.”

			She took a moment as if undecided if she should continue this conversation. But you trust me, don’t you?

			She said:

			“Like I said, it’s been…going on awhile.”

			“It has? How long?”

			“A year or so. At least.”

			“And you were here to see it, up close?”

			There, she hesitated. “No. Not always.”

			“Where were you?”

			“Ahh.” She laughed, self-effacingly. “Sometimes, Seattle.”

			He bit his lip and crossed his arms. “Seattle.”

			“Yes.”

			“Where I was.”

			She said nothing. Because he understood.

			“You were sent to keep tabs on me,” he said. Naughty thing.

			“He just wanted to know if you were okay—”

			“Bullshit. He wanted to know what I was up to. If I was betraying the family in some way—or parading myself around like that show-pony cousin of mine. Or-or he was looking for a way in. Some weakness, some crack in the façade that he could use to break me down, pull me back.”

			Sophie didn’t say anything, which said everything.

			“You said the others were angry?” he asked.

			“They were. And will be angrier now, I assume.”

			The others. Those of Agares House. The ones owed a taste.

			“They should be. They tithed, they earn. It’s the way of things.” Favum alvarium. Honey for the hive, it was always told to him. We give you the world. We take the sweetness in payment. The chain of debt—they take, they give, they tithe, they get. “Could someone there have killed him? Taken him?”

			“He left with Verner, so I don’t think so.”

			“And we know Father left with him?”

			“Not for sure. But Ingrid saw Verner waiting in the early morning—and the car was outside, running and ready to go.”

			Mourning drank more coffee. It scalded him less this time. “I don’t know how he emptied the fount. I’m thinking of heading out to visit Uncle Julian. Maybe you’d ride along with me?”

			“Because you can’t drive, so you need someone to take you?”

			“That and-and we could catch up.”

			“Sure. Of course.”

			She stood then to leave.

			“You hardly look a year older from when I last saw you,” he said—blurting it out.

			Sophie paused in the doorway, but not looking back. “Thank you.”

			“Still…” Beautiful. “Still you. Through and through.”

			She turned back around. She eyed him up and down, but tried not to show it. “You’ve grown up some.”

			“Yeah, well. Time moves forward and all that. How is it you look so young?” There, in him, a creeping suspicion. Another tendril of anger and paranoia, twisting up tight. “Is it just the house? Proximity to all that elixir? Or was there…something else?” That last question, asked with cold steel.

			Her face flashed with—what? Anger? Betrayal? She was stung, for sure. “You’re asking me if I asked for that. And if I gave something to get it. To him. To your father.”

			“Sophie, I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

			“You did. You’re a little like him, after everything. Maybe more than a little, I don’t know. You want what you want and you have issues over what you control, and what you don’t. That’s okay. I understand it.”

			“You don’t understand at all,” he said, not angry but defiant.

			“I didn’t offer anything, didn’t ask for anything, and Hadrian told me he wouldn’t let me even if I did.”

			Mourning hesitated. “And why is that?”

			“Because he said he was still saving me for you.”

			“Sophie—”

			“There’s one more thing. I wasn’t going to tell you because you’ve got a lot on your plate. Literally and figuratively. But—something happened in Portugal. The Dantalion. We can talk more on the ride.”

			Sophie turned, and left Mourning with that. He didn’t care about the Portugal thing. He barely heard that part. But his mind replayed that one bit: He said he was still saving me for you. Cruelly, perhaps grotesquely, his appetite came roaring back, and he could not help but gorge himself.

		

	
		
			
				Interlude

				In a White Room with Red Curtains

			
			Twenty-three years ago.

			On a softly rounded hill sat a small white house, its clapboard siding and picket fence stained by time and neglect. No other houses could be seen in the distance; it stood alone. A gravel driveway led to the house, cutting through meadows and fields, up and down hills, through the pockets of trees that sat at the intersections of overgrown fencerows. Fencerows drawn not in square patterns, but at erratic angles, this way and that, planted long ago to carve up the earth with the signatures of madmen and red devils. At midday, two gray minivans drove up that long ribbon of broken limestone, toward the house. They were preceded by a 1999 black Honda Civic hatchback. And that was preceded by a man on a bike—and at the front of that bike was a basket, and in that basket was an orange cat.

			The day was bright, the air was cool, and Edward Naberius was nervous.

			He sat out front of the little white house, on an antique wooden garden chair under an oak tree. Edward sat facing away from the house, the orange cat in his lap.

			The property around the house was in disrepair—largely because he had not seen reason to repair it. He kept the inside empty and clean, and the rest of it could rot. The porch was sagging. The lawn, gone to flower and seed. The old garden plot out back was overgrown and forgotten, the exception being the apple tree he’d grafted there, which for now was just a sapling. It was not doing well. The apples that grew there were so red they were nearly black, each like a cancerous shadow on an X-ray, but the tree seemed blighted by some scab, some rust, and the greenery dropped not long after leafing out. No more blooms were forthcoming, and he expected the tree to die soon. And the apples? They tasted wonderful, but that was it. No dark magic to them, no curse, no compulsion. They had failed here.

			That was fine. The apple tree was not the way forward.

			Not in this world.

			In this world, he’d found a different way. Every world had its Achilles’ heel.

			But the path was complicated. And this was Edward’s last shot.

			The cat shifted in his lap. Edward stroked the animal’s tail—a tail that swayed drunkenly about, like a snake charmed from its basket.

			“Mrow,” the cat said.

			“I don’t have any apples for you.”

			“Maaaaoooow.” A complaint.

			“Yes, I know. Look, here—take this.”

			He pulled from his pocket something tucked away in a silk handkerchief—already the cat froze upon seeing it. He unwrapped it and therein was a treat: a red-crusted pinkish lump. A human nose, removed of course from its face. The cat bit it and hopped down, planting himself at Edward’s feet, gnawing on the nose with a wet, tacky, sticky sound.

			Then: footsteps behind Edward. He didn’t bother to get up or look. He knew who it was. Could smell the man’s eye-blistering cologne. A cologne of bad fathers, wife-beaters, date-rapists. A miasma of false masculinity burning the air. I could restore your dignity just by finding that bottle of foul stench and throwing it into a furnace, he thought. But he kept that to himself.

			When the man approached, Edward turned and smiled big and broad.

			“And how goes it in there?” he asked the man, who stood there in a billowy powder-blue shirt and clean, well-pressed khakis. Most would describe him as disarmingly handsome—a pretty boy, too pretty, an uncanny valley’s worth of pretty in him. Pretty the way a predator might be pretty. A wolf. A falcon. He was young, too, for the power he had. A massive congregation of adherents and acolytes at the age of thirty.

			This man—Apostle Alden Maydock—noisily thumbed a chiclet of nicotine gum out of its blister-foil and popped it in his mouth. His chewing joined that of the cat’s, and now Edward had something else that sensorily disturbed him. The sounds of eating, the stink of his man perfume? Grotesque.

			“It’s done,” Maydock said. His voice smooth like a song. A strange accent—a pluck of Southern twang, but some New Englander tangled up there, too. A little bit of John F. Kennedy braided throughout. It was then that Naberius pictured the man’s scalp peeled back by a bullet. It gave him a bit of joy. And the smell of the man’s voided bowels would be better than the cologne. But he needed Maydock, so his brains needed to remain in his head for now. “They’re just cleaning up.”

			There arose a hesitancy in the man’s tone.

			“We have the same aims,” Edward told him, to get ahead of it.

			“So you say. And maybe that’s true. But it feels awful strange to be working with someone like you. The snake in the grass is the enemy of the lamb.”

			Edward grinned bigger. “And yet, when the world’s gone rotten, when it’s all gone wrong, the snake and the lamb find themselves on the same side of things. For a time.”

			“Sure. For a time.”

			Then, a long stretch of silence between them. The only sound: the wind that whistled through broken fence slats. Hissing through the raggedy meadows.

			Edward looked over his shoulder, saw the door to the house open, and saw five women leaving, one after the next, in a procession. Each in red robes—or rather, habits, like nuns, though these were the color of fresh, aerated blood. Three of them looked rattled—shaken and haunted, eyes searching either the ground or the margins of reality, perhaps even staring through it to some greater, stranger place of guilt, shame, and truth. The latter two seemed unbothered, the last maybe even like something had been stirred within her. Which Edward understood. How could an experience like this not change you? It might disturb.

			But it could also awaken.

			Whatever the case, these five women in their red habits—each a mockery of God’s own female adherents in the Catholic faith—hurried forward, gathering to Alden as if he would shield them from the act they’d just performed.

			“Come, my doves,” he said, cooing softly at them. His doves. That’s what Maydock called them. They were not Catholic women, but rather, Pentecostals from the man’s congregation. Missionaries and ministers, these women—part of his church leadership, yes, but also women Maydock kept subservient. Such was the way of these institutions, Edward knew. Pretending to be on the side of goodness and godliness and freedom for all. A lie, of course. Men like Maydock were just as bad, if not worse, than those who believed nothing at all. “Let’s get you changed back into your clothes.”

			They shuffled forward, and Edward noted the conspicuous protrusion at each of their middles, like the beak of an egret hidden under each robe. The last woman, the one who seemed least disturbed, already was lifting up her habit, revealing the source of the bulge underneath—a phallus, of sorts, strapped around her waist. Featureless red silicone. Hollow, Edward knew—and easy to see, since the end dripped remnants of the amber fluid from within. The secretions seemed to glow with a warm, inner light. Almost molten. The others were facing away, and he watched this last woman swipe the palm of her hand over the end of it, gathering the golden drops and bringing them briefly to her lips. Edward saw her shudder.

			He turned and headed up to the house to check on the experiment.

			

			—

			On the way up, Edward passed five men. Five old-to-older-to-oldest white men. Dour-faced fellows, the wrinkles in their faces carved deep like oceanic trenches—but in their eyes, he saw some manner of mad pleasure dancing there like wild flames. They liked what they had seen in there. They pretended they didn’t, of course, and maybe in their minds they even believed that lie. But in their hearts they knew. It had stirred something inside of them, though that was quite beside the point of what happened today. They were here as witnesses, and they played their roles well, it seemed.

			“Fathers,” Edward said, passing them. He smiled big and broad. Showing his white, shiny teeth. The better to eat you with. They sneered at him above their priestly collars.

			They may not have known what he was, not entirely. But as with their lust, they felt it, deep in their hearts. They knew him, even if they didn’t know that they knew him.

			

			—

			Inside, past the foyer, was the main room of the house—what would be considered a living room, he supposed, had it contained any furniture.

			Instead, it had been emptied out.

			Red curtains covered not just the windows, but all the walls, and afforded space behind them—space where the witnesses had waited, watching through the gaps in the curtains. Perverts for their precious god.

			In the center of the room, in the middle of the rough-hewn floor, sat a bed. Or, more correctly, a queen-sized mattress barely swaddled in white sheets. Sheets that were stained with patches of elixir, still faintly glowing.

			A naked woman lay face up on that mattress, her hair short, black, spiked in messy tufts. She was barely covered by a serpentine swaddling of sheets. She bore a considerable smile to match Edward’s own.

			She wiped a rivulet of sticky amber fluid from the corner of her mouth.

			A half-drunken laugh bubbled up out of her.

			It was no chemical doing that—she had to be sober as a flat gray rock before the ritual. It was an effect from the ritual itself. From the elixir.

			The foolish question he so often asked went through his head: Have I restored your dignity? But he knew he hadn’t. Sarah—the woman on the bed—had no dignity, or more to the point, had little care for it. She did what she wanted, when she wanted, how she wanted. A creature of pure id. Not a narcissist, not precisely—but simply so disconnected from the cares of the world that she operated separate from it. Unburdened by expectation. Which was puzzling to someone like Edward, who believed everyone was so aggrieved that, when you found their biggest indignity, they’d do anything, anything to fix it. That made Sarah a powerful, wonderful, intoxicating challenge.

			“Is it over?” she asked. Sounding disappointed. Her eyes seemed to flash and glow like firelight trapped in the metal of a knife.

			“It is.”

			“Shame.”

			“Did it…” How to ask this? “Did it take?”

			A clumsy shrug as she sat up. “I think. Does that mean—”

			“Does that mean what?”

			“That we’ve ended the world?”

			“No,” he said, his smile spreading wider and wider, so wide it felt like it would tear his face in half. “But I believe we have begun.”

		

	
		
			
				Part Three

				Key

			
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				13

				The Nature of the Beast

			
			
				Doesn’t everyone sell his soul? I tell you, sir: the devil does not exist, there is no devil, yet I sold him my soul. That is what I am afraid of. To whom did I sell it? That is what I am afraid of, my dear sir: we sell our souls, only there is no buyer.

				—João Guimarães Rosa, The Devil to Pay in the Backlands

			

			Seattle, Washington

			She saw him right away, winding his way through the maze of cramped tables here at Rabbit Run, a rum bar up on Capitol Hill. All around him were little tech bros and arty hipsters and the Gen Z kids of vulture capitalists—he didn’t belong here. He had a blue-collar-dad vibe about him. Bit of a paunch. The start of old man jowls. Jeans and a polo shirt, of all the things. He bumped into somebody’s table as he saw Key there at her two-top in the far corner, apologized as they gave him the evil eye.

			Harried, he sat down across from her, laughing nervously.

			“There you are,” she said.

			“Key, right?” he asked.

			“That’s right,” she answered. All smiles. Putting on her best Black girl, don’t scare away the white boy voice. Warm honey. Cool vanilla. “You’re Lee?”

			“Yeah. Yeah. Lee and Key. Look at that.”

			“Look at that,” she said. Repeating things men said to you was a way to comfort them, she found. Like saying, You’re safe with me, no worries, boy.

			“I, uhh—thanks for this—Herschel said you’d be here but I wasn’t sure if this was real and-and if you’d show and—”

			“I’m here. I showed.” A flash of teeth. Smile still pinned to her face. Whatever got this done and over with, this dirty deed. “Herschel told you true.”

			Herschel, her broker.

			“Right. Right.” He flinched suddenly like he wasn’t sure he wanted to be doing this. Looking over his shoulder, Lee glanced at the bar. “I’m gonna—I’m gonna get a drink. It’s a bar, right? You want something?”

			“Already got something,” she said, tapping the side of her glass with a fingernail. Bubbles, unmoored by the vibration, rose to the surface to die. She felt his eyes crawl up the back of her hand, all the way to her shoulder. Looking at all the ink there—initials, just gibberish to him, like someone took a cup of refrigerator magnet alphabet letters and threw them onto her arm. You’ll be there soon, Lee. He didn’t comment on it, though, at least.

			“That a gin-and-tonic—?”

			“Club soda, sweetie.”

			“It is a rum bar—”

			“I don’t drink, sorry.”

			“You don’t—oh. Sure.” He had that look on his face, like a dog regarding a calculator. He wanted to ask, Then why are we in a bar? He didn’t, though. Instead he just smiled and muttered an excuse me hold on before getting up to head to the bar. Key sighed and waited. He was going to bail. She saw it in his body language. He was spooked, ready to bolt, like a young horse at the first crack of lightning in the sky. Good, she thought. You don’t want any part of this, Lee. But then he looked at his phone, and his face changed. He got a drink in a highball glass and sat back down, licking his lips.

			“We still good?” she asked him.

			“Yeah. You bet.”

			“You bet. Listen to you.” Fake smile, fake happy, fake bright eyes. She was about to tell him how this all worked when he asked her the question she was about to answer—

			“So, ahh, how’s this work? There’s really no money up front or…”

			Key leaned forward. “There’s no money at all.” She kept her tone even, kept it like she was the teacher, and he was the student. Leading him through it without overwhelming him. “My understanding is that Herschel already spoke about the price, is that correct?”

			“Yeah-yeah. But I just figured—that’s a joke, right? It’s like a, uh, a metaphor? It can’t really be that simp—”

			“It can be that simple. And it is that simple. The price for what you want is your soul. That’s not a metaphor. That’s not me saying one thing and meaning another. It’s no trick, Lee. What you want is serious business and commands a serious price. I can give you what you want, but you have to give me something, too, in return. Something important. And that something is—”

			“My soul.”

			“That’s right.”

			He looked like he wanted to laugh or cry or maybe both.

			“And the men—”

			“They’ll hurt. Like you want.”

			“Not just hurt. Suffer. Their money, their health—”

			“As you say.”

			He crossed his arms suddenly, his body stiffening. He hadn’t touched his drink yet but now, now he grabbed it and slammed it back. The man wasn’t used to drinking like that—it was clear on his face. He winced, eyes pinched, mouth crunched up like crumpled paper. “Can we negotiate?” he asked in a broken voice. “You know, because if this is real, if this is a real thing, then my daughter, maybe instead of making them hurt you can—”

			“That’s not how this works, Lee.” She tried to keep her voice soft and measured. Tried very hard to keep the frustration out of it. “There are things on offer and things that aren’t. Things I can do, and things I can’t.” Key almost tells him, If your daughter were still alive, then maybe…but that won’t do any good here. Even saying those words out loud would smash him flat, like a paper cup under a heavy foot. “What’s on the table is what’s on the table.”

			He was quiet. Jaw tightening and untightening. Like he was chewing on his own teeth.

			“This a cult?” he asked.

			“No, Lee.”

			“Are you the Devil?” he asked, quiet, his voice trembling.

			God, if only he knew how often that stupid fucking question came up.

			“I’m not the Devil, Lee,” she said—trying hard not to spill acid all up in that warm honey and cool vanilla. “I’m just me. Just Key.”

			“It’s just—this is the kind of thing you associate with demons and devils—”

			“Let’s not think about all that.”

			“Then how…”

			“It’s the way I was born. Just who I am. We are what we are, Lee. We have gifts and curses.” We have debts to pay. “We do what we can do, and this is that for me.”

			“I have money.”

			“You don’t. And even if you did, it couldn’t pay for this.”

			“What if I don’t believe in any of this?”

			She offered him a shrug. “Then you don’t believe. And nothing is given, nothing is lost.” Key took a sip from her club soda. It buzzed in her mouth as she held it there. “I’ll say it again: We still good?”

			Then: a barely perceptible nod from him. “Yeah. Yes. Okay.”

			“Okay. There’s the part I’m supposed to tell you, and the part I’m not supposed to tell you. The part I have to say is this: You’re here to sell me your soul. The only contract we need is your blood on paper—a little blood only, and the paper doesn’t matter.” She slides across a clean cocktail napkin that’s been folded over. When she unfolds it, there’s a pin there. A dressmaker’s pin. “I suggest using it to puncture the thumb and press it down on the napkin.”

			Lee plucked the pin gingerly from the napkin, as if it might bite.

			“The part I’m not supposed to say is this: There are always consequences, Lee. To what we want. The three men you’ve identified, they are about to suffer the consequences for what they did to you and your family. But consequence is a chain, Lee. It’s a rock thrown into water. Ripples cascade outward and you never know exactly how far they’ll go. They may not come back to you. But innocents are always in the way, on the opposite shore, when those ripples turn to waves and wash up on them. If these men have children? They may be hurt. If they have wives, mothers, friends? They may be hurt. This is the Great Deluge, Lee. This is flooding the earth to drown three people.”

			There. She saw it on his face. That fresh uncertainty—his eyes darting back and forth, his lips moving just so, as if he were in a conversation with himself, a conversation he couldn’t contain. Good, she thought. Just go. Just run away, Lee. This won’t bring back your kid. This won’t fix what got fucked.

			Key always felt this way at this moment in every pact—

			This candleflame of hope that the person sitting opposite of her would say no, not this, not today, and turn away.

			Go, Lee.

			Get up.

			Get out.

			Go.

			Then he stuck the pin in his thumb. A bead of red swelled there—and he paused to watch it grow.

			She saw it happen on his face: the revelation of the real. It happened to all of them because it had to happen. That moment when they knew, for absolute sure, that what was on offer was true. That the soul was real. Their soul was real. And they were about to give it away for something that was also real. They had to know the deal wasn’t some fucked-up bullshit. That’s how it was fair.

			He sucked in a short, sharp breath at the realization.

			Then Lee pushed his thumb down.

			Red bled across the napkin.

			A little word escaped his lips then—a word of understanding and acquiescence. A slip of revelation. Dark and painful and, somehow, sweet.

			“Oh.”

			Deal’s done, she thought, disappointed. That candleflame of hope guttered and went out. Darkness settled in.

			Lee smiled, freshly unburdened.
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				The Needle
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				—carved into the chest of a dead Freemason on the doorstep of the United Lodge of Theosophists in Philadelphia

			

			One A.M.

			“Here,” Key said, tapping a spot just below her shoulder, above her biceps. A gap in the letters, in what Lucinda called the alphabet arm.

			Lucinda cocked her head, finding the blank spot. “Oh. Yeah. There’s room, look at that.” The woman always spoke like she was just on the edge of an emotive response: almost interested, almost surprised, almost scared, almost sad, almost sarcastic. So almost that you couldn’t even tell what emotion she was close to, which meant context was everything. “I’d missed that.”

			Key sniffed, leaning forward in the chair, arm extended out. Lucinda prepped the spot with an antiseptic swab. She was good, everything was pristine clean. And though she was a head-shorn white girl, she knew how to ink Black skin, and that wasn’t nothing.

			“LS?” Lucinda asked.

			Key confirmed it. “LS.” Lee Scott.

			“One day you’re going to tell me what all these initials mean.”

			“I told you, it’s the initials of the people who sold their souls to me.”

			Lucinda laughed, which for Lucinda was a kind of hunh sound. “Cool.”

			“So cool.”

			The tattoo gun buzzed. The needle stitched skin—a piranha frenzy of sensation. Key didn’t mind the pain.

			Maybe even deserved it a little.

			Shit, there she was again, feeling bad.

			She knew she shouldn’t feel bad. Lee Scott made his own big-boy decision. He, like all the rest, had a soul. And he got to decide what he did with it.

			And what he decided to do was cause pain and suffering for the three top executives of the health insurance company who had refused to pay for the necessary treatment for their daughter, Clover, a six-year-old suffering from leukemia. She died.

			Lee wanted them punished. He wanted the market to fail them. He wanted their bodies to fail them in turn.

			A kind of justice, probably.

			And it made Lee’s soul more valuable, didn’t it? While his wrath was selfish, his anger was just—his soul, like oatmeal and apples, had some real fiber to it. True character. It wasn’t just about being good or bad, but it was about having principles—having something there besides some wan, weak shade of an animus.

			That’s what made a soul so delicious. Copious in both quantity and quality.

			The Dantalion would be happy. They’d get the soul. Key would get paid. Deals upon deals. Debts upon debts. And she never had to think about it again.

			But the initials on her arm made sure she’d think about him again.

			Him and all the others.

			Sorry, Lee.

			

			—

			The needle stitched. It drank blood and spat ink.

			It was just two initials in a sea of them—a tangle of two-and-three-letter combinations cascading from her left shoulder to her left wrist. None of them level, all just smashed up together at cockeyed angles, scrabble letters knocked from their tray. Lee Scott—just LS now—was her ninety-ninth. It marked a postage stamp of real estate upon her skin.

			“Done,” Lucinda said, pulling the needle away.

			Key afforded a moment to turn her hand just so and look at the initials there on the underside of her wrist, riding the texture of veins and tendons. Three letters there, not two. More faded than the rest. GJC. If ever her guilt had initials, it was those three right there.

			She shut her eyes and turned the wrist away.

			“Looks good, Luce,” Key said. “Real good.”

			“Looks like shit but that’s how you want it. You know I do actual art, right?”

			Key laughed a little. “Pssh, I know you do; your art is beautiful.” But these don’t need to be beautiful. They need to be the opposite of that.

			Lucinda cleaned up her arm. Bandaged it.

			“You know the story with this,” Lucinda said. Same thing she always said. Key didn’t need to be told how to take care of fresh ink.

			“I know how to keep it clean, Luce.”

			Lucinda locked eyes with her.

			She held the other woman’s gaze.

			The artist’s thumb traced a line underneath Key’s jaw, toward her chin. It slid upward, dragging her lower lip sideways.

			Lucinda leaned forward, pushing her mouth against Key’s, all tongue and teeth. Key rose to meet it, as she did every time. Still kissing, Lucinda found her hand and pulled her out of the chair. Together, fumbling at each other’s clothes, they clumsily made their way upstairs.

			

			—

			Rites and rituals. The way this happened every time. Key did a deal. Turned off her conscience. Drowned her feelings like a kitten in a bucket. And then she’d come here, to Lucinda’s, late, after hours—the woman would flick the neon on, have the chair ready and clean, everything sweetly antiseptic. The intimacy of the ink would wake Key back up to the world—the kitten, thought drowned, pulled from the water at the last moment, its life spared once more. And in that reawakening she was always hungry, and so was Lucinda, it seemed, and so the giving of the ink always, always gave way to this. Sure as you gave a child to God or a goat to the desert, Key gave herself to this woman, this maestro with the ink gun, and they fed off each other until sleep came and the sun stirred them to rise once more. Then it was over, and they’d not see each other until the next deal was done. That was the way. These were the rites and the rituals. Some were cosmically necessary, but others were there just to keep your lights on in a mad, broken, lightless world.

			

			—

			In the dark of sleep—

			A sense of movement in the darkness.

			Sweeping forward over dark-green lines.

			Something far off in the distance—a bleak, black shape. A tower like a needle inking the sky. Stabbing upward, tearing holes in the stars, black blood spilling. Narrow windows spiraling down the sides of it. Someone stood in one of those windows, calling to her, screaming her name, Key, find me, find me, Key—

			

			—

			Find me, Key.

			Key gasped awake.

			Lucinda slept next to her, facedown. Skin like spilled milk, nearly all of it exposed, except for her lower back—the one thing absurdly covered by the embrace of the bed’s comforter. (What was additionally absurd: Lucinda did not have a single inch of ink on her, not anywhere. Key knew. She’d seen, and tasted, every inch of her, too. When she asked the woman about it, Lucinda just shrugged. Said she didn’t need it now, maybe would someday. The end.)

			Key sat up, grimacing as she nearly fumbled the phone before managing to take a look at who it was. Phone calls did not reach her easily. She blocked most calls, even from people she knew. The list of people who could make it through that blockade was infinitesimal.

			The caller ID said:

			Unknown.

			Then the screen glitched.

			A spray of red and black pixels.

			Her blood turned to cold slush. She didn’t want to answer it, but knew she had to.

			Key answered it.

			She knew not to say anything first. It wasn’t her place.

			On the other end: a white noise hiss-and-crackle. Like a radio looking for music in a world where everyone was dead. She felt her pulse throbbing in her throat. I’m going to throw up.

			Then: a voice.

			Just a whisper. Hoarse, half garbled. A code, uttered:

			“Seventy-one, thirty-six, seven, two. Todos los rostos. Infinito e sem fim.” Then, after seven rough clicks: “Your presence is required.”

			She bit her lip so hard it nearly bled.

			“Acknowledge.”

			“I understand,” she said, finding her voice.

			The call ended. Her email binged, showing confirmation of an airline ticket bought for her from a company: Bicho Cidrão, SA (Sociedade Anónima).

			The flight was tomorrow.
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				Um Café Duplo

			
			
				Portugal is a land of mysteries. Sintra’s Quinta de Regaleira is one such place, itself home to myriad enigmas—built by the Freemason Carvalho Monteiro, the palace and its grounds are home to the Promenade of the Gods, the labyrinthine Grotto, and of course the Initiation Well, said to have ties to both the Knights Templar and to Dante’s Inferno. Oh, but there is a secret there, too, down in the labyrinth: a second well, the Well of Succor, an unfinished chamber in hand-carved basalt, its walls dripping with a strange amber liquid—a liquid said by some to contain mystical, psychoactive properties to those who taste of it.

				—John Edward Homackie, Atlas Mysterio

			

			Lisbon, Portugal

			She had no time to beat the jet lag that hung on her like heavy gauge chains—the flight from Seattle to Philadelphia ate the first day, and then Philly to Portugal swallowed the night. Moving eastward at such a clip robbed her of hours, wolfing them down, greedy and gluttonous. Key stayed awake on each flight. She could never sleep on planes, no matter the trendy fancy pillow, the melatonin blend, the noise-canceling headphones with pink noise pumped through them. No sleep on planes, not now, not ever. It was her curse. Or one of them.

			The flight arrived in Lisbon late morning. Not much of an airport to look at, but it had coffee. Near the gate, she ordered a double shot. Queria um café duplo, por favor. And on the way out, another coffee place awaited, and so she snatched another one. Bit of sugar in each, one shitty burned-tasting pastel de nata egg tart in between. It pushed her fatigue out to sea. Even still, she felt itchy, short-circuited, like there was some crucial synaptic misfire going on inside her. And all the while she had that vibe like she was being watched. Being followed. But whenever she looked around? She couldn’t find anyone. Like whoever was keeping an eye on her was doing so from a far greater distance than being with her now.

			

			—

			It was not good to be summoned by the Dantalion.

			Dantalion’s brood was obsessed with loyalty. Europe was theirs, nearly in its entirety—the brood comprised old, old families, corrupt and inbred and strange, rarely sitting at the seat of power but quite often just to its left, a hand under the table holding the leash that led to the necks of those in control of governments, banks, pharmaceutical companies, museums, the kings and the ministers, yes, but also those who ran secret societies and ancient fraternities and cabals thought long gone to dust.

			America had once been new, fertile ground for the broods, and a number of them left the seat of Europe—in large part just to be free of the Dantalion, who was merciless in setting the laws of how souls were sold and bought. That old brood welcomed the diaspora. It gave the descendants of Dantalion nearly all of Europe, leaving them to have to compete only with smaller broods, like the Knights of Salmac, with their strange familiars, or the old prophets and mediums of the Haboyrm Society.

			Even still, as the power and relevance of Europe waned, so, too, did the influence and authority of the Dantalion.

			Key knew they craved that power again.

			And further, they feared losing what power they still had.

			Which made them very, very paranoid.

			

			—

			Warm day, not quite hot, but enough where she wanted the window in the taxi down. Key put her head out the window, closed her eyes for a moment, taking in the wind, the white bright sun.

			The taxi entered the city proper—a city of hills that left her stomach about three feet behind her at every turn. The bold, unfuckwithable hues of Lisbon assaulted the senses and heightened the dizzy, wayward sensation. Buildings of bold yellow and red and teal. Streamers and flags dangling. A riot of color. All of it cast in veneers of soft decay—cracks in walls and crumbling mortar and half-shattered balconies. A five-star hotel next to a place with broken, empty windows.

			The cabbie wanted to chat. His English was good, though the accent was rough. Portuguese in Brazil had a lyricism, a flow. Here it sounded like Russian: brusque, brutish, blurred. “You American? Your country can’t stop kicking over buckets, eh. You need advice? Where to stay, where to go? I tell you, personal opinion, you must go to Sintra—the palaces, the castles. Special! Very special.”

			“Thanks, I’m not here long. And I’m tired. No conversation, please.”

			“Sure. Sure. No problem.” He held up his hand in surrender. But he sounded annoyed. Key looked at her phone, not because she wanted to, but because it was like a shield—a defense against conversation. Further, she wanted to distract herself from the worry that sucked at her gut. Why was she being summoned? Key didn’t belong here. She was, relatively speaking, nobody. They shouldn’t care about her, much less want to see her at the seat of power.

			She plugged one earbud into her right ear and flipped through YouTube, searching for something, anything.

			Scroll, scroll, scroll.

			Wait. Having passed something that pinged her radar, she scrolled back, saw a video. The title:

			HOW TO TAKE BACK YOUR POWER AND DOMINATE YOUR WORLD

			The thumbnail was some flashy-looking late-thirties culture bro, hair tight on the side and high in a pile of over-styled curls. Bold maroon suit, hands steepled in front of him, wall of books behind him. Sitting in a leather chair. His face was photoshopped so the eyes were like red-hot coals.

			She knew him, if not well.

			Callahan Mayne.

			One of us.

			Not just that, but cousin to Mourning Mayne—

			Someone she knew far better. Or had, at least, once.

			She was careful not to accidentally autoplay the video—didn’t want more of that shit to pollute her algo—and instead just flipped through a few more of his videos.

			TEN WAYS TO MAKE WOMEN NEED YOU

			IT’S NOT DEPRESSION—YOU JUST NEED AUTHORITY OVER YOUR OWN LIFE

			KEEP YOUR SEED AND STRENGTHEN YOURSELF AGAINST THE HATERS

			GET RID OF THE WEAK

			WHY THEY WANT TO SILENCE ME: AND HOW WE FIGHT BACK

			Jesus. He had just shy of ten million subscribers. And around a million hits per video. Every video had some different thumbnail of him looking like some groyper chad chode, face thrust forward toward the camera in this aggressive, hyper-bro looksmaxxer challenge. Some Andrew Tate/Jordan Peterson vibe. And for what? What was to be gained from it? Narcissist dickhead. She had to guess it pissed the family off. Maybe more beyond it. He was too big, too public. They wouldn’t like that. Plus it would make them look bad. This was sad, weak, grifter-troll shit. But to what end?

			She lurched forward as the driver punched the brakes.

			“It’s up there. Alfama, Alfama. I cannot drive there—you walk.”

			The driver gestured out the window, toward a narrow alleyway with what looked to be a hundred crooked steps leading up into the tangled labyrinth of Lisbon’s oldest neighborhood. Key checked her phone map to make sure he was right, and it seemed he was. She thanked him and paid, then got out—

			And began the long climb to a meeting she did not want to have.

			

			—

			“Have you been here before?” asked the man sitting across from her at the café. He wore sunglasses, big ones, garish. Like bug eyes. He slurped at a small espresso—uma bica. Then sucked at his dyed-black mustache with his lower lip to free the crema froth that had collected there. His age was indiscernible. Looked to be in his forties or fifties, but Key suspected he was much older. She knew his name: Mouros. Augustinho Mouros. Knew his role, too—liaison to Caetano Adamastor, head of the Dantalion, and also Caetano’s sheriff. His eirenarch.

			“To this café?” she asked.

			“No—to this city. To Lisboa.” Way he said it was Leezh-boa.

			“Once before.”

			“Business or pleasure then?”

			“Pleasure,” she lied.

			(Oh, how rarely she did things for pleasure.)

			Key looked around. It was just two tables sitting out in the middle of a too-tight, too-narrow alley. All around was street art—it was everywhere in the city. In this case, a faceless woman in a red dress was bent in an ecstatic dance, a short fireplug of a man in a dark suit sat next to her playing the guitar. He had a face—just dark lines in a crosshatch indicating his features.

			A door went into a yellow, cracked wall. Next to it, a sign in tile—the text in faded blue: Beco Café. Everything here was tile, even the streets. The ceramic blue azulejos climbed walls, framed windows, filled churches.

			This was a beautiful city, but Key could not shake a deep unease inside her. Beautiful, yes, but also so very old. Three millennia, making this one of the oldest in Europe. An earthquake here in 1755—on All Saints’ Day, no less—killed scores of people. Tens of thousands dead. Crushed by the city they called home. Many, in fact, crushed by their own churches—their faith had brought them to church on a day of worship, and they were rewarded for that faith by a church that was literally and metaphorically unstable. Churchgoers died in pursuit of faith and worship.

			And though Key was not one to speak to ghosts, she could still feel the city’s restless dead—sliding through the cracks in walls, clinging to broken pipes, shuddering and crying out as the spectral memory of the earthquake was for them never-ending. The colors of the city, the tiles, the constant celebrations—she felt like they were necessary refutations of the pain and death and broken faith.

			“Look at this,” the man said.

			He slid across a photo.

			“You know this man?”

			They knew that she did know him. No reason to hide it.

			“Mourning Mayne,” she said.

			“And how do you know him?”

			Another question he well knew the answer to. It made her nervous.

			“You had me watch him. In Seattle. For a time.”

			“Sim,” he said. “And that is all? That is the only way you know him.”

			“I did what was asked. I kept tabs.” And here, the first lie out of her mouth: “I kept my distance.”

			“I see.”

			Key looked around to see if anyone near them was listening. They were not, far as she could tell. The other table—in fact, the whole alley—was empty. The city was loud, with dinging trolleys, the murmurs of voices, the roar of car engines. But it was all distant. She realized how alone she was. Not just alone. Trapped.

			He sniffed. His mustache, twitching. “Senhor Adamastor will see you now. We will go to him.”

			She hesitated. Her gut tightened. “No, I’ve got to get back…” Even as those words came out of her mouth, she felt the inside of her mind scrambling, like men trapped in the belly of a sinking ship, nails breaking against the inside of the hull. Just do what they want. Don’t be disloyal. But she already lied. She could tell they already knew that she lied. Why the fuck did she lie?

			Again, he stiffened. Sat up straight now.

			“It’s not a, como se diz, polite request. We are telling you.”

			Inside her skull, her mind continued to scream, Calm down, just tell him you’ll come along, just tell him you’re loyal, a good soldier, a good earner. But her blood was hot and her guts churned. It felt suddenly like all the dead crushed beneath their churches were gathering beneath her chair, their hands pressed to the undersides of the cobbled streets, their mouths open in a scream of warning: Run away from this, go home, fugir, fugir, ir para casa!

			Augustinho took off his sunglasses and she saw the black pits where his eyes should have been. They were each a suppurating void, moist and ragged at the edge, ringing a slowly turning spiral of wet, wriggling shadow that corkscrewed through his face, through his skull, into the great nothing beyond. Then he blinked, and his eyes were once again…human. (If a little too dark in the pupil and too white around the corneas.) What mattered most was that Key felt known in that moment. She felt seen. And not at all in a good way.

			“The Dantalion desires your service,” he said—quiet, but firm.

			A dark hood pulled tight over her head.

			And a stun gun thrust hard into her ribs. Her world went white. Her body, rigid. Then a pinprick in her neck and—

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				16

				The Dantalion Desires

			
			
				You think Dantalion has many faces. That he is capricious, mercurial. But Dantalion does not have many faces. He has many masks. And underneath each mask is the same face, a face of resolution, a face of wrath, a face you will all see looking down upon you at the end of things.

				—written on a note pinned to the face of an Anchorite of Voval with an ice pick just three years before the Voval bloodline was exterminated entirely

			

			In and out. A needle stitching together light and dark, day and night, sewing a caul that closed her in. Trapping her in her own mind. In her own memories. Imprisoning her with the worst cellmate ever: herself.

			

			—

			Her mother, dead at the kitchen table, a volcanic rim of vomit around her open lips, eyes bulged out like frog eggs. A half-empty bottle of cheap vodka next to two empty, unlabeled pill bottles. A six-month sobriety chip clutched so tight in her left hand that Key would accidentally break her mother’s fingers extracting it.

			

			—

			Key, eighteen, skin hot, really cooking now, staggering down the street in her small town on the Oregon coast—the people she saw pass by her, they pulsed with fireglow—a living fire she didn’t understand, but she knew she wanted.

			Later, they’d tell her she was flaring like a gas well, and that’s how they found her, but in that moment she was sure she was dying, that she’d somehow caught her mother’s addictions like a disease and that those addictions would eat her up like she was a tasty meal.

			The world rocked back and forth. A dream. A memory. Or something real? Real. This is real. She couldn’t see. Something was over her eyes. Heard a sound, too—a racket of clacking, a loud horn, a shrill roar which she realized was a train passing close. Which meant she was in a train, too. When she started kicking, thrashing, that’s when someone confirmed what she had feared, jabbing something in her neck—

			Once again, a vertiginous drop into the deep dark.

			

			—

			It blurred and melted, the memories out of order. A circle of salt, pine needles, dead wasps, and her own blood. Something in her shifting, moving. Like snakes pushing through her limbs and her neck and out to the tips of both fingers and toes. A plane ride, her first plane ride, and this one overseas. A scruffy-haired man finding her next to a dumpster in Cannon Beach, feeding her something that looked like molten bronze but that tasted like Heaven and Hell in a single cup, a taste she still remembered to this day, a taste that told her it would be nothing for her to give everything up all the time every day always to have just another taste of it—

			

			—

			Fingers around a chain-link fence—a flyer from a telephone pole nearby, now wet with a lip kiss of blood from the young man on the other side, the young man with so much pain in his eyes, pain that was alive the way fire was alive, the way viruses were alive, and she told him this was going to help him, this was going to give him what he needed to be free of that pain, to get even with those who hurt him, who damned him—

			Then in the dark, blood, gunfire, a happy little wave—

			Little bunny foo-foo, hopping through the forest, taking out his rifle and shooting off their heads—

			

			—

			In the blank nowhere of her own mind, a spiraling tower of bleak stone grew taller and taller, bending toward her, its parapet at the top opening like a flower—

			

			—

			A needle to put her down, a needle to wake her up.

			Another pinprick pop—and all her cells woke up at once.

			She gasped, cried out, everything still dark—

			Someone whisked a black hood off her head.

			Her eyes adjusted to dim light. A broad, tall subterranean space. Stone arches bent over long rows of old wooden barrels banded with black metal—and toward the back of the long underground room, a massive set of wooden tanks cradled in iron frames stood. The musk of grape crawled up her nose.

			Behind it all, hanging there: a tapestry of their antediluvian progenitor: Dantalion. Many faces of men, women, other faces genderless, all mounted as if on some ancient zoetrope. That wheel of faces sat balanced on a long, tall body wearing the raiment of a scholar-king, a bloodied scepter in the left hand, a dripping book held open in the other. Key almost could see that wheel upon his shoulders turning—each face leering at her as it drifted forward.

			But then she blinked, and they were still. Just hallucinating.

			She did not believe she was hallucinating the long metal table in front of her.

			On it sat three wineglasses. Two of them filled with dark wine. One glass, right in front of her: empty. What the fuck is going on?

			Key’s mind raced, but without purpose or direction. It was still sandbagged by the drugs coursing through her system. Still in Portugal? This, a wine cellar—not the kind in some rich fuck’s mini-mansion, but rather, the real deal. A wine cellar for vinting, for storage, for production. Port wine, probably. Somewhere along the Douro. Maybe up in Porto, or across the river in Vila Nova de Gaia.

			It was then she felt it—the throbbing of the world all around her. Nothing was moving, yet everything was moving. Like this entire wine cellar was breathing. The bricks rippling with great lungfuls of life.

			It’s not real. It’s not really happening.

			But she felt it.

			She felt its vitality.

			Felt its power.

			Which meant—this was a fount.

			The fount. The Dantalion’s well of souls.

			A voice echoed through the room—sliding between barrels, scurrying behind her, pushing into her ears. His voice. Caetano Adamastor’s. Head of the Adamastor family. But for the last decade, also the Sella Curulis of the Dantalion. The head of the body.

			“I am not used to being lied to.”

			His accent was thick—rich like browned butter, too rich, like one sentence from him was enough, and anything beyond that was too much. The man emerged from around the end of the long row of barrels on the right at the back of the room, and slowly walked forward. He was not a large man—he was five eight if he was lucky, and he did not bristle with muscle or mass. He wore a clean, simple, silver-gray suit. No tie—the black shirt underneath open, showing a thatch of chest hair. His jaw was wide and broad, strong enough to eat you up.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, then felt foolish. Foolish because it was a soft, simpleton’s apology—and foolish because she didn’t want to apologize at all. But the heads of the families carried the energy of the fount with them. That energy bled off them like heat, like steam, like fucking radiation. Some made you feel small in their presence. Others made you feel big, so big you could do or be anything, all the world’s potential open to you. That narcotic aura; it could make you want to kill in their name or give yourself to them…or give your own child to them. A monster that made you beg to be eaten.

			He reached the far end of the long table and stood there.

			Caetano did not sit.

			“You have the blood of the Dantalion,” he said.

			“Yes.”

			“And who claims you?”

			“The family Larage.”

			“Charles, the current patron. Out of Provence.”

			“That’s right.”

			Caetano hmmed. “But you’ve not gone to Charles in…how long?”

			“Ten years.”

			“All the way back. Why? You haven’t had a taste in that long?”

			“I-I don’t know,” she lied. She did know. But saying it out loud would earn her nothing. “I like money.”

			“You like money over the taste? No sweet honey, only filthy lucre. Hm. And yet, you don’t seem to spend much of it. You live humbly.”

			They’re watching my accounts. Of course they are. Still—it felt violating in a way she didn’t expect it to. Like she was being autopsied alive in front of the man.

			“Seattle’s expensive,” she said, manufacturing a smile.

			He laughed a little. “Fair point.” And then he said, “Let’s speak of Mourning Mayne.”

			Now, two more entered the room, far in the back. Coming in from the left? Augustinho—the man with the empty eyes and the small pen-slash of a mustache. And from behind her came a big thuggish fuck, scowling. She realized only now he’d been the one who pulled the hood off her—and the one who had administered the drug that had awakened her from sleep.

			“You, devorador of the Dantalion, strange demónio, chose to remain far away from here, in America. And because of this, you were given the task to watch over Mourning Mayne—fresh in his exílio—for us, yes? To see if he was valuable. And you said—” He snapped his fingers here and Augustinho hurried over with a piece of yellowed paper scrawled with florid writing. Caetano squinted at it. “You said he was worthless. Washed up and washed out was how you put it. This all correct so far?”

			She licked her lips and nodded. “Indeed it is.”

			“And so you kept tabs on him for us but you were doing more than keeping tabs, weren’t you?”

			“It was short-lived,” she said, feeling the words tumble out of her in an inelegant stammer. Keep it together, bitch, goddamn. “It—it allowed me to get closer to him for a quick determination—”

			“I would admire that but you did not disclose your relationship. You were lovers.”

			“No, I felt it was private—”

			“Which means you lied.”

			“I don’t—I didn’t—”

			“Did you know Mourning Mayne went home?”

			She felt on the ropes. “No.”

			“And that once he was home, his father, the head of Agares House, Hadrian Mayne, drained their fount of all its elixir and disappeared?”

			“I…didn’t know that, either.”

			All parts of her crawled with anxiety.

			“I want to know all about Mourning Mayne. I want to know what you know but never told us. And then I want you to go back to America and find out what he’s up to. You can do that for us?”

			A breath of relief released from her chest. That, alongside the thought, This could’ve been an email.

			Key nodded and said, “Of course. Whatever you need.”

			He walked down the length of the table, toward her.

			“You like wine?” he asked in a sprightly tone.

			She wanted to tell him yes—men in power always, always wanted to be told yes. But on this point, she could not budge. Would not budge.

			“Not…particularly, sorry.”

			He tsked. “You know, me neither. Strange, I know. Here we are in my cellar—vinting Tinto Cao, Tinta Barroca, Touriga Nacional, and so on, and I care little for any of it.” He laughed a little. “It all tastes like grape to me. People say, ah, I taste in here the rich flavors of pipesmoke and dark chocolate from Mozambique and a whiff from a monkey’s ass, but all I taste? Is just grape, fucking grape. But you know what I do love? What is most complex?” He plucked the empty stemware from in front of her, took three steps to one of the barrels, and reached for the long, bent glass tube holstered next to it—a wine thief, Key knew it was called. He popped a top cork off the barrel, plunged the glass tube in there, and sealed off the top of it with the press of his thumb. When he withdrew it—

			It was filled with gleaming amber liquid. Glowing like burnished gold in firelight. Key felt her mouth moisten. Her jaw, her toes, her knuckles, all of it tightened just at seeing its glow. It made her feel desperate, weak, foolish.

			Caetano filled the empty wineglass with the honeyed elixir, then paused to take a few drips that clung to his thumb and smear it around his lips. His eyelids fluttered as he licked it off. “No pipesmoke or dark chocolate here. Just a mélange of human love, suffering, torment. Were I to drink further I might taste the fear over losing a loved one, or a moment of stolen secondhand embarrassment, or the crescendo of a knee-buckling excitação violenta.”

			He came closer to her, sliding the glass toward her.

			“It is the elixir—this honeyed anima, this precious liqueur—that is key to our debt, isn’t it? The debt of our kind. Those of us with a little of the blood bubbling in us. Honey for the hive, that is the first precept. Favum alviarum. We say to them, to one who is worthy, we can give you everything, as long as you give us yourself. They call this”—he held up the glass tube—“the thief. But we do not thieve the souls of man. They know what is on offer. What is on the altar. They see us there with our gleaming knives, but they first must nod to let us cut. And then we cut. We make the deal. All of us. You, me, Augustinho back there, we say, Sell us your soul, and when they say yes, that’s all it takes. A conduit from them to the fount. Drip, drip, drip. Like brewing coffee. One beautiful drop at a time. It comes to us. To the blooded one, to the family, to the fount, to the house. We make the deals and the fount fills. And then we come and take our taste, as is our way. As is owed in this great chain of debt.”

			“Thank you for the lesson,” she said, trying very hard to sound sincere and not sarcastic, because for fuck’s sake, she knew all this, and all parts of her were crawling with ants, climbing the walls, because there sat a glass of elixir she so badly wanted to pour into her mouth. She wanted to rub it into her eyes, dip her fingers into it, work those fingers up inside her. Which was the problem, wasn’t it?

			Her mother, dead at the kitchen table, a volcanic rim of vomit around her open lips, eyes bulged out like frog eggs…

			“You never take a taste,” he said. Grinning, but not in a good way. He was mad with incredulity. “Not ever. In fact—! As far as I can tell, you’ve only ever taken one from us. You don’t participate in our grand tradition.”

			“Like I said, I like money fine—”

			“I don’t trust people who don’t take their taste.”

			“Hey,” she said, trying to keep her voice smooth and cool. “I always say, that just means more for you, right?”

			Caetano smiled, showing all his teeth. Sharp little teeth, too. His tongue ran across them. A tongue still gleaming with a taste of elixir. “Sure. Sure. More for me, how wonderful. As if I do not have it all already.” He clapped his hands and then said: “Drink the elixir, Key. You earned it. Drink.”

			Her heart thudded in her chest, a fist hitting a speedbag. “I’d rather not.”

			“Drink the fucking elixir.”

			“I-I can’t, my mother—”

			“Your mother. I don’t care about your mother, moldering somewhere in a grave or dirtying an urn. You are Dantalion. You pay, and we owe, and that is the debt, but you are not participating in the fucking exchange.”

			She heard her voice when it said, “Please.” It sounded small, far away.

			“You think you’re better than us. That you are more than the blood in you. You have—what is it? Transcended us. Looking down. Oh! A moral being.”

			Key tried to recover, again pushing a smile to her lips, smile, smile, make him comfortable, don’t make the mean man mad, because even now she could see his pupils growing so big and so black they swallowed the irises.

			“That’s not it at all. I assure you, patron, I am no moral creature—”

			“So you won’t drink it?”

			“I…” Want to, need to, have to. “Won’t.”

			A moment. He paused. Seething.

			She didn’t know what to do. Get up? Run? Attacking him was not an option. If she managed to do that and get away—which, ha, no fucking chance—the Dantalion would hunt her to the ends of the earth and beyond it. They’d cut parts off her, inch by inch, brining her in elixir so they could keep her alive longer than anybody would normally manage. She’d be host to worms. A feast for dogs. A target for arrows and hatchets and teeth. And she’d feel it all.

			You could always drink the juice, baby girl.

			That voice, in her head, yes. But not her own voice, no.

			Mom…

			Then: Caetano pulled back, laughing. Eyes pinched with joy. “All right,” he said, shaking his head. “All right, all right. As you say, more for me.”

			With a shrug and another laugh, he grabbed the glass of liquid bronze and slammed it back, drinking it all in one quaff. He shuddered, all his bones crackling and popping as his jaw worked sideways—

			Then he clambered up onto the table, snapped the stem off the bottom of the glass, and stabbed it into her chest, just below her collarbone on the left side. His face was in hers, leering and bright, like the madness of a full moon. He leaned forward, pushing the glass stem deeper—pain spider-webbed out from that spot, across her chest, up her shoulder, and down her arm. She could feel blood running down her side—hot blood from a cold wound.

			Then he shoved her, hard.

			Her chair tumbled backward—

			Her head snapped against the stone floor.

			Stars were born and died in the dark behind her eyelids. The air clapped from her lungs and she struggled to reclaim her breath. As her vision cleared, she saw Caetano perched at the edge of the table like a gargoyle, leaning forward, grinning, watching her carefully.

			He picked up one of the wineglasses and tossed not the glass but its contents upon her—a splash of red wine across her face. She sputtered and blinked. Flowers of pain continued to bloom where the glass stem was stuck in her.

			“I’ll—I’ll find the—I’ll find Mourning Mayne. I can…I can help you.”

			“Too late for that. I’ll find someone more loyal. Someone proud that they’re among the blooded. Not some impudent, dark-skinned stray like y—”

			His mouth froze on the word you.

			“Y-y-y—”

			She sat up.

			“Y-y-y-y.”

			His eyes went wide.

			His body shook.

			What the fuck.

			That’s when she saw a red line—dark but bright—drawn across his throat. Like it was painted there. And then the paint started to run.

			Just before his head came off.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				17

				The White Rabbit

			
			
				“Have some wine,” the March Hare said in an encouraging tone.

				Alice looked all round the table, but there was nothing on it but tea. “I don’t see any wine,” she remarked.

				“There isn’t any,” said the March Hare.

				“Then it wasn’t very civil of you to offer it,” said Alice angrily.

				“It wasn’t very civil of you to sit down without being invited,” said the March Hare.

				—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

			

			Caetano Adamastor’s head—its mouth still saying yyyy yyyyyy yyyuhh, tongue trying so hard to tie off that word—eased to the side, making a tacky-sticky ASMR sound as the two parts of the neck peeled away from each other. The head hit the corner of the table, thudding dully on the floor. The one remaining wineglass on the table rolled off after, smashing. The headless body of the Dantalion’s Sella Curulis continued to clutch his glass, red wine still dribbling from its drooping rim. The body remained there, crouched.

			It did not fall.

			Perhaps because it was being held up.

			Someone knelt behind Caetano’s headless form—someone who was not there a moment ago, and then, blink, there they were.

			They had a slim, gangly build in a nuke-yellow T-shirt banded with wide gray stripes. Same clothing you’d see on a municipal worker here.

			What was very much not like the uniform of a city worker was the mask.

			And it was the mask that turned Key’s blood to seawater.

			It was a White Rabbit mask. This one, crudely handmade, unlike that other one she’d seen a decade before—this one looked made out of wood, painted white with shitty paint. The eyes were round holes darkened with black wire mesh. The ears stood tall, the centers painted pink, but a rose pink, a blood pink. The mouth was cut in the lines of an upside-down pickaxe—one line bisecting a curving smile.

			The single detail that did not escape her was the two powder-blue circles.

			Circles chipped and faded, painted next to a blood-pink nose.

			Like the lenses of a pair of spectacles.

			Worn by the rabbit in Disney’s Alice in Wonderland.

			

			—

			Cops swarm past the boy, into the Lighthouse Baptist rec center, not even seeing him, just moving around him as if they could sense his presence but it fails to register. The boy, fifteen years old, has blood all over his light-blue jeans, all over his white shirt—splotches and spatters and drips. Some of it forms an archipelago of red clumps. He wears a White Rabbit mask—cheap plastic, she can tell it’s the mask from the Disney adaptation of Alice in Wonderland. The pink eyes, the blue glasses, the worried look. It has no blood on it that she can see. Curiouser and curiouser. She’ll find out later that he got it from inside the church. Part of their Easter stuff, there in a supply closet with the plastic eggs and the painted-pink wicker baskets. The Alice in Wonderland meaning is lost, and the Christian meaning gained.

			He sees her then, watching him from up the hill, through the chain-link fence, her fingers coiled around the wire so tight they almost bleed. The boy waves at her with the hand not holding the rifle.

			It’s a happy wave. A wave of gratitude. Hello and thanks from GJC.

			Kioni screams—

			

			—

			Here, now. The White Rabbit lifted a long finger and pressed it to that hand-carved mouth, as if to say shhhh.

			No, it couldn’t be—

			It can’t be—

			Key scrambled to stand.

			White Rabbit turned away from her, springing off the table with a happy hop—

			Key saw something swinging in his hand, dripping red. A wire. Metal. Attached to something round—a grip of some kind. Like a yo-yo.

			No. A garrote.

			It was only now that the two at the far end of the room noticed what was going on. They were slow—too slow—on the uptake to have saved the life of their boss (and here, Key’s mind went crazy trying to parse it, Oh God, Caetano is dead, how the fuck, what the fuck, fuck), but they did what they must and charged forward. Augustinho drew a boxy black pistol, while the brute forewent his stun gun for a thin, black-bladed estilleto—whipped open with the turn of his meaty wrist.

			Their attack was ill-coordinated—the brute lurched in first, blocking any chance of Augustinho getting off a shot. And it was over for him as fast as it started—he thrust forward with the knife, and White Rabbit deftly sidestepped it, trapping the brute’s thick arm under his pinning elbow. With his free hand he whipped the garrote wire like a fucking yo-yo around the brute’s arm and caught the disc-shaped end of it, giving a hard yank to the left—

			The wire cut clean through the sleeve.

			Through the flesh. And the bone. All the way through the whole arm.

			Instantly. Without any effort or resistance. A wire through loose meat.

			The brute’s arm, and the brute’s knife, landed like a dropped log.

			The brute, to his credit, growled but swung hard with his other hand—a hand that fast turned to a ham-hock fist. Which White Rabbit ducked, swinging under it, coming up the other side of the huge motherfucker, and then with a grab of the brute’s belt loop, slid all the way behind him. All done so fast the brute didn’t even have a chance to retract his own fist. The missed swing destabilized him, and White Rabbit whipped the wire not around his neck—

			But around the middle of his face.

			Around his mouth. Between his lips, the wire biting into the cheeks—

			His eyes went big as White Rabbit braced hard and pulled, cutting through the middle of the brute’s skull, horizontal; it popped off like a cake pulled into two layers. His tongue flopped like a docked fish. The rest of the head plopped and rolled away, the brain casually tumbling free.

			Key held her gorge. But barely.

			I have to get the fuck out of here. Right now.

			She winced, bolting forward, hugging the right side of the room—ignoring the pain between her shoulder and her chest, where the broken glass stem remained moored. On the left, Augustinho went in, shooting. Gunfire filled the air. With it, that eggy stink. Her ears rang. She half shut her eyes and barreled forth, all parts of her throttled by a driving panic to get out, get out, get out. She saw an open door just past the massive tank—even as Augustinho cried out, and she felt a wet mist drift over her—

			Someone ran headlong into her. Someone who had heard the shooting. A guard. Hands shoved her forward and she fell, again clocking her head on the ground, snap, more stars bursting and going supernova, and she curled on her side as bodies rushed around her—black pants, black shoes, security detail—and someone kicked her in the kidneys, on purpose or by accident, she didn’t know. Nearly made her piss herself. Her eyes jolted wide in pain.

			In her eye, a snapshot—

			Something dangling from a metal wire.

			A disc, not plastic, not wood, but metal—tarnished, old, with a strange tangle of symbols upon it. It swung like a sluggish pendulum. At the other end of the wire, clutched in White Rabbit’s hand, was a similar-shaped disc. Hard to tell what symbol was there, if any. Then, it was gone—lifted and whipped about—

			Men screamed. Red mist. Parts hitting the ground. A slough of guts emptied against the stone, like they were just tossed there—

			Then she saw it.

			By Augustinho’s crumpled, bloody form.

			A folder.

			Strange sketches spilled out. Painted in ink, charcoal, some in red—

			Like blood.

			Her world contracted and wobbled as she gazed upon them. A black tower, its top blooming like a flower—

			As men danced around her and died, Key gritted her teeth and lurched forward, sliding the drawings back into the folder and scooping the whole thing up in her arms as she launched herself to her feet. Men screamed. Another gun went off. As she bolted for the stairs, Key did not look back. Not because she was afraid to see the death behind her, the blood, the piles of human mess.

			But because she was afraid she’d see a man in a White Rabbit mask.

			Waving to her as if to say thanks.
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				Baptismal

			
			
				Tá no inferno, abraça o capeta! [When in Hell, embrace the Devil!]

				—Portuguese saying

			

			A gasp. A blink. And there Key stood, in the rain, on dark gray cobblestone, next to a yellowed building with a red door. Next to it, a framed blue azulejos showing a fanged, giddy satyr dancing upon and below a tangle of grapevines.

			What happened—

			Was any of that real?

			Her ears still rang. She still smelled the sulfur. Looking down, she saw blood running down her sleeves. A folder sat tucked under her other arm, and she quickly closed her jacket over it.

			It all happened.

			It was real.

			Flashes of her escape—brief, but essential. Up out of the cellar, she made her way through the red and golden walls, over the dark oiled floors, past sculptures of nude men and women carved out of bone and driftwood, each with one head but multiple faces. A flash on a memory, too, of her gripping the glass spire in her chest with a slick grip and just barely managing to free it from her body—a tink-tink-a-tink sound as she flung it to the floor and it spun away. Key pushed on, looking for an exit. She spied the housekeeping staff hiding in rooms she passed. Ducking behind couches and tables and desks, trembling. Downstairs, gunfire. Key moved quicker.

			Then out the front door. Into the rain of Vila Nova de Gaia, the town of Port wine, across the Douro River from the city of Porto. She felt shell-shocked. She wanted to sink down into a crouch. Into the stone, into the earth.

			But that was not an option. Behind her was a bloodbath.

			She had to get moving. Now.

			

			—

			Portugal—a land of casual decay. Wealth situated next to abject poverty. Modernity nestled against gutted, hollow-eyed buildings left to time. It was one of these dead buildings that she chose—she quickly zigzagged down some backstreets, averting her gaze from any who passed near her, until she ducked down Rua de Serpa Pinto. There she found an abandoned structure with a corroded green door and no knob. It swung open easily. She ducked into the shadows.

			

			—

			A moment. She just needed a moment. She pushed through fire-black rooms, cinder-block spaces. Found a few ratty blankets and mattresses, but otherwise, for the moment, it seemed Key was alone. She pressed herself against a wall and just shivered for a while. Trembled and tried not to vomit. Tried not to cry. The trauma galloped through her in the form of cortisol and adrenaline. Panic riding her blood like a bullet train. She shook out her limbs and tried to steady her breathing.

			Behind the dark of her eyes—

			That mask.

			Today, a wooden mask.

			A decade ago, a shitty plastic one.

			White Rabbit. Alice in Wonderland. I’m late, I’m late. Very important date.

			What the fucking fuck.

			That had to be a message. To her specifically. Didn’t it? And yet, how could it be? Fuck. Fuck! Fuck.

			They were going to think it was her. That she was involved. She left there alive. If there were cameras, they would see how she was spared. Key was at the scene of the worst crime that could be committed against them. The execution of the head of a family—worse, the seat of the Dantalion.

			I have to get out of this country.

			And now she realized: Her backpack was gone, which meant she had no phone, no passport. All she had was this folder.

			Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

			That became priority number one. Getting out of Europe was now impossible without phone, passport, and money. That trapped her here. She could go to an embassy. Claim she was robbed. It would take time but they could work through it. Get her home. But that also put her in the system. At this point, she didn’t even know who was watching her. Caetano isn’t watching anymore, is he?

			But someone else could be. Others in the Dantalion. Or amongst the other broods. You need to think. You need a plan.

			First part of that plan was answering a crucial question: Who the fuck did she know in Portugal? It didn’t take long to sort through the mental rolodex until she landed on a name: Carla Jaworsky.

			

			—

			Key found roof access in the abandoned building—the roof was half collapsed, and she had to be careful not to trip and break her neck, or worse, fall through a hole. But she found a spot where the rain was cascading in, so she used it to wash the blood off her clothes, her face, everything. Also a chance to use the gray light coming in through that spot to look at her injury—she pulled off her jacket, looked at the wound. It was already healing up. Still a hole. But it was crusted over, and the skin around it pink and puckering. That was the gift not only of getting stabbed in the heart of a fount with elixir nearby, but also? That stupid prick spit on her. And in his spit, she’d seen the lingering glow of anima. It did her injury a favor. She guessed it’d be healed up in a week. Maybe sooner.

			Cleaner, calmer, Key knew it was time to find Carla.

			

			—

			Porto. A dark, Gothy cousin to Lisbon. Same hills, but cast in shadow—the colors had been bled out. Everything gone pale, or gray, or even black.

			Key made her way across the Dom Luis I Bridge, over the calm waters of the Douro. The rain slowed to a miserable drizzle. Tourists bunched up along the edges, taking photos less of the city itself and more of themselves against it—selfies up and down the stretch, and Key thought, with no small anger, You deserve what we take from you, and it was the first time she’d ever thought of herself as being separate from Them. In that moment she hated Them, which made her hate herself all the more. Quite a feat. She told herself this was all because of what had just happened—what she’d been through was horrible. Trauma got into you, tangled all your wires. Her ears still rang. She could still smell the mineral stink of sprayed blood. You’re just angry. All mixed up. Key kept moving, because what else was there to do? I’m late, I’m late, for a very important date.

			

			—

			Bar Taboa.

			That was Carla’s joint—a little expat bar tucked away just north of the train station, down in the valley of the citied hills that surrounded it. The stacked-box buildings off to the distance seemed to rue Porto’s drab color-bled vibe, and stood defiant in bold, filthy color. Key passed a few tables out front with red Super Bock umbrellas over them and ducked in through the front door.

			It was a long and narrow space. Dimly lit. Mostly quiet, except for a cluster of what looked like Aussies and Canadians in the back playing cards.

			Key pulled up a wobbly stool. The bartender was a young guy, rangy like a wild, starving horse. He lifted his head. “What would you like?” he asked in English. She decided to try her Portuguese out—

			“Uhh. Copo. Água—umm, sem gás.” No gas. No bubbles. She hated Europe’s love of room-temp sparkling water. It hurt to drink.

			He slid her a glass. “You want a real drink or—”

			She was about to interrupt and say no, thank you, she needed to see Carla. But it was Carla herself who did the interrupting.

			“She doesn’t drink,” Carla said, sauntering up. Carla, half Polish, half Puerto Rican. In her early fifties, all parts of her taut like a leather belt. Bleach-blond hair stood up in a field of messy spikes. She exuded hot, angry, punk, lesbian, grand-aunt energy.

			A black velvety cat followed along on the floor before leaping up to the bar top. It would not be the only cat in here. Others slinked about. This wasn’t a cat café or anything, but Carla loved cats, and cats loved Carla, so she let them in here, and if people didn’t like it, she told them how and how often to get fucked. Carla grabbed Key’s glass from in front of her. “C’mon, let’s go to my office.”

			

			—

			The office was in the back. Cracked plaster walls, an old industrial-looking Cold War era desk, a ’90s-era Cerveja Sagres sexy-girl calendar pinned to a corkboard next to a nest of receipts and menus and other paper mess.

			Carla handed Key her water.

			“I was right, right? You still don’t drink?” The woman maintained some of that East Coast Noo Yawk thing in her voice. “Because I got a bottle of ginja here in the drawer…” She reached for a lower file drawer.

			“Still don’t drink,” Key said, sucking air between her teeth. In her head, she heard Caetano’s voice: Drink the elixir, Key. Her body jumped a little at that.

			Carla seemed to clock it. “Ahh. Cool. I respect that. So, uhh, what’s up? Haven’t seen you in a—what’s it been, a few years now?”

			“Three. No. Four.”

			“Yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah. Four. Shit.”

			Last time Key was here, she helped Carla get this place. Not via the old ways—no dark bargaining here. Not every deal meant putting the human soul up for auction. Sometimes tit was just for tat. Sometimes it was just because Key knew people and could connect those people and make good things happen for good people. Her small way of strengthening the world instead of slashing its ankles at every turn. Of course, then she said, “I need some help.”

			She had banked that favor, hadn’t she?

			And here she was to make a withdrawal.

			A different cat—a tortie with one eye missing—popped up onto Carla’s lap out of nowhere. The raw-boned, taut-skin woman hugged it close, and the cat’s legs stuck out like helpless sausages as she snuggled it.

			“You helped me,” Carla said. “In a big way. So whatever you need…”

			Key explained the deal, though not how it had happened. “I need a passport. I need money for a plane ticket home. And I need crash space until it comes together. I know it’s a lot to ask—”

			“Nah, I got you. It’s nothing. We’ll get you a new photo in the morning—and I assume you want a different name?”

			The cat purred.

			“You know I’ll pay you back,” Key offered. Though even as she said it, a little part of her twisted and turned, telling her, She owes you, don’t let her slip that noose, Kiona. She kicked that voice back down into the hole, giving it one extra stomp for good measure. That voice bubbled up sometimes. Instead of a devil on her shoulder, Key reminded herself that the devil for her was in the blood—swimming along in that river of red, whispering to her from the deepest, darkest chambers of her heart.

			“You know you don’t have to. Lemme talk to some folks, get it going. It’ll be a couple days, at least.”

			“I figured.” She chewed a lip. “Thanks, Carla. You’re a dream.”

			“As they say, ain’t no thing. You look tired, if you don’t mind me saying.” Then her eyes went wide. “Jesus, Key. You’re bleeding.”

			“It’s nothing—already healing up.”

			“Wound’s a wound.” At that, Carla leapt into action. Got out a little first aid kit from a desk drawer, got her shoulder and collarbone exposed, and winced before she got to work. To her credit, she didn’t say anything about it. Didn’t ask questions. Didn’t say how good or bad it looked. Didn’t even apologize for when it hurt.

			And it really fucking hurt.

			With gauze taped over the hole, Key pulled her shirt back over her shoulder.

			“Looking better already,” Carla said.

			“Thanks. I still feel like kicked shit, though, damn.”

			Carla groaned as she stood, setting the cat down on the desk. “I’ll get you set up upstairs—you take my room, I’ll take the couch—”

			“Carla—”

			“Stop, I sleep there most nights anyway. When I even can sleep. With this world—hard to catch an hour of peaceful shut-eye, you know?”

			Oh, I know.

			Boy fucking howdy, do I ever know.
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				Grave Uncertainty

			
			
				French police have detained pharma billionaire Laurent Bessiere for the brutal murder of Bessiere’s alleged mistress, the Swiss banking heiress Liesl Adelhard. Bessiere was arrested in Provence, at the lavender farm of Charles Larage…

				—from Reuters article, “Billionaire Laurent Arrested for Adelhard Murder”

			

			Key was so tired, she couldn’t sleep. That such a thing could happen was one of the body’s cruel jokes, like the ability to bite the inside of your cheek or the sheer existence of anxiety—your brain cursing your mind.

			So instead she just lay there in bed, feeling lost. Feeling unmoored, a balloon slipped from a child’s grip. Key had never truly belonged anywhere—once her mother died, that was the end of family. The ritual of becoming spilled her blood, and the blood said she was a Larage, and so she was a Larage. Something in that blood, some shard from the shattered pottery of her DNA, connected her to them, and so she became their problem. She was Larage, and the Larage was one of the families that formed the Dantalion, and so that’s what she was, no choice about it, sorry, hon.

			They sent her to their estate in Provence, surrounded by lavender fields.

			She was an outcast at the outset. A stranger to them—an unpleasant mystery they did not care to solve. The Larages were white as brand-new urinals, and she—ahem, wasn’t. They’d been raised in wealth, owning an empire of small farms. She had been raised poor, and their wealth was not automatically hers, so she still had to beg and scrap for anything. They’d been raised, too, to understand a world that was new to her—a world where the human soul was currency first, everything else second. Where the strength of one’s self, one’s character, was useful only so far as it could help to fill a fount. Where one’s weaknesses were opportunities for temptation. Where people meant nothing except for how they could be distilled down, their spirit turned to substance. The cosmic made crass. It felt like cannibalism. Worse—

			It felt like addiction.

			So the moment she could, once her apprenticeship with Charles Larage was over, she fucked off back to America, back to the West Coast. She knew she’d never take from the Dantalion fount. She saw what it did to the other fiends—that hungry, murderous glint in their eyes. Key didn’t want to be like them.

			Couldn’t be like them.

			(Like my mom.)

			She instead secured a deal—instead of a taste of elixir, she would be paid money for what she contributed to the fount. Direct deposit. No muss, no fuss.

			It was enough to let her live in a pricey-ass city like Seattle.

			It was enough to squirrel away, too, giving her dreams of doing something all her own one day. (Though here, she got fuzzy on what that would be—once in a while she imagined opening a bar like Carla somewhere out in the world, some trendy fucking zero-spirits joint. But she also liked being alone, too. Doing her own thing. No staff, no customers, nobody to keep happy.)

			So. The Dantalion was already hostile to her. She already didn’t have refuge with Charles Larage and his clan of fancy French peckerwoods. And now she was a survivor of a massacre that, against all odds, took the head of the Sella Curulis of the most powerful brood of fiends in all of Europe. Key told herself: Get out of here. Go back to them. Put yourself on the altar and they might not take much from you. But they’d take something. They already had questioned her loyalty. The ice beneath her feet had been thin before she ever set foot in Portugal, and now? Now one twist of her heel and she’d be down in the cold drink, fast.

			Groaning, she sat up.

			Around her: a room so small the bed was mostly wedged between both walls—there was a small cracked flat-screen TV on one side of the room, and all around were shelves. European apartments were always engineering feats of using all their meager space, even vertically, and this one was no different.

			Carla snored in the other room. A high-pitched, table-saw whine.

			Key made sure to close the door, though a fresh cat got in first—one Key hadn’t seen before, a mottled white-and-brown one, fat as an Easter ham. She turned on the light and helped the dumpy thing onto the bed. It circled her like a shark as she picked up the folder she’d taken from Augustinho’s dead hand.

			

			—

			From the folder, she pulled a handful of sketches. Six of them.

			Each was drawn like the artist was somehow both angry and afraid. Angry that they were made to draw it. Scared that it might become real, so they drew it fast. All the lines were erratic, hastily scribbled. On every page waited a different piece of dark architecture—two of them were churches, though each a different expression of a church, as one looked like a Gothic cathedral, another like a small-town Lutheran church from the 1950s. The other four were different: One looked like a boxy radio station building with a tall broadcast antenna next to it; another was a lighthouse, surrounded by rocks at the bottom; the third looked like a hotel, a neon sign vertical down the side, but whatever word or name belonged there was just a series of gibberish symbols; the fourth and final drawing was a spiraling tower, like a minaret made of stone, with small windows traveling along the twisting spire. Each was different, yes. But Key somehow also knew that each was also the exact same. Like these were all one structure—

			Just reskinned with different costumes.

			(Or wearing different masks.)

			A few of the sketches were scrawled in charcoal, one in what looked like Sharpie, and two more in the rust-red color of what she believed was blood.

			The fear and anger put into drawing them was evident, yes, and Key felt both of those things herself just looking at them. There was this vertiginous feeling looking at them—like she was on the edge of something, wobbling back and forth as the precipice beneath her feet was crumbling. Like she might fall into the drawings, somehow. Nausea rolled through her in a simmering wave.

			One of the cats stopped orbiting her and now sat just behind her, its head poking out.

			It was staring at the drawings.

			A sharp, focused stare.

			Its mouth wetted with drool—

			Its jaw opened just so. A low whine rose from its throat like a distant siren.

			Key snapped a finger and the cat hissed at her, then hopped down and disappeared under the bed.

			The cat was mesmerized by them.

			Key felt the same way. She hated looking at them—

			But loved it, too. They felt haunted, cursed, like pages ripped from some secret book you weren’t ever supposed to see. Each a strange promise, a dangerous recipe, something that was both a threat and an offer.

			The drawings made her feel angry, and they made her feel scared, but there was something else in there, too.

			They made her feel electric.

			There was something in these images that summoned in her a deep, strange longing. A hunger for something. It was all the flavors of desire bundled up like a bouquet garni—it was lust, gluttony, and greed fucking one another in a sweaty throuple. It made her want. Just an endless whirling cavern of want, a channel carved down through the earth, into nothing, filled only with that hollow echo of want, want, want.

			Get it, find it, take it, yours, yours, ALL YOURS.

			She had to turn the drawings over.

			And there she saw that on the back of each was a signature.

			One signature. All these, drawn by one artist.

			The name, in hasty black charcoal:

			Quinn K.

			Hello, Quinn, Key thought.

			Nice to meet you.

			Why did you draw these? Who are you and what do you know?

			And why did the Dantalion have them?
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				Ask and Ye Shall

			
			
				Faust. I didn’t lay a snare for you!

				You put yourself into the trap.

				A devil in hand is well worth keeping,

				it takes a good while to catch one again.

				—Goethe, Faust

			

			Three days in and Carla got the goods. Some fresh threads, plus a passport and a newly minted credit card—as decided, not under Key’s name. These were under some basic bitch’s name: Melanie Green. Nothing more harmless than sweet, sweet Melanie Green.

			Carla knew people to make this sort of thing happen. She was a smuggler—nothing particularly illicit, but there were always things that weren’t supposed to cross borders. Not even drugs or guns, but fancy DOP cheeses and different kinds of booze and exotic pets (or exotic meats, or exotic pets that were destined to become exotic meats). The EU had a shit-ton of rules about what could and could not cross borders, and Carla knew how to get around those rules.

			So that’s how she got Key what was needed.

			With it, Key was able to snag herself a plane ticket back to the States.

			Flight in five hours.

			She thanked Carla, petted a couple cats—

			And it was on the way out that Carla made her move.

			

			—

			Key could feel it coming. Something in the way Carla was acting. A little nervous, a little on the edge of something; there were words crawling around the edges of her lips like little ants. And then Key almost made it without anything, and she thought for a moment, I must’ve been wrong.

			But then, nope, she was spot-fucking-on.

			“I know you have a way of making things happen,” Carla said, a desperate strum to her voice. Key stood in the doorway of the bar and Carla stood between her and freedom. She started in on the pitch, looking at her feet as she gave it: “Things I can’t. There are things out of my reach, you know? And look, listen, I’m fifty-two now, right, and this place, it means a lot to me, okay. And I figured that was enough, right? Do I really need more in this life than a place like this to sling some drinks to a bunch of washed-up expats? But then it’s like…you look around and the city is changing. Country, world, changing. All these people moving in here with their private equity and their Airbnb shit and everybody’s moving up in the world but I’m still kicking fucking rocks up the hill, right? And I, ahhh, I just think it’d be nice to really have it for once, to really go for it, to make this place of mine into something real special—and I know what you did for Raymond, I know what he said he gave you and I think I’m ready, I’m ready to pay that price—”

			Key cut her off.

			“Carla. Honey. You talk to Raymond recently?”

			“What? No, it’s been a few years. Like you and me, time got away from us and so I haven’t—”

			“I haven’t, either. But I keep tabs. He’s not with his wife and kid anymore, Carla. He bailed on ’em. He’s rich now, wanted it for them, but he took it all and left them in the dirt, and now he’s in Palm Springs or some shit—shacking up with whatever dust-caked slut or washed-up OnlyFans model he can find, sitting at the pool, rich and fat and drunk and running on empty.”

			“What are you saying?”

			Key took her hands and gave them a squeeze.

			“I’m saying you don’t want this.”

			Carla stiffened. “Oh, sure, sure. Raymond was good enough for your-your patronage. But I’m just some shitbird—” She pulled her hands away.

			“It’s the opposite. Girl, I never liked Raymond. That’s why Raymond got the deal. Because fuck Raymond. He was always a snake-in-waiting, hiding in the grass—and now he’s out of hiding, sunning himself on the asphalt. But that means he’ll get hit. He’ll get run the fuck over, Carla. It’s no life.” She softened her voice, trying to make this sales pitch sing. “I don’t want that for you.”

			“Fine. Great. You get to keep the keys to the kingdom and the rest of us can eat shit under the bed like rats.” Carla blinked back tears. “I got you what you needed, Key. I did that for you. But fuck me, right? Fuck me.”

			“It would ruin you.”

			“It would save me.”

			Key put some chill in her voice.

			“Maybe I overestimated you. Please move.”

			Key started to push past her, but Carla caught her hand. Her eyes were pleading. “Hey. Hey. Wait. Airport isn’t far. I can—I’ll get someone to drive you. Don’t take the train. We can talk more about this.”

			“There’s nothing more to talk about. I’m not doing this right now.”

			“But okay, later maybe there’s a chance—”

			“I gotta bounce, Carla. I’m sorry.”

			Carla’s grip tightened, but Key wrenched her hand free.

			“Key, you fucking cunt, please—”

			“Bye, Carla.”

			With that, Key walked to the train station to be out of this city, out of this country, and back home.

			The guilt chased her, but she was faster than it. Always had been. (Or so she told herself, at least.) She needed to get the hell out of this country. Needed to get home, cool her heels, and figure out her next move.

		

	
		
			
				Part Four

				A Beckoning
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				Beacon

			
			
				Achates, most faithful friend to Aeneas in Virgil’s epic—loyal like a dog is loyal, married to one the way a spouse is. Nearly all mentions of Achates in The Aeneid have Achates with Aeneas, for there is no Achates without Aeneas. A support beam is nothing without the structure it supports. And so it is amongst us: The fidus Achates is the most loyal, the most true advisor. Friend and brother to any head of any brood house—and betrayal by a fidus Achates must be treated as one of the greatest betrayals of them all, for Achates is either perfectly loyal, or he is absolutely nothing. The hound that bites the master is a doomed beast.

				—from the pages of the Catechism of Fiends, by the First Hieraaetus, Radvilus the Wolf

			

			Dark, rain-soaked trees crowded a red barn that had been converted into a domicile too modern for this area—driving here to this massive home on this dead-end nowhere road, they passed by a number of houses that Mourning would best describe as dirty little boxes. Beige, gray, a little green, a colonial blue, each of them a box, each of them stained with rain and moss and tree debris and the ineluctable filth of time. None of them nice, all of them probably very expensive, and at least half of them home to some insufferable hipster ex-Brooklynite that Mourning would’ve gotten along with very well.

			This house—the old barn—had been retrofitted to have floor-to-ceiling windows, a massive black stone patio, and, if Mourning recalled it correctly, an elevator. Not because Uncle Julian needed an elevator but rather, because Uncle Julian wanted an elevator.

			(And there, a faint memory slid between the others—standing around a swimming pool somewhere in Fiji, with Uncle Julian telling a younger Mourning, Let me tell you, Nephew, one crucial truth: Life is short, even for us, and it is full of displeasure. So whatever it is you want in this life, there is no shame in taking it, because we all deserve a little joy, don’t we? And then Julian ordered a two-hundred-dollar daiquiri which he didn’t even finish.)

			“This is Julian’s place?” Sophie asked.

			“It is.”

			“That’s our car.”

			“It is.”

			There, in the driveway, sat a black Rolls-Royce SUV.

			The one Verner used to drive Father around, back when the old man was still leaving the house sometimes. How long ago was that, anyway? How long had Father been a creepy shut-in? Mourning did not know and did not feel like asking Sophie. They’d barely spoken on the car ride up. She’d told him what had happened in Portugal—Adamastor, dead. His staff, slaughtered.

			The Dantalion well, drained of its souls.

			Malphas, dead. Crassus, buried herself with the fount. Father, gone, the elixir gone with him. And now this with Adamastor.

			It felt like something was happening—some unseen confluence of events he didn’t understand. An attack. But he just felt like he was running through a dark forest with the trees crashing down around his ears. All he could perceive was chaos.

			The two of them sat in her car—a red Volvo EV crossover. Clean as a whistle. Smelled nice, just like her. The only element of chaos in it was an empty crumpled pack of American Spirit cigarettes on the floor. Cigarettes. She never smelled like she smoked. Was it a once-in-a-while thing? A stress thing? Or was she a secret nicotine fiend? It seemed so basic; it thrilled him. Though why it thrilled him, he didn’t know. Sophie, even as staff, always felt—well, not elegant, per se, but sharp, clean, put-together. Did he like that this one piece of cancerous trash humanized her? Humbled her? Did he need her humbled? Did he like her more if she could be made smaller, small enough to shove in whatever box he built for her?

			They looked to one another, and then got out of the car.

			Mourning took the lead.

			He stepped forward, then said, in a low voice: “I think someone’s in the car. In the driver seat.” It was hard to tell. The windows were tinted, but not so dark that you couldn’t discern certain shapes.

			“Is it Verner?”

			“I have no idea.”

			His gut tightened. Was this safe? Why wouldn’t it be safe? It had to be. And yet, every part of him tightened with worry. Something’s off.

			Mourning suddenly wished—what? That he had one of his father’s guns? Absurd. He wouldn’t know what to do with it except twirl it around and wing it at someone’s head.

			He tried to quiet his steps as he approached the car.

			At the driver’s side door, he stood there, feeling foolish. He gave an awkward look to Sophie, who offered an awkward shrug in return. A stab of annoyance punched through him. She always knew what to do and here she was, looking to him for a clue? It only occurred to him now how fucking worthless he’d been his whole life. Exasperated, he moved toward the door—

			But he froze.

			“Mourning,” Sophie said, seeing what he was seeing. She circled around him, to the front of the car, and he followed.

			The front windshield had a single hole in it.

			And through the glass, they could see Verner was the one in the driver’s seat, and he sat back, relaxing on a pillow of his own brains. Mouth slack. Eyes dead. Even from here, there was a slight smell—that faint whisper of death.

			“Jesus,” he said.

			Verner.

			Verner had always been nice to him. He was one of the good ones.

			“Hadrian isn’t here,” she said.

			“Not in the car, anyway.”

			He flashed on an imagined Hadrian Mayne lying inside Julian’s house, his brains shot out on some fancy Nepalese rug. Julian nearby, skull blown open.

			You don’t know that. You do not know that.

			And would he be sad if it was true? If they were both dead?

			He didn’t know.

			He felt momentarily paralyzed. Look in the car? Look in the house? Get back in Sophie’s car and drive as far the fuck away as possible?

			“Fuck,” he said. “Fuck.”

			He stormed toward the house, heart racing. Sophie told him to stop, to wait, but he could barely hear her. He had to know who, or what, he’d find inside.

			

			—

			The inside of Julian Mayne’s house was a pitch-perfect mental autopsy of any uber-rich prick with zero taste. It was a tacky smorgasbord of the kind of eclectic multicultural nonsense you bought at Marshalls or HomeGoods or some high-end thrift store, except all this stuff was real-deal high-dollar shit, a colonizer’s wet dream. Mourning could practically hear his uncle going on about it: Oh, the dining room table? Rosewood from the Bahia forests of Brazil—trafficked across the border from my guy in Vitória. Yeah, in the center there, see that salt cellar? Amber, right. Ukrainian amber. Russian-owned mine there, illegal, obviously. Gets the good stuff, and Polish craftsmen make it—sure, the mine uses child labor, but I’m sure they’re treated well enough, and hey, little hands are sometimes what the work demands! Oh, the backsplash? Ancient tile, Mesopotamian, maybe. From Iraq. I’m…friends with the Hobby Lobby guy and he made sure I got what I wanted. Always does.

			He called out to his uncle. “Julian? Uncle Jules?”

			Nothing. His voice simply echoed through the space.

			He wandered through the expansive, open-concept downstairs. It was limp and lifeless, a dead place. There was no fount here—some fiends had family founts, house founts. Fed a trickle from the larger source fount kept by and for the brood.

			(Only the head of a family commanded elixir.)

			Just the same, it felt opened up and hollowed out, even as nothing seemed overtly disturbed.

			Sophie crept into the house, eyes darting to every corner.

			“We should go,” she said quietly.

			“Not yet.”

			“Mourning—”

			“Not yet. Something has to be here. Some sense of what went down. Father was here—right? Verner must’ve driven him.”

			“Presumably. Though we don’t know that.”

			“Yeah.” She was right. They didn’t really know anything. That Father arrived here with Verner was an assumption of fact, but not a fact. Still. “Do you think this is tied to Portugal? And all the…other mess?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Again, Mourning tried to puzzle it out—who would gain from this? Was there a conspiracy afoot, or just a conspiracy of opportunity—meaning, one death reminded others that it’s possible, that they, too, could seize power if they wanted? Who would’ve killed Caetano Adamastor? His wife, Lourdes? She was a player, but one who’d stood by her husband—and who effected his ascent. The daughter, Theodora? She’d be the one in charge now. She was a vicious, callous earner, but doted on her father, and he on her. Had they been killed, too?

			He didn’t know.

			And how would this tie at all to his father?

			Had Hadrian simply seen the writing on the wall? That someone was killing the Sella Curulis of each blooded brood? Killing them and somehow draining their founts for whatever purpose?

			Or was there something else here that he wasn’t seeing?

			He thought first to those strange drawings—and a paroxysm of both fear and eager anticipation rolled through him, thinking about the structure in those sketches. The same one he’d been seeing in his dreams.

			And then he remembered that bottle of Port he’d just tasted the other day.

			Gift from Caetano, Tawny, Douro…

			“C’mon,” he said, heading deeper into the house.

			“Mourning, if the police show—”

			“They’ll find a man at his uncle’s house, looking for his father.”

			“We don’t know what they’ll think.”

			“We don’t worry about the police.” He couldn’t care about that. They had ways of controlling that problem. He pushed on.

			

			—

			The house was huge but at the same time, easy to navigate. The elevator took them to a second floor—also open concept, leading to a balcony overlooking a massive sitting room with one of those old conversation pits at the center.

			It was up there that Mourning found the bar.

			There, on the bar top, was another one of Father’s favorite waters—a half-empty bottle of Glacial Moraine. That, next to two empty highball glasses that gave off the heady, brown-sugar fumes of an expensive, aged rum. Two brothers sat here and had a drink.

			

			—

			They scanned the rest of the upstairs. Found Julian’s office. Bedroom. Bathroom. Everything was well-kept and in its place. They found one dresser drawer open, and some clothes were missing from it, and there was a gap in his closet where empty hangers dangled. They couldn’t find a suitcase. Had Julian left? Packed his things and fled? To where? And why?

			No answers to that mystery.

			And nothing else, nothing enticing, nothing to answer any part of this mystery. What they knew was simply: The old man had been here visiting his brother, and then it looked like Uncle Julian maybe, maybe took a trip?

			More questions persisted.

			Why did Father come here at all?

			And why the fuck was Verner dead outside in the car?

			None of it added up to anything.

			And then—something.

			There, on the floor, a torn corner of paper. Rough paper, like from a—

			“Sketchbook,” he said, picking it up. It was smudged with sooty black and a fingerprint of rusted red. A signature marked the spot:

			Quinn K.

			“What?” Sophie asked.

			“Did you see Father’s drawings?” he asked, turning toward her.

			She hesitated. Why? Formulating a lie? Or was the question too strange. “No. He was drawing?”

			“I don’t think he made them. But he had them. Drawings of—I don’t know. A structure. In a cornfield.” He was about to mention the dreams, but that confession pinned itself to his tongue.

			“Sorry, I don’t know.” She changed the subject, adding crisply: “We should check the car. And then we have to deal with Verner.”

			Deal with Verner. He knew she did not mean call the police. The family had the ways and means of dealing with the sort of problem Verner represented, which was to say, a dead body you didn’t want hanging around. It was not a part of the family Mourning knew much about, beyond that it existed. He’d never left a dead body behind in need of disappearing, after all.

			But Sophie—

			Sophie, for all the warmth in her eyes and all the kindness she extended to him, said it plainly. Then we have to deal with Verner. She knew the man. Worked with Verner a long time. And even still, Mourning could not detect an iota of grief or even anger in her voice. It was cold and clinical. He didn’t expect it, though perhaps he should have. Maybe she did give up her soul, and she just isn’t telling me. There were, of course, ways to find that out. If he could get close, if he could touch her, take in her scent, he might be able to sense it. Or, so much simpler, he could make her an offer…

			A lamb to take, its coat to warm you, its blood to sustain you.

			He clenched up, disappointed in himself.

			Focus up, Mourning. Forget Sophie.

			“Deal with Verner,” he said, nodding as they headed back to the elevator. “Fine. Yeah. Yes. Let’s check the car, then—then on to the next thing.” They stepped into the elevator, and Mourning went to press the button for the floor below them—but then, he paused.

			A third button beckoned. One he hadn’t clocked before.

			Second floor, first floor, and then a blank button with a small hole in the center of it. Unmarked otherwise.

			He pointed it out to Sophie. She gave him a quizzical look.

			“Press it?” he asked.

			“Press it,” she said.

			He pushed his thumb against it—

			And it did not depress.

			It had a little give, but an elevator button should’ve been an easy press and this one seemed to…resist. Perhaps it wasn’t even a button? He grunted and went in again, pushing harder this time—

			The button sank deep. Then clicked.

			At the same time, a sharp pain shot through his thumb.

			He recoiled, blood beading up from where a needle—poking out of that center hole in the button, revealed when he forced it forward—had stabbed him.

			Quickly he sucked on his thumb. “What the f—”

			The button popped back out, once more disappearing the needle.

			The button turned red.

			The lights in the elevator went out.

			And then the elevator began its descent.
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				Don’t Have to Go Home,

				But You Can’t Stay Here

			
			
				“Will you walk into my parlour?” said the Spider to the Fly,

				“ ’Tis the prettiest little parlour that ever you did spy;

				The way into my parlour is up a winding stair,

				And I have many curious things to shew when you are there.”

				“Oh no, no,” said the little Fly, “to ask me is in vain,

				For who goes up your winding stair can ne’er come down again.”

				—Mary Howitt, “The Spider and the Fly”

			

			Seattle—home again. Hot night, heat wave, the air like something you had to climb through. Claw through. Key missed the cool weather, the rain—some people craved summer in the PNW, like they were batteries draining for nine months, ready to be filled by the three-month stint of the sun. Key would’ve taken more rain, more gloom, more of the chill bite. Summer here felt like a curse.

			Plane landed so late at night it was already early. Two A.M., pushed to that hour by weather in the Midwest, then some issue with the plane’s bathroom, then a changing of the crew. Then time calling for a rideshare and waiting for it with all the other midnight zombies.

			Key just wanted to go home.

			Just wanted to sleep.

			

			—

			In the Uber, still dark out.

			In all of the stress, all of the anxiety, her mind wandered to an unexpected place: Lucinda. Lucinda, of the milk skin. Lucinda, of the ink and neon. Lucinda, with those roaming fingers and that hungry mouth. Was she falling for her? Jesus, she was. She was. Fuck. Fucking stupid. She’s a trap. She will make you rootbound, little plant. She castigated herself to focus up. But she didn’t. Key kept thinking about her. An easy, eager, happy queasiness about it—that feeling of having your insides trembling with a kind of anticipation. Felt safe and unsafe in equal measure. The Uber plunged through the dark. Streetlights, washing over in pulsing waves. The lull of the rideshare’s electric engine. The heartbeat lub-a-dub of tires on highway. She closed her eyes, thinking about Lucinda and—

			A wave of corn rising over her, the field rippling like a churned sea, and in the dark, ahead, sat a sharp-steepled chapel like a tall-sailed boat. Power pulsed there too large to even comprehend, as if it contained all the energy of a splitting atom, a collapsing galaxy, an emerging universe. This bleak, black structure. This dark shape, straining to shift its architecture—its boards creaking like trees in wind, its bones cracking under the twist of invisible hands. And in one window, a man in a hand-carved rabbit mask, waving to her behind its blood-flecked visage—

			She gasped awake.

			I’m in danger.

			But she wasn’t.

			Still in the Uber.

			Still on the way home.

			Close now. She pushed the dream back out to sea, tried to find better thoughts but had a hard time holding on to them. So instead she just focused on the city, on this ride. Key lived in a refurbed, too-modern duplex in the Queen Anne neighborhood overlooking the city. It cost her too much to rent, but who cared? The Dantalion paid her well, and renting let her put down the shallowest of roots. Easy to rip herself out of the ground and get out and get far away if the shit ever hit the fan. But then her mind wandered again to Lucinda—

			They turned the corner down her street.

			The Uber slowed—

			The man started to tell her that the ride was over in a thick Afghan accent, but that’s when she saw the two black SUVs parked across from the town house. And then there were the two people—one guy on a telephone pole farther down, who at even a quick glance appeared to be doing very little work and a whole lot of surreptitious glancing around, and the second, a homeless man she didn’t recognize, and she knew most of the usual crew of poor unhoused motherfuckers. This dude wasn’t one of them. He was white. Too clean-shaven. His outfit, intentionally messy, like it was designed to look that way instead of being just a ragtag bunch of found or stolen clothes.

			As the car started to slow, she hissed at the driver and waved him to keep driving. “Keep going. Please.” She told him to park a few blocks down.

			She crept back toward her town house, staying half a block away, hiding behind the back of a parked Mini Cooper.

			Still the guy on the telephone pole.

			Still the homeless dude.

			Both of them had their heads on a swivel.

			The Dantalion.

			Her house, watched. They were waiting for her.

			Possible she was being paranoid. Possible none of these people were looking for her. But her gut told her differently, and she had long cultivated the strong judgment of her intestinal flora.

			But where to go now? She had nothing but the clothes on her back. No backpack, a burner phone, a fake ID.

			Lucinda.

			

			—

			Key hoofed it. She didn’t want to get another car, put herself in any system as to where she was going. And the walk, she felt, would do her good.

			Through the humid dark, she walked. It was about a half-hour walk if she hustled. Came a point as Highland crossed Queen Anne Ave, that she could see the Space Needle—a glowing spire in the dark, lit up for all to see, and—

			—it grew black, a sword’s blade dipped in ink, thrust up out of the corn, piercing the clouds and slowly it fell, its knife tip slashing a vent in the sky and the sky rained blood down upon her and the city, the White Rabbit hopping through rivers of red—

			A loud honk and she staggered out of the way as a white box truck blasted past. Somehow she was in the middle of the damn road.

			Key, you’re tired, jet-lagged, traumatized, and those damn drawings did a number on you.

			

			—

			“More ink already?” Lucinda asked. Lucinda—of course, awake.

			“No…” Key said, standing at the door. A cab passed behind her. Someone hooted out the window. It made her flinch.

			“Then…?”

			“I need a place to crash.”

			Lucinda hesitated. “I didn’t think we were that kind of thing.”

			“We’re not. I mean—” Key wasn’t very good at this. “This isn’t that. It’s not, you know, a…”

			“A booty call?” Her voice droll and dry. Hard to tell if she was irritated by this or amused by it. Knowing Lucinda, probably both.

			“It’s not that. My place is just…” Just what? “Getting fumigated.”

			Lucinda made a face.

			“Bedbugs?”

			“Yes. But—not in my place. In the building. So they’re bug-bombing.”

			Lucinda looked left, looked right. Then let slip with a long, languid, exasperated sigh. “Okay. You get the couch.”

			

			—

			As Key set herself up on the long black leather couch—one of the only pieces of furniture to sit on in all of Lucinda’s place—Lucinda headed to her bedroom. Key called after her, said thanks and good night.

			“What, you’re not coming?” Lucinda asked.

			“Coming where?”

			“To bed.” A look on her face like, duh.

			“Hey now. You said I got the couch. And that you didn’t want a booty call.”

			Lucinda shrugged. “Didn’t say I didn’t want it. Just don’t want you to expect it. Or think this is something that it isn’t. If you want to come, in all the ways I can mean it, then I’ll be in here. If not, then yeah, good night.”

			The other woman disappeared through the doorway to her bedroom, the door gently closing behind her.

			Key stared at that door. She was weary and worn out, worn down, with a worm of anxiety chewing a mad maze through the meat of her heart, and she knew she should just get onto the couch and go to sleep, but she also knew that she was hungry for something, despairing for release, a way to unleash the grand unease that had built up inside her. She walked to the door, an eagerness animating her flesh and her bones like a magic spell. Like a dark curse. I’m coming.

			

			—

			Morning arose, and Key thought very long and hard about hopping out of bed and getting the fuck up out of there. Despite expecting to have her ass booted to the couch, Lucinda let her crash there in the bed instead (“Just for tonight,” the woman said, something one might say to their cat or dog). And much as Key knew there was work to be done, at the same time, she needed this. Needed the release of last night. Needed to luxuriate in the spill of comforters and ghost skin, in the tangle of sheets and of limbs.

			

			—

			And, she needed breakfast.

			Which in this case was—

			“Muesli?” she asked Lucinda.

			“It’s fucking good, man,” Lucinda said, pouring pistachio milk over a bowl of what looked like twigs, burrs, and rocks. “It’s very Nordic.”

			“I look Nordic to you?”

			Lucinda gave her a long, deep look. “Kinda.”

			“I was joking.”

			“No, but you do. You’re tall. Beautiful. Not elegant exactly but—I dunno. It’s like you were carved out of something. Some rare wood.”

			“I’ve been there. Norway. I got a lot of eyes on me when I was there, Sweden, too, but I didn’t get the sense they were good eyes, you feel me? They felt like white eyes.” She sniffed. “You’d fit in there. You’re cold and still, like the fjords.”

			Lucinda shrugged and pumped a mouthful of bug-stick-rock-dirt in her mouth. “Fjords. Hnh. Fair. There’s yogurt in there. If you want that.”

			“That I can do.”

			Into the fridge, she found a tub of Icelandic skyr, vanilla-flavor, which was good enough. She scooped a small bowl and sat back down at the black granite breakfast bar—a bar with little room to sit at since it was mostly covered with ratty art books, vintage fashion magazines, and tattoo sketches.

			“Sorry for the mess.”

			“Don’t apologize to me. It’s your place. Keep it as messy as you like.”

			Lucinda stuck her with that piercing gaze. “If we were dating and not just fucking each other on rare occasions, would you feel the same way?”

			“No. Maybe. I don’t know.” It was Key’s turn to spear her with an unswerving stare. She tried not to smile. She failed. “Why? You want to date me?”

			“I don’t want to date anybody. Do you want to date me?”

			“Please. I don’t have time to date anybody. And I’m not good for anyone. I’m a mess. I’m busy. I have a life.”

			Lucinda shrugged. “I know. You only come here when you want something. And what you want, I give.”

			“Now that feels a little…” Key looked down into her yogurt. “Hurtful.”

			“It’s not meant to be. It’s a fair categorization, though. You’ve always made it clear that this thing we have is short-lived. Transactional. And that’s okay. I like the transaction. And I like that it’s short-lived.” She paused. “Usually.”

			“Usually?”

			“Usually.”

			Key licked yogurt off her spoon. “Oh, I see. I see. You’re gonna do me like that, huh.”

			“I guess I am.”

			“Mm. Okay.” She put her bowl in the sink and said, “I have some things I have to take care of today. I’ll be back by dinner. Maybe we should eat out.”

			“I think we did that last night but I’m up for round two.”

			Key laughed. A big laugh, too. Couldn’t help it. That, maybe more than anything else so far, felt really, really good. “Okay. Okay, okay, okay. You know what I mean. I mean dinner. You and me going somewhere for a meal, like people do.”

			“Are we people now?”

			A small twinge inside her belly came with the question: I dunno. Am I people? Am I something else? Something worse or something better? She shook it off. “We’re people for the sake of this conversation, people who might want something longer than short-lived. Maybe.”

			Don’t plant those roots, Key…

			Lucinda smiled. A rare sight. “Dinner. Okay. Go do your thing.” Then her smile fell away like a leaf off a tree at the end of autumn. “But you have to promise me that I’m not going to be just another set of initials on your arm someday. A pair of letters to look back on. I don’t know what they are, or who they belong to, but I don’t get the sense it’s a good thing to be inked there.”

			It’s not. It’s really not.

			“That’s a promise,” Key said. And she meant it, too.
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				The Living Room

			
			
				Few understand: The flesh is malleable once the soul has fled.

				—Gunnar Kipling, in a speech to the blooded of his own Valefar Foundation

			

			Ding.

			The elevator opened—

			Into darkness. A wall of it.

			The elevator remained lit. The room beyond stayed black.

			The door started to close—Mourning reached out an arm to block it.

			“Do we…?” he asked.

			“I don’t know,” Sophie said. “What if we can’t get out?”

			A horrifying notion. Trapped in the dark, unable to conjure an elevator ride back up one simple floor to freedom. Was this some kind of trap?

			“Sophie, always so smart. Okay. I’ll go out—you stay here, holding the door. Sound reasonable?”

			But she didn’t answer.

			“What is—” It, he was about to say, but Sophie hissed a short sharp shh.

			He quieted, tried to hear what she was hearing, and for a moment, he didn’t—he just heard the white noise of the house above, the electronics of the elevator, but then, then—

			A wet sound.

			Almost the sound of pond water lapping at its shore—thick pond water. Algal blooms. Scum on the surface. Not just lapping at the shore but sucking at it, the way a young child might clumsily slobber all over a popsicle.

			It was there, beyond them, in the dark.

			All around.

			With it came a—

			A smell. There was a faint humidity to the air, and the smell was—human. A pickled sweat smell. A bad breath smell. The greasy, coppery tang of tasting blood. And threaded through it, that lusty stink of spent sex—the comingling of fluids, whipped together into a froth. The whole of it hit him like breath: as if a great beast waited in shadow, panting, hungry.

			“There’s a—”

			“I smell it,” she said quietly.

			“I don’t want to go into that room, Soph.”

			“One of us has to.” A pause. “It’s all right, I’ll do it.”

			He wanted to let her. She should go, he thought—a petty, callous idea. Like the kind of thing his father would say. Let the girl handle it. Servants are servants for a reason, Mourning. She was bound. That’s what those families did. They pledged to serve—so serve. The thought made him sick. It was Hadrian’s thought, he told himself. Not his own. That was enough to brace his arm back against the door, keeping her in the elevator. He sighed.

			“I’ll go, it’s fine.”

			And he stepped into the dark.

			

			—

			And then God said, let there be light.

			Fluorescent lights turned on as he stepped forward—

			And he immediately wished again to be in the dark.

			

			—

			The walls glistened.

			At first, Mourning thought they were upholstered in red leather, puckered with gold upholstery tacks. And in a sense, perhaps some of it was leather, in that leather was just tanned skin, just stretched flesh. It didn’t take long, though, to see the stubbling of hair, the stray nipple where a buried tack head should be, the open mouth with a too-wet tongue sliding along uneven racks of teeth. Eyes opened, sliding about. A nodule with a fingernail on it pushed forth, scratching as far as it could reach—which wasn’t more than an inch. Scrrtch scrrtch.

			The walls were people.

			The walls were people.

			His gorge rose.

			The mouth—no, one of the mouths, oh god there are more—moaned.

			A pair of puckered nostrils (gods, he hoped they were nostrils) sniffed the air.

			Another mouth breathily hissed: “A Mayne has entered.” A man’s voice. Then, to his left, a woman’s voice said, “Not Julian.” That, after a smacking sound—like someone tasting a spoonful of jam.

			The walls shuddered, flesh rippling, parts sliding into other parts.

			“A cousin?”

			“A nephew.”

			“Yes, a nephew. Lachlan—”

			More sniffing, more lips smacking. The wall is smelling the air. Tasting it, too.

			“No. Mourning.”

			From close behind him, Sophie said, “Mourning.” A word of—what? Warning? Caution? Sheer what-the-fuckery?

			“Sophie—”

			“What would you like?” the wall asked, this time in a deep male voice—bit of an accent. Brusque. European. Almost British.

			“What do you seek?” the woman’s voice. A lilt to it. Almost beautiful. But with a porridgey gargle behind the beauty.

			He dared speak, even though his every inclination was to back the fuck up and get the fuck out of here.

			“What is this room?” he asked, trying to hide the tremor in his voice.

			“A playroom,” one voice answered.

			“An archive.”

			“A prison.”

			“Heaven—”

			“No, Hell!”

			Eyes opened—not a pair of them. A dozen of them. A blue eye, a green eye, two hazel eyes, three brown eyes. Some bloodshot, some not. The walls seemed to breathe, too. Slits and holes flaring. A nubbin of a cock rose and sank again like a dolphin about to breach the surface of the sea before changing its mind. Labial folds opened, gill-like, fluttering before sucking back into the wall once more.

			“Who are you?”

			“A collection.”

			“Coveted ones. Gamblers and thieves. Lovers and foes.”

			“Given up, surrendered, deliciously hollowed out.”

			Mourning shuddered. Julian didn’t just collect colonizer artifacts. He had collected—whatever this was. Whoever these people were.

			They’re not people now. Not really.

			He thought of the horrible thing that had pretended to be Sophie—one of Lorelei’s apparently soulless pets. Were these the same? Deliciously hollowed out, the room said. Hollowed out of what? Their personas? Their souls? Had Lorelei learned some horrid trick—some mad old rite—from Uncle Julian?

			Mourning felt a sudden wave of emotional vertigo, like he was standing on a glass floor, cracking with mounting fractures—and below him were all the horrors his family, his kind, had committed, things he did not know were possible. I’ve been a child. I’ve been kept from seeing what we really are. He wanted to puke.

			He choked it back.

			“Has my uncle been here? Julian?”

			“Of course. He uses us…frequently.”

			Mouths opened. Tongues slid free of them, literally, leaving the confines of lips and moist holes and slithering along the walls like snakes. No—like slugs.

			Uses us. Playroom. He felt the space behind his tongue and his jaw thicken with fresh nausea. A room full of wet, animated glory holes. Bile churned.

			“Was he down here recently?”

			“He was.” A pause. Then, glum disappointment: “But not to play.”

			The mouths seemed to pout before closing up entirely, as if never there.

			“Did he—” It felt insane to say it. “Access your archive?”

			Many voices at once answered: “Yes.”

			“How does the archive work?”

			“What he tells us, we keep. He feeds us. It stays with us…sometimes we feed it back to him.”

			“Like—information?”

			“Information. Secrets. Phone numbers. Dreams.”

			Another voice chimed in: “Fantasies. Fears. New codes. Old ways.”

			“What did he fear?” Mourning found himself asking, the question arriving unbidden.

			“Everything. Many fears.”

			“Powerlessness. Insult. Poverty.”

			“What did he want when he came down here last?”

			“An old ritual.”

			“What old ritual?”

			“We do not know.”

			He shot a look to Sophie, who gave him a confused look.

			“But you’re…an archive.”

			A whisper from multiple voices: “We were asked to forget what we gave. It is gone from us. We let it slip away, as Julian demanded.”

			He turned back toward Sophie and threw up his hands. His message was clear: We know less now than we did before. This was too much.

			“You can touch us if you want to,” the wall said in a cascading voice—a statement carried around the room, passed word by word from lips to lips. “We crave touch.” Something like a shoulder pushed on the wall of puckered, tacked flesh. Little blisters rose like the bubbles in Champagne, popping with little happy sounds—oh, ah, ahhh, mm.

			I have to get out of here.

			He turned to leave, but then paused.

			“Was my father here? Hadrian Mayne.”

			“We did not detect his presence in our chamber, but we heard his voice upstairs.”

			“Do you know why he was in this house?”

			“We do not.”

			“Who shot his driver?”

			Faint wet mumbles and murmurs of what sounded like befuddlement. “We do not know what this means.”

			It was a foolish question. He had no expectation this room would know things. It only knew what it was fed. And what, he wondered, had it been fed?

			“Have you seen any sketches recently? Can you even see things?”

			A woman’s voice, nearly in his ear: “We can see you.”

			The brusque voice, off in the corner, near a writhing bristle of hair: “We can see, and we have seen drawings.” Mourning turned toward it, found himself staring at a cluster of open eyes like a clutch of fish eggs.

			“Drawings of a place?”

			“A structure,” it said.

			“The structure,” it corrected itself.

			“Do you know who drew those images? Was it all one person?”

			“Yes. They were all drawn by one Quinn Kerkowski, of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.”

			One of the voices, small like a mouse, said, “I was there once, Philadelphia. I had dinner with an old friend…” That, followed by soft sobbing. A mouth across the room hissed and spat, correcting:

			“We have been nowhere. We have been only here.”

			“Where is my father? Where is my uncle? Are they—are they trying to find the place in the drawings?”

			“Your father’s location is unknown.”

			“Julian has gone to see another of your blood.”

			“Callahan Mayne.”

			Callahan? Uncle Julian was going to see Callahan? Callahan was not his son. He, like Mourning, was a nephew—son of Hadrian’s sister, Marnie, who died a decade ago. He was an unliked nephew, as well. Why would Julian go there? So many random pieces of the puzzle, yet none fit together.

			“Why did he go there?”

			“Of that, we are unaware.”

			Finally, he asked this room, this deranged archive of flesh: “What can you tell me about what’s in those drawings? The structure. What is it?”

			They were quiet for a while after this question. Mourning looked to Sophie with a questioning stare—another shrug from her to him. He started to reiterate the question, when all the mouths of the room—emerging as one, lips pale and pink, pushing free like cicadas from their old skin—spoke in unison.

			“THE CONFIGURATION. THE VAULT RISES. THE PIT BECKONS. POWER PUSHES FORWARD—A HERNIATION BELOW THE SKIN IN THE WORLD. A TEAR IN THE MUSCLE. WHAT LURKS. WHAT WAITS. INTRUSION. ERUPTION. FILL THE POOL, FIND THE KEY, OPEN THE DOOR. CONQUEST AND DOMINION. FRESH DEMESNE. A RECKONING FOR THOSE WHO SEEK IT. A RECKONING FOR THOSE WHO SEEK IT. A RECKONING FOR THOSE WHO SEEK IT.” That phrase. They kept saying it. Again and again. Louder and louder. Until soon it was just a textured scream, the words mostly lost to the rising tide of a room-filling shriek. It was a horrible sound, digging into Mourning’s ear like a burrowing roach. He bolted to the elevator—

			Sophie hit the button.

			Ding.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				24

				Thirteen Steps to Hell

			
			
				Cursed places abound in the world—the curse is frequently born of some tragedy, normal or supernormal. A mass murder, a grief-struck suicide, a tragic accident, an angel falls wingless from Heaven and crash-lands on an island, a demon is conjured and poisons the earth and the people. The cursed place could be anything: a valley, a forest, a shopping mall, a coal mine. Strange, then, how people are so often attracted to these places. Just the dangerous curiosity of man? Or are these places calling out, desperate to be found?

				—Darren Mancke, Omnibus of Oddities podcast, episode 67, “Cursed Places,” March 13, 2021

			

			Every city had its folklore, its legends, and one of Seattle’s was this:

			In the Kaltby Road Cemetery in Bothell, a suburb of the city, one could find a set of stairs descending toward the family tomb of the once-wealthy Kaltby family. They were a family plagued by scandal and sin—wealthy capitalists who had sold their souls, all of them, the whole family, in order to remain as rich as they were. The story went that, were one to find these thirteen steps and descend them, one would be enveloped by silence and darkness—even at noon on the brightest day of summer. The overwhelming urge to turn back would rise like the mercury in an old thermometer—and as the darkness deepened, the silence would sharpen to a tinnitus ring. That, a warning. A warning most listened to—and those who did were fine. (Again, according to the story.) Those that did not listen, however, got to the bottom, found themselves facing a sealed, locked tomb. Inevitably, they turned around to ascend the stairs once more—

			And were met with a vision of something terrifying.

			Something so terrifying they often fell to the ground, weeping, even screaming. They sometimes had to crawl back up the stairs on their hands and knees, and once free of the stairs, any memory of the vision left them, and they could not articulate what they had seen, only that they had seen something that, for them, was the worst thing they’d ever witnessed. What that was, many have speculated: a vision of hell itself, a glimpse of their own death, a hallucination of infinite torment encapsulated in a single moment—a lifetime of torture experienced in the blink of one’s eyes. Why this was? No one knew. Some curse placed upon the family, perhaps. Or some curse from the family, placed upon the city. Or it was simply part of their deal: They had committed the gravest of sins in pursuit of wealth, and those sins were so great they tore a hole in the world at the nadir of those steps, where the family was entombed.

			Whatever the case, the stairs had to be paved over because again, so the story went, some grade school kids went down there on a dare and came back so traumatized, they couldn’t speak. Or couldn’t see. Or were so affected by the horrors of the visions foisted upon them that they killed themselves, blah blah blah—

			Thing was, the story was a lie.

			

			—

			There was, however, a set of thirteen cursed steps in Seattle. The story of the one in the cemetery was a trick—a ruse designed to have people looking in all the wrong places for a very real thing. It was a good story, and any who went looking for the steps were met with the disappointment that they’d been paved over and the quiet relief of not having to be dared to walk down them.

			The actual set of thirteen stairs was in Ravenna Park, a fifty-acre park at the juncture point between the Ravenna and University areas of town. The park was home to a deep ravine—that rift in the earth, a remnant from glacial retreat long before people ever settled there—and a feature of the park was many sets of stairs comprising a single hike (roughly three miles, with 415 steps up, and 189 steps down). But if, in the middle of that hike, you left the path and walked to the lowest point of the Ravenna ravine—

			You would find a set of stairs going down.

			Thirteen stairs, the opening to which was surrounded by the lush, wild, rain-soaked greenery of the Pacific Northwest. This staircase in the woods was well-concealed, and only visible to those who knew to look for it.

			If you were not looking for the stairs?

			Then you did not find the stairs.

			But if you were to look—

			If you knew to look—

			Then you’d find them.

			What the stairs actually were, few seemed to know. The tale persisted that some who went down and turned around at the bottom found themselves confronted by a terrifying vision, but one they could remember: an endless house of shifting rooms, each a theater of your own worst traumas and the aggregate nightmares of those who had become trapped in it, a house that was less a house and more the chambers of a terrible, monstrous heart. Some, however, never came back up those stairs to tell the tale of what they’d seen.

			They disappeared, never to return.

			

			—

			Key never went down those steps because she was not a fucking idiot.

			But she did use them as a trusted meeting point. It was literally a safe space: a very real, very literal definition of IYKYK (if you know, you know). If you knew about it? Then you could find it. If you didn’t? Then you could piss up a rope.

			She took a series of buses, the last of which dropped her off at the park. She made her way through it, deviating at the tree that was bent like the Devil’s own finger.

			She descended through the greenery, to the center of the ravine.

			There, Herschel Keene was waiting for her.

			Herschel Keene: Gen X, mid-fifties, dark eyeglasses with rims so thick they look like they were painted on his face in bold black stripes. Scruffy, less beard and more simply unshorn because of some combination of clinical depression and a grave disdain for society’s conventions. She was lucky—he wasn’t in his bathrobe today. He wore a gray Mudhoney T-shirt and tan cargo shorts, and perhaps the greatest thing to know about Herschel Keene was that he was the kind of guy who absolutely stuffed those cargo shorts pockets with all kinds of shit. Gum, chewing tobacco, mixtapes, folding knives, charging cables, whatever.

			He lifted his chin in greeting but didn’t wait for one in return to start in on her: “They’re looking for you, Key.”

			“The Dantalion, you mean.”

			“Yup.”

			“Anybody else?”

			He shook his head. “Not yet but you can bet that’s coming. That shit in Portugal—you were there for that?”

			“No,” she lied, and he knew she was lying, but he let it lay.

			Herschel was not one of them. He was not one of the blood. Wasn’t from a bound family, either—enfant perdus, those who had pledged themselves to the blooded and their ancient patrons, even if they were themselves not fiends.

			But he knew things: In college, Herschel had been a grade-A conspiracy theorist, like a one-man version of the Lone Gunman trio from the X-Files. His theories were wild and far-ranging, but they were sharp, too, and went well beyond the standard pap of oh no, the chemtrails are putting fluoridated nanobots in our drinking water because of Bill Clinton. He’d stumbled upon the presence of the blooded families—what he correctly called the fiends—at every strata of power, from big business to all levels of government, from universities to charities to mercenary groups. He took years to connect the dots, taking photos, tapping phone lines, following people. He kept detailed journals. Had countless redundant backups of his information, too.

			He was smart, and he was careful, but the people he was up against? They were smarter. They were more careful. And they caught him.

			That should’ve been the end of him.

			Because he knew too much.

			And yet, what saved him was exactly that: He knew too much. He was useful. He knew things, saw who really had their hands on the levers of power, and became a useful information broker—sometimes, just a guy who knew things, and other times, he was a dog set to hunt. They all used him. He wasn’t the puppet of just one unhallowed brood over another. All the blooded broods, all the families, they all had ties to him. There hung about him the vibe of mutually assured destruction, like if you went after him, he’d unleash the missiles—or rather, the missives. He’d kick open the cache of secrets he had on you and would be gone, and you’d be fucked. But Key figured it was simpler than that: He was good at what he did, so they kept him around. Him not hanging you with your own secrets was just a value-add.

			He was also a good broker for her, setting her up with those in need of things—those whose souls were already staked, already anted up, even if they didn’t know it yet.

			“If anyone finds I’m speaking with you—”

			“Hersh. I know you’re not turning on me?” Key said.

			It was a foolish question. Betrayal was not Herschel’s game. For someone in this life, with such proximity to corrupt power, he was honest, and he was loyal.

			(The sign of one still with his soul intact, Key decided long ago. Sometimes she wondered what it would take to get him to offer his up—and what it would be worth to the Dantalion.)

			“What is it you need, Key? I’ve a desire to urge this along.”

			“Can you broker a meeting? Me and the Dantalion. I don’t even know who—”

			“Theodora.”

			The daughter.

			“Ah,” she said. “You think she’ll…”

			“You ever meet Theodora Adamastor?”

			“Seen her. Got dead eyes, that one.”

			Hersh made a grunt of agreement. “Stories about her say she has a particular way she likes to solicit souls from their owners. Got a casa up in Braga full of rooms where she tortures the shit out of people until they give up the goods. Knives, car batteries, chemical weapons. One of their bodyguards told me she once fed elixir to a bowl full of dog ticks and tapeworms, let them go to work on one of her victims—no idea how true it is, but it sure gives me the shivering shits to think about it.”

			“That’s against all the old laws.”

			A shrug. “Doesn’t matter. Laws only matter if someone’s there to enforce them, and the enforcer is, or was, her own father. Power protects power, always.”

			Key chewed at a hangnail. “So she’s not an option.”

			“Not a good option, anyhow.”

			“What is going on out there, Hersh? All these brood lords getting got, the souls sucked from their wells. Adamastor…” Her hands balled up into fists as she felt a cold shiver, like an army of centipedes climbing her whole body, head to toe. “You should’ve seen it, Hersh. It was like nothing I’ve seen and hope I never get to see again. He didn’t even get a chance to fight back, just…” Her hand went to her throat, almost as if to protect it.

			“A Sella Curulis like him can still meet an untimely end if he’s not expecting it.” Here, Herschel cocked an eyebrow. “Thought you said you weren’t there, Key.” He chuckled.

			Key looked around, making sure no one else had followed them. She felt suddenly exposed. Move soon, Key. Move soon. “Mourning Mayne. Know anything about him being wrapped up in any of this?”

			“I know the old man took off.”

			“And now Mourning is back in the fold.”

			“He’s no Theodora Adamastor. Probably setting that vain little shit up to take all the slings and arrows from their Agares kin.”

			“Maybe.”

			“Didn’t you and he—”

			“It was nothing. Just a way for me to stay eyes-on.”

			“Nnh-hnnh. Maybe the Maynes will offer you safe harbor. Better bet than Caetano’s kid, that’s for sure.”

			“Yeah.” She dove into her pocket, pulled out one of the sketches she pilfered from Augustinho’s bloody hand back in Portugal. She handed it over, watched Herschel look down through his bifocal lenses to glance at it. “Know what this is? Or anything about it?”

			His sudden silence told her all she needed to know—

			He’d seen this—or something like it—before.

			“You don’t want to mess with this,” he said darkly. “You’re already in enough shit, I’d wager.”

			“What is it? Who drew this? What is that thing, that—that place? I have more. Other sketches like this one.”

			Herschel grabbed her hand, shoved the drawing back into it.

			“I think this meeting’s over,” he said. “You stay safe, Key. Lay low for a while. Find a bolt-hole to crawl into until all this shit stops spraying and spattering.” He turned to head out and she took two long steps and got in front of him.

			“Whoa, whoa, you can’t do me dirty like that, dude.”

			He tried to get past her but she stayed in front of him, her hands up to let him know she’s not acting aggro, no need for him to get crazy—but that she was serious and wanted answers.

			“Key—”

			“Herschel.”

			He sighed, roughly scratching his stubble in a gesture of frustration. It was rare to see Herschel this way. But suddenly, there it was in his body language—a shifting from foot to foot, furtive glances left and right and left again.

			“Okay, look. All I know is, sketches like these have been going around. Some through official channels, others through brokers like me.”

			“Why these? Why these drawings? Who the fuck is Quinn K?”

			“That is a state secret. Nobody I spoke to knows who they are—or they aren’t willing to say, not even to me. I know they got Watchers out there, eyes on it. Big players across all the broods are in on it, too—whatever it is. They’ve cultivated something. Some experiment, some game. I don’t know. But whatever all this is, I get the sense it’s part of something. A harvest, of sorts. They planted seeds and now it’s time to reap what has grown.”

			“Watchers? The Hieraaetus are involved?” That meant this was serious. It required accounting. It demanded vigilance. But why? And for what? “Did you move any of these drawings around?”

			“I’m going, Key. You should go, too.”

			The tone in his voice—

			It told her to let him go. So she did.

			“What am I supposed to do now?” she called after him.

			He threw up his hands as he walked. “Don’t know, don’t care. I’m going to go find somewhere to drink some boat drinks and start a book club.”

			And then he was gone.

			Boat drinks and book clubs.

			

			—

			There was a part of her, of course, that contemplated making an exit. Was there any reason to pursue all of this? She’d been drawn into something against her will: Caetano wanted her to find Mourning Mayne, report back what Mayne was up to. But why? Why kick over that log? Nothing good squirmed underneath it. She, like Herschel, could just as easily get the fuck out. She could eyeball an exit and take it. It certainly was not the first time she’d contemplated such a thing. And yet—would she? Could she? Part of her knew they’d go after her, but if she were savvy enough, she could find a cabin somewhere, or some beach bungalow—whatever her version of boat drinks and book clubs would be.

			Of course, the real trick was, she didn’t know what her version of boat drinks and book clubs would be. Because this? This deranged, diligent pursuit? It was all she had. This was the life. This was the way. It’s what she always did. She didn’t have friends. She didn’t have anybody to love or who loved her in turn. She just had the work. She had the blood. She had the call to it. She practically begged these fools not to sell her their souls—and yet they did, again and again. Just like she kept coming back to do it. She wanted them to say no. Wanted herself to say no. And yet—everyone kept saying yes, yes, yes.

			You’re so fucking stupid, Kioni.

			Sitting in the back of the bus, she at least thought of one thing, one good thing, that kept her from taking another metaphorical step into the darkness—

			Lucinda.

			Kioni and Lucinda.

			Key and Lucy.

			Sittin’ in a tree.

			At that her brain fluttered with questions, questions about who Lucinda was, where she grew up, where she wanted to go in life, and what would it be like to be with her—like, with her with her—for longer than just one night. Was it possible? Would it be good? Would it work? She imagined suddenly that in that cabin, or on that beach, Key wasn’t alone. That Lucinda was there. Holding her hand. Reading the same book. Making them drinks. And just like that, a new door was there that wasn’t there before—or that had been there all along, and Key just hadn’t seen it. A door with an Exit sign on it, and a heart carved into the space below that sign, a heart painted red, an arrow drawn through it in black marker.

			

			—

			Key stepped off the bus, headed half-a-block down toward Lucinda’s place.

			Key went to the door to the tattoo parlor.

			Key opened it.

			And as she did, she saw that the floor just inside was dark with drying blood.
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				A Message in Blood and Ink

			
			
				What can be done for those who give their souls to our founts? The price is commensurate with the quality of the soul. On the docket for the average animus might be money, fame, love, revenge. Though for a truly spectacular character—a being of great presence, of absolute worth—more cosmic offerings may be in play. All souls spent bend reality a little—but for the right prize, reality may be more than bent: It could, I suspect, be broken entirely.

				—Gunnar Kipling, in a speech to the blooded of his own Valefar Foundation

			

			It rang clear in the ear deep in her mind, a single word sung out, chiming like a panicked bell:

			No.

			That word, sharp like a knife, full of hope in all the worst ways, bright like burnished gold, and tarnished with every step Key took into the parlor. Snapshots as she moved forward: scattered rolls of CoFlex tape, a dripping bottle of black pigment still in its bottle bag nested in a pile of rubber bands, a toppled-over armrest. Dots of blood on the checkerboard tile. Pages from Lucinda’s sketchbook, cast about like leaves from an autumn tree.

			Key rounded the corner, to where the client chair sat.

			Lucinda sat in the chair. Blood crusting on her nose. A halo of bruise ringing her right eye. Her chest rising and falling in hummingbird breaths. Her shirt, open. On her chest, a message in stuttered, quickly and cruelly administered ink: Come Find Us. And below that, a knife. Small, blue handle, most of its short blade disappeared between her ribs, a bookmark slid casually between a book’s pages. Blood, thickening now, slow like molasses. Lucinda’s hand cradled the wound, not touching the knife but cupping blood as it oozed from the wound, dark, sticky. Like molasses.

			They found me.

			No—they found her. They came looking for Key.

			And when they couldn’t find her—

			They used Lucinda as their messaging service.

			“I’m sorry,” was what Key said, because how could she not say that? It was perhaps the only thing she could say. This was her fault. She knew that, would always know that from this day to the last day. She fucked up. She got close. It wasn’t even love, wasn’t even some grand experiment in romance—this was just the start of something, their first clumsy knock-kneed newborn fawn steps into the world of maybe, just maybe, being with each other. And it was a dream, just a dream, one that fast curdled and rotted into only nightmare because now here Lucinda was, hurt, injured, and maybe worse—

			Worse, she’s dying, you can see it.

			Call an ambulance.

			Maybe they can save her.

			Key found herself next to Lucinda, touching her wrist, touching her neck, feeling that fluttery, uncertain pulse—soft, like a moth trapped in the glass of a lamp, losing strength as it cooked itself. She looked down at the blade. Knew not to take it out. She’d gush. Her life would drain all the faster.

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said, again and again, the words running together like wet paint until they were just gray—

			“I don—” Lucinda tried to say. “I don—I don—I don’t understand—”

			She’s dying. “I’m sorry. This is—” My fault. Key held Lucinda’s hand. It was getting cold. “You’re a message. To me. I’m sorry, Lucinda. I didn’t—”

			“H-h-h-h-help me.”

			Two words.

			Sharp as a knife.

			Full of hope (in all the worst ways).

			Gold, burnished gold—

			(But tarnished fast.)

			Gold like melted souls.

			Bright like elixir.

			Help me.

			“I can help,” Key said. And again that word rang like a bell in her mind: No. But this time, she could only ignore it. Had to ignore it for what was to come next.

			

			—

			The selling of one’s soul had to be absolutely crystal clear, up front, above reprieve. That was always key to the bargain, that the stakes were on the table, put there by the keeper of the deed, so to speak. They must know what they are giving up in order to give it up. And so it was that Key found herself telling Lucinda in the plainest language possible:

			“If you give me your soul, I can give you back your life.”

			She said it, her lips tacky with spit. Her eyes gummy with tears. She blinked them back, swallowed hard, and said it again: “Sell me your soul. I sell you life. Do you want to live? Then that’s how. It’s the only way.”

			Lucinda blinked and gave a small but certain nod.

			“Okay.”

			That voice, barely a whisper—

			okay

			—and Key reached to the ground, found one of the pages torn out of Lucinda’s sketchbook, and pulled her hand gently away from the knife. She set the page on Lucinda’s knee, and carefully helped her extend her fingers out, splaying them so that the whole hand was open—

			“Are you sure? Are you ready?” she asked, biting back a wail of grief.

			Another small, frantic nod.

			One more time—

			That word, the warning.

			No.

			Key tore that word to pieces. Screamed over it in her own head.

			Yes.

			She let go of Lucinda’s hand. It fell to the page. Flecks of blood spattered. The paper soaked through.

			Nothing happened.

			Lucinda’s eyes lost focus.

			I’m too late.

			Or maybe—

			She denied the bargain.

			That was it. That was what had happened. Lucinda had stared into the face of truth, saw what she was giving up, and turned away from the pact. It dawned on Key with no small horror that, in that moment, Lucinda must have realized how all the joking about selling souls, that all the initials on Key’s arm—it was all real, too real, a truth even deeper than reality. A revelation that Key was a monster, a predator, and had almost sold Lucinda out by thieving her soul as her legacy, a long chain of dark debt. And there, Key felt a moment of peace—she’d made a terrible mistake offering that to Lucinda, a mistake made in a moment of passion and fear. And let’s not forget: guilt. She was lost to it—in thrall to the nightmare of losing Lucinda to this. But Lucinda had seen true at the end. Seen through to the bad deal it was. That was a gift to Key. A last, parting gift.

			And then Lucinda’s eyes snapped to focus—

			She sat forward, gasped, and screamed.
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				Everybody Wants a Way Out

			
			
				The hounded stag that has escaped the pack,

				And pants at ease within a thick-leaved dell;

				The unimprisoned bird that finds the track

				Through sun-bathed space, to where his fellows dwell;

				The martyr, granted respite from the rack,

				The death-doomed victim pardoned from his cell,—

				Such only know the joy these exiles gain,—

				Life’s sharpest rapture is surcease of pain.

				—Emma Lazarus, “In Exile”

			

			Rain now. Just a speckling of it. The automatic wipers in Sophie’s car kicked in, mindlessly going back and forth. Mourning tried to focus on that sound, letting its steady, stable rhythm push the screams of the Flesh Room from his mind. Sophie stared ahead, too. They sat like that for a while.

			“Mourning,” Sophie finally said, but he cut her off.

			“So here’s what we do. We get the fuck away from here. We drive as far as we can. We find the closest airport. Maybe we go back to the house first, get our passports, fine. But then we—we just leave. You and me, Sophie. Father’s gone, lost his mind. Verner’s dead. Julian is—I don’t even know. With Callahan now? Plus, all the shit going down with the other broods? And I don’t care about any of it. It’s all SEP—somebody else’s problem. Why am I even involved? It’s all burning down, so why walk into the fire?”

			“You’re just upset.”

			“I’m not just upset! I mean, I am upset. Jesus Christ, am I upset. Fuck, Sophie. Fuck. That room back there? Did you know…?”

			“No.”

			“Did you even know that sort of thing could—”

			“Exist? No.”

			“Well, I didn’t, either.” He knew their kind had their rituals, their secrets—knew that the blood inside them came from something very inhuman from long, long ago. They were fiends. The descendants of demons. And yet, that room still managed to shock him. Getting a taste of Lorelei’s “pet” was just an introduction—an amuse-bouche before the grotesque meal of Julian’s “archive.”

			He went on:

			“Who do you think those people were? I think they were people who made deals with him. People emptied out, who came back to him, chasing that dragon. I’ve seen it happen. They want something. They want their lives back, their souls. They want a new high. They want—I don’t know. A new deal. But what he did with them, it’s worse than what Lorelei did, even. Shit. Shit.”

			He smashed his face into his open hands. Pushed his heels into his eyes so hard he saw hyperspace. Ran fingers up and through his hair and said, “I wish Julian had some good drugs in there. All I found in his cabinet was lorazepam, and that shit just makes me tired, and not in a fun way. Tempted to snatch a bottle of gin from his stash and guzzle it until I go dark.”

			“I know this is hard—”

			“Whatever. Like I said, let’s just go. Why are we even sitting here? There’s a dead man in the driveway just thirty fucking feet away. Verner. You knew him. I knew him.” He made an animal sound. “Fuck. Let’s fucking go.”

			“Is running away all you do?”

			It was like a knife in his stomach.

			“Wh-what?”

			She blinked. “You heard me.”

			“That’s fucking cold, Sophie. I thought we were close. Father wanted me to—” But he bit those words back. He had no idea what she knew about that situation. Maybe less than he thought.

			“We were close. And we could be again. That’s why I feel comfortable calling you on a little bit of your bullshit.”

			“Did my father let you call him on his bullshit?”

			“No.” She shrugged. “At least—not like this. He required more, I don’t know, managing. For all his bluster, he was brittle. But I’m trusting you’re made of stronger stuff and can handle it when I talk to you like this. When things get hard, you’ve always found a way to walk away—leaving behind the wreckage of whatever you broke, or whatever someone else broke that you don’t want to deal with, and then you’re on to the next thing. Chasing your next dragon, whatever it may be. You don’t even walk. You sprint.”

			“No. No. You don’t get to—” He twisted around in the seat and thrust a finger at her, which he promptly stopped because it made him feel like a dickhead. “You don’t know why I left. What I did. I didn’t leave because I wanted to leave. I left because I was told to leave this place, this family.”

			Sophie stiffened. “When you left this place, you left me, too.”

			A laugh, bitter as a ristretto, came up out of him. “You’ve got fucking nerve talking to me like that. Way out over your skis, Sophie. The staff doesn’t speak to family like that. I’m of the blood, you’re bound and—”

			And what?

			He pulled back sharply.

			She looked like he’d just slapped her.

			Surely, Father’s said worse to her.

			Though there, a troubling thought intruded: Maybe he hadn’t. Which meant—

			Jesus, am I worse than he was?

			“Fuck, I’m sorry.”

			She forced a placating smile. Same smile he’d given his own father from time to time. “You’re fine. It’s fine. Everything is very intense right now. You’re allowed to…act intensely.”

			“It’s not fine. I shouldn’t—I need to be better. Sometimes I feel like, well, I’ve got this devil on my shoulder.” This devil in my blood. “I know, a bit on the nose, but it’s like my worst inclinations take over. You’re right. I run. But this is different. Sophie. What we’re dealing with here? It’s fucked in ways I can’t even imagine. This isn’t just running away. This is getting out of the way of a moving train. A train full of bitter acrimony and bad decisions. I didn’t ask for any of this. We didn’t ask for any of this—”

			“This is your family. You’re of the blood. You said it just a minute ago. You’re of the blood. You can’t run from this, not if you wanted to.” Her voice was firm as she continued: “You have an obligation.”

			“Obligation. Obligation. Always that with this family. Debts and payments and responsibilities and that empty fucking word. Obligation.”

			Sophie stared forward, her hands on the wheel. “I’m sorry, Mourn. I am. But this is one of those times where it’ll follow you wherever you go. You can’t run even if you wanted to. This problem is bigger than just some petty grievance. It’s bigger than you feeling stung and sad. Your father is missing. His driver is dead. And the fount is empty—if anything, recognize that when the others come sniffing around, looking for their taste, and they find that the fount is empty? They’ll go through your brother and sister first. And when they fail to offer what is owed, they’ll come for you next. And that’s true no matter what island you find, what mountaintop you go to. They’ll come for you. They always, always come for those who have not paid.” Then she said it—the final truth, a truth Mourning hadn’t considered. Or maybe that he hadn’t wanted to consider: “Your Father had debts. And now those debts are yours.”

			“Fuck.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Fuck!”

			“I know.”

			“So, I need to find my father. I could go after Julian. Which means going after Callahan, I think—”

			“Your father won’t be with Julian. I expect what we’re seeing here in this house is fallout from that. Hadrian and him—”

			“They had a fraught relationship.” Like with me and the twins.

			“He already went after Julian—so where would he go next?”

			“Hiding, perhaps. But hiding…isn’t his way.”

			Sophie stared off into the middle distance. “He’s going after something. Just don’t know what it is.”

			“The drawings.”

			“Those sketches you were talking about? The room spoke of a—”

			“The Configuration.”

			Sophie nodded. Looking haunted at that memory.

			“Yeah.” Mourning pulled out the torn corner from the one drawing. “Julian must’ve had one, too.” He read off the signature at the bottom: “Quinn K. I assume that’s the artist, but who knows.”

			“So then what?”

			“I don’t know. Something about those drawings—” Those dreams. Tower. Theater. Cathedral. Antenna. “They haunted him. I don’t know if they’re important, or if they’re just important to him—some symptom of some delusion of some encroaching madness. So I need to find out who drew these. If I find them—maybe I find him, too.”

			“And then what?”

			He shrugged. “Fuck if I know. I try to bring him back? I try to bring back the fount? I don’t know what happens then. I’ll blow that bridge up when I get to it.”

			They sat for a while. The wipers still squeaking and thudding as they smeared the rain across the windshield. Squeak, thud. Squeak, thud. “For whatever it’s worth,” Sophie said, “I appreciate that you wanted me to come with you. You know, when you said we should just get out of here? And I want to do that. Maybe when all is said and done—maybe we can do that. You and me.”

			“You think?”

			“If it all shakes out right.”

			He wondered idly what that would mean. What it would require. Would Father have to be dead, or still be alive? Could he pass this empire, such as it was, to his brother? His uncle? What gave him a way out that let him take Sophie with him? He could barely see an option that let him. But now at least he knew she wanted to go with him. Which was enough, for now.

			He’d find a way, he promised himself that.

			But first:

			The drawings—and the artist who drew them—beckoned.

		

	
		
			
				Part Five

				The Artist
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				Quinn Kicks Over the Log

			
			
				And coming out, the unclean spirits entered the pigs; and the herd rushed down the steep bank into the sea, about two thousand of them; and they were drowned in the sea.

				—Mark 5:13

			

			Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

			The nail that sticks out gets hammered down.

			That was Quinn’s worldview in a nutshell—or, it was, once.

			You grow up in a big family, a bad family, you stayed quiet, you stayed still. You kept your head down. You didn’t make a show of things. You hid in plain sight. This, for a long time, allowed Quinn to be Quinn.

			It let Quinn survive.

			So, what Quinn was about to do felt extraordinarily alien to them. So much so that they stood there at the door of Dan Oatland’s office, body humming with indecision. It would be so much easier, they knew, to walk away, to say fuck it and be done. Either continue coming to the sessions without making a fuss, or better yet, never ever come back, never ask questions, never acknowledge any part of it. Compartmentalize in the deepest, most permanent way: When a thing seemed dead, Quinn gladly kicked it into a dug grave and shoveled earth over it, then poured metaphorical concrete upon it so that none would ever see what was hidden. Quinn didn’t like to make phone calls. Quinn was happy to ghost anyone who waved even the smallest of red flags. They closed every metaphorical door not with a slam, but with a soft snick. Friendships came and went—so many just gently allowed to slip into shadow.

			Put differently? When things got hard, or they just got weird, Quinn got the fuck up out of there.

			But that, it seemed, was the old Quinn.

			Now? Something in Quinn felt itchy. Alive in a terrible way—like ants using Quinn’s arteries as their colony. It might be the sleeplessness. It might be the dreams. Or maybe they were simply finally figuring out how to stand their ground and fight the fuck back.

			Knock on the door, Quinn, they told themselves.

			But then—an urge blew through them like a rough and angry gale.

			They didn’t bother knocking, instead going right for the doorknob, giving it a turn, and flinging the door wide.

			

			—

			Oatland looked shocked at the intrusion. He sat there, as he always had with Quinn, in his corduroys and his sweater, his tortoiseshell-frame glasses, his beard so faint it might’ve been a dusting of cinnamon from a morning pastry. Across from him, his patient: a young woman looking like a lost fawn, shocked at the person barging in on their session. She clutched at a tissue box perched on her knees—crumpled up tissues next to it in the deep of her lap.

			“Quinn,” Oatland said, startled. “I don’t—you can’t—this isn’t appropriate.” He looked to his current patient and shrugged. She asked why the door wasn’t locked and he said quietly, “I don’t usually have to?”

			“My insurance is denying payment for our sessions.”

			Something flashed in his eyes. He knows. He gets it. But he flared his nostrils in impatience and said, “That’s something we can talk about over the phone, Quinn—I’m with a patient, as you can plainly see. I’ll call the insurance co—”

			“They haven’t paid for two years.”

			Oatland’s mouth opened as if to say more, but no words came out. His eyes flicked back and forth between Quinn and his current patient. He forced a nervous smile and said to his patient, “Meghan, can you give us a minute? I’ll extend the session now or—or whenever you have the time.”

			The other patient—Meghan—looked half confused, half irritated and said, “Sure, okay,” with one last sniff before sliding past Quinn in a way where it was like she was trying to shimmy past a wall of sharp knives.

			When she was gone, Quinn took their place in the stiff chair that sat opposite of Oatland’s comfortable one—and they were only now clocking that disparity. Oatland stammered, “Okay, so what, the insurance isn’t paying. Look, I’m not going to charge you any penalty for that and—and I’ll get on the phone—”

			“I already called your billing company.” Oatland, of course, didn’t do the billing himself. Everyone farmed everything out to everyone these days. A series of middlemen placing themselves in the flow of the river, making sure they each catch their share of fish. Quinn was an artist. They knew about the gig economy and everything was fracturing, falling into little fiefdoms, falling prey to private equity. It was probably a smart play for Oatland, anyway. He farmed out billing to someone who could play the bad guy when trying to get paid, and so that didn’t disrupt what he called the therapist-patient bond of trust. Except now, that bond of trust was pretty fucking disrupted, wasn’t it?

			“You did?” he asked. Did he look paler? He looked paler.

			“I did. The insurance hasn’t ever paid, not in the two years since I’ve been coming here—but somebody has, right?”

			“Well.” He clapped his hands together. “That’s great, then—problem solved.”

			“Problem isn’t solved at all. Someone’s paying for my therapy and—” Here, they felt a moment where they could waver. Forget it, you like the therapy, don’t you? Don’t rock the boat, Quinn. Get up, say sorry, get out. But again, something shifted inside them. Something both angry and anxious. Eager to come out and play. “And I’d like to know who.”

			“Maybe it’s the insurance. Quinn, you’d be surprised at how often they get lost in their own…labyrinth of claims and bill-outs.”

			They scooted the chair closer. Again, that feeling of insects chewing through their veins. Heat rose to their brow and they could feel it radiating from their skin. They bit down on their own teeth as they said, “The billing company? They gave me a name. A company. Something called Oriax-Agares, LLC. Their website is a dead link. They’re supposed to be a medical supply company. But online, there’s signs they’re into all kinds of weird stuff—crypto schemes and robocalls and stuff. I found an address out in the burbs, in Central Bucks. So I went to their place? It’s just a bunch of storage units. No idea which one is theirs. If any.”

			“I—Quinn—the billing people handle this stuff—” But they could hear the nerves jangling in his voice like the strings of a broken guitar. “You seem agitated over this. Is it the dreams? Are they getting worse?” When he said those words, asking about the dreams, their whole body tensed, and for half a second, they saw the dark shape rising from the field. A building. A structure. In this flash, it was an old movie palace, its marquee burning effulgent, the words upon it not in a language Quinn knew. “Listen, I’ll move Meghan’s session. You and I can sit down right now and…and talk this out.”

			“Is it my family?”

			He blinked. “Your family?”

			“Are they the ones paying? Through this…this shell company?”

			“No—Quinn, you’re being paranoid.”

			At that, something tweaked inside them. Same way how you might tweak your neck or your knee, but this was something deep, something buried deep within them. Something not physical, not at all, but rather, all the way down to their core, down to who they were at the center of things. Some tiny little glass-blown part of themselves, twisting until it snapped. Tkkkt.

			Quinn leaned farther forward, fixing his gaze in theirs.

			His eyes ratcheted wide and he looked down at his lap but they hissed at him like a cat—This isn’t me, this isn’t like me at all, what the fuck are you doing, Quinn—and they pulled Oatland’s stare back in line with theirs.

			“Is that company owned by my family?”

			A stiff, terrified shake of his head. “No. No. Not them.”

			“Then who?”

			“Don’t hurt me.”

			“I’m not—” Who does he think I am? I’ve been seeing him for years. He knows I’m not that way. I don’t hurt people. “Just answer me.”

			His eyes, gleaming with fresh tears. “I don’t, I don’t know who they are, okay? Th-th-they don’t tell me. There’s just a voice on the other end of the phone, and—and money in a bag always inside my office door once a month, like, I lock the door when I leave but it’s there.”

			“They’re paying for my sessions with a…bag of money? Like in a fucking cartoon?”

			“Not just your sessions—” Then he winced as if he’d said more than he intended to.

			“What?”

			“I—Quinn, listen—”

			“What are they paying for?” they asked, leaning in, all their neurons snapping like sparking wires. Their jaw tightened. Quinn could feel their scalp burning, as if a fever was rising fast.

			Oatland cried out, the words tumbling out of him: “They want the session notes. Every time! Every session, every note. Detailed. And not just them. Your sketches, too—”

			“I…”

			“Please stop hurting me.”

			Quinn flinched again, angry. Hurting you? You’re hurting me, I’m not hurting y— But then they looked down. Their hand, gripping his leg in a viselike crush. Their index finger and thumb were tearing through his corduroys—no small feat, given the toughness of that fabric—and blood slid along the underside of those digits. Dripping to the floor. Drip, drip, drip.

			They yanked their hand away, as if it had been touching a hot stove.

			Horror struck them, sure as a fist.

			Quinn staggered to standing, the chair they were in tumbling backward.

			They tried to find words to say to him. Grasping for anything: an apology, a condemnation, more questions. But all the options died in their throat like a rat trapped in a pipe, and so in fight-or-flight mode, it was flight that won. Quinn bolted for the door, threw it open, and escaped this nightmare.
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				Just Because You’re Paranoid

			
			
				A second chance—that’s the delusion. There never was to be but one. We work in the dark—we do what we can—we give what we have. Our doubt is our passion and our passion is our task. The rest is the madness of art.

				—Henry James, “The Middle Years”

			

			This, then, was Quinn:

			Quinn Kerkowski—though they went by Quinn K—lived in a Kenzo apartment in Philly, an apartment of 750 square feet with rent under five hundred a month. It was a steal, that price, gotten in part because it was a Dead Guy Apartment. Meaning, a guy had died in it and not just died, but died and was not discovered for days. Story went that he was a shut-in—an internet troll who sat in the dark fucking with people for the lulz. He had a penchant for viewing interactive pornography in a VR headset, and one night got a little too into it, and while yanking his crank, tripped on a rumple in the carpet, fell, and clipped his head on the corner of a glass coffee table. He bled out and died with his dick in his hand. And because he was a lonely loner who lived alone, nobody found him until the smell started, days later. And that smell was his specter: a lingering presence living here long after death. On hot days, or damp ones, a scent drifted up from the carpets, from the walls, a smell of bad meat.

			Quinn hated that smell.

			But hot damn, you couldn’t beat the rent—and the apartment wasn’t a piece of shit, either. Which for Quinn was a win.

			Still, paying that rent wasn’t always easy. Everything sucked now. Had to buy health insurance they could barely afford. Couldn’t afford a car. Felt like you had to pay in blood just to get a dozen eggs or a bag of carrots—and Quinn needed their carrots. (Chewing things helped calm their anxiety.)

			And being an artist wasn’t exactly a get-rich-quick scheme. They graduated from community college a couple years ago and did whatever stupid art shit they could muster in order to scramble for money. That meant web design, graphic design, logo design, icon art, drawing the AVIs for people online for thirty bucks, ten bucks, five. It sometimes meant coding, too, or customer service, or even (shudder) telemarketing.

			Whatever they could do from their desk.

			Meaning, they spent a lot of time here in this apartment.

			They often wondered how different they really were from the guy who died in this place. Lonely loners living alone.

			At least Quinn had a cat.

			

			—

			The cat: a floppy orange lump Quinn affectionately called Apple, because the dumpy tabby cat loved slices of apple as a snack. Went bananas for them.

			The aforementioned Apple Cat met them at the door like a dog—a usual occurrence. Door open and there the cat was, all mrow myow mow raow, a total Chatty Cathy, stropping up against and between Quinn’s legs so aggressively Quinn was afraid they might trip—

			(and crack your head open on the coffee table and die forgotten)

			—but this was not Quinn’s first rodeo, and they knew how to handle this situation: Scoop up the cat. Which was no easy task, as the animal was this constantly rebalancing sack of cat, as if it were just a small garbage bag full of Oobleck that sloshed back and forth. This time made all the harder because the cat immediately discovered his namesake: the small paper bag of apples cradled in Quinn’s opposing arm. The cat loved apples, so Quinn picked up a bag at the market on the way back—still, for now, an affordable food. The mouthy cat clumsily tried shoving its head into the bag and Quinn nearly dropped the fruit.

			“Hold on, hold on,” they said, bringing both the bag and the cat to the kitchen. There was almost no counter space in this place, but there was enough for a little teeny-tiny cutting board. Quinn dropped the cat, got a paring knife, and started cutting crude slices out of the apple, sure to keep it free of the seeds.

			The cat did not jump on the counter—maybe he couldn’t, maybe he was polite, or maybe the beast was just too stupid to know how. Instead he begged like a dog—paws on Quinn’s legs, the cat meowing noisily at them. Quinn put the slices on a little plate, because the cat deserved a little plate, and then set it down.

			Apple ate the apple. Eagerly, voraciously. One eye wide, another eye squinting, the cat’s head at a cockeyed angle as it chewed.

			Quinn went to the trash can by the window to scrape the apple seeds and stem into the trash—

			Outside, there stood someone.

			A man. Tall, bent-necked. Head shadowed by the brim of a black baseball hat. A ginger beard hung from the underside of his jaw in a style that Quinn could only think of as Amish. He stood in a dark coat despite the warm day—staring daggers up at their window. Right at them.

			Quinn quickly drew the shade, yanking on it so fast they were afraid it would break. Gasping, they stepped away from the window.

			Biting their lip, Quinn went back to the window, and stepped to the side of it, lifting the blinds and peering out—

			He was gone.

			Just some weirdo, they told themselves. Philly brimmed with them—they were at every corner, in every window, because Philly made itself a home for freaks. It’s why they had mascots like the Phanatic, or Gritty—deranged chimera monsters, furry beasts like a child might pull from some nightmare. Quinn was just another of the city’s show freaks—at least, that’s how they felt. And they liked that feeling. Like called to like, and all that.

			“Fuck it, let’s make art,” they said, and the cat mrrarrrowed in response.

			

			—

			Their art, of late, had changed.

			Once: It was sharp, precise line art. Comic book cuts. Anime vibes. Kawaii avatars. Meme shit. All done on the computer with a beat-to-fuck Wacom tablet they bought from a pawnshop around the corner.

			Now: They hadn’t touched the computer in months, not unless it was something they had to do for a client. Instead, Quinn had gone old-school. Bought a passel of Strathmore 400 sketch pads off Amazon on sale. They attacked the pages with little precision or care, just a messy assault with old graphite pencils, pastels, charcoals, spatters of ink, even Sharpies. The art felt careless, reckless, and in that, it also felt wonderful. Some part of them thought, This is how art is supposed to be. People always talked about how you could lose yourself to it, how art was magic, how it moved your hand the way specters nudged the planchette upon a Ouija board—but Quinn had never felt that. Not until now.

			Now it was like they were connected to it by some invisible thread—tethered to it, possessed by it. So much so they lost time in the making of it. An hour would feel like minutes. The sun gone down, the sky like spilled ink, before they even realized what had happened. It swept them away—a river current of raw creation.

			And the work itself?

			Like nothing they ever envisioned themself making.

			It was dark, strange stuff. Gustave Doré meets Banksy, Junji Ito in a threesome with Frank Auerbach and Odilon Redon. The bastard child of classroom doodles and the paintings in shit and blood on old asylum walls. Nothing precise. Nothing measured. Just raw-blooded, rawboned art. Some were sketches of strange symbols that they’d never seen before, yet somehow recognized intimately. Others were of mad beings and characters and creatures: a horned, horse-headed man blowing a twisted horn, a storm emerging from its bell; an owl-headed woman riding a black wolf, the limp body of a dead child in each hand, their corpses held by the necks; a great spider-eyed king with a serpent for a cock rising from a cloud, black wings spread wide, a sword in each hand; and their favorite, a tall, broad-shouldered, sharp-angled black devil with a series of tangled horns rising from its head, skewering the air around them, its face a jawless skull, its eyes the only thing of color in its obsidian face—red, red not with pastel but with droplets of Quinn’s own blood from a paper cut.

			And then—

			Then came the structure in the cornfield.

			Soon the symbols and figures lost ground to Quinn drawing that one piece of strange architecture over and over and over again—different each time but also the same, like it was wearing a costume, the same unseen beast beneath the sheet. Tower, church, lighthouse. Skyscraper, campanile, cathedral. One a stela, another a broch. Watchtower, clocktower, airport control tower. Always a bleak, black structure surrounded by corn. Each time it felt real, so real, even when the drawings were hasty, muddy, impressionistic messes. Quinn believed they could reach through the paper and touch these places—feel the cold stone, the icy steel, the chill of bone.

			A few of them, they painted in their own blood.

			That surprised them, because they didn’t even remember doing it.

			Working with the paper and the pastels made their fingers dry—so dry they sometimes split, or cracked next to the nails. They bled.

			And when they bled—

			The blood went into the art.

			

			—

			Sometimes, they dreamt of the structure.

			Though they’re still not sure which came first—

			The sketches or the dreams.

			

			—

			A lot of their recent work hung up around their living room—sketches torn out, taped to walls and clothes-pinned to Christmas lights crisscrossing above and scattered across an old Ikea coffee table. Others they’d shown to Oatland. Sketches that were now gone.

			They went into the living room, reached for the charcoal pencils and thick sticks—and froze.

			Something was missing.

			Some of their drawings were missing.

			They were sure of it.

			Like the ones they’d given to Doctor Oatland.

			These, taken from the coffee table. None from the walls. Maybe one missing from the strings of lights above their head—there was a gap.

			They felt their heart drumming in their neck, their wrist, their stomach.

			You just misplaced them, they thought. Same thing they told themselves last time. That was possible, wasn’t it? They’d done hundreds of these sketches in the last six months. They lost themselves in the making of them. Time slipped away. Moments lost. Almost like they were going into a trance when drawing. It’d be normal, wouldn’t it, to lose sight of a few of them?

			And yet—

			Knowing that Oatland had been giving away their session notes and sketches to their mysterious benefactor, that changed things.

			Then there was that person outside, staring up at their apartment…

			Quinn hurried to the door of the apartment, checked the locks.

			Apple purred, stropping up against them.

			“It’s fine,” they told the cat, even though they didn’t entirely believe it. “It’s all fine.” They blinked. “I just need to relax.”
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				Splish Splash

			
			
				Hyor-Ka. Vollrath. Hail Abu-gor Abigor Aba-gur. Lith-Lyru, Singer of Endings. Morquin, come to us and deliver us. Stolas-Ka! Pelsinade! Mathokor. Ashmodai Ashtar, Ashraquar! Baal, Baal-Berith, Baal-Taqth, Baal-Ophur! We call your names to conjure you. We call your names to weaken the worlds. We call you to the pit so that we may descend into the spiraling shape. The number is 99. The revelators are 74. We fall and all falls and all doors are thrown wide!

				—a recording found in 1987 at Camp June, on the Olympic Peninsula in Washington State, purportedly chanted by all 150 members of the Cult of June as they killed themselves and their children with poisoned cookies

			

			Quinn took a bath.

			The apartment had this old tub, this lime-green rectangular atrocity that Quinn loved more than they loved nearly anything in the world. It had a shower installed long after the fact, but the showerhead sucked, offering little more than a weak piss-drizzle. But the tub, the tub could be home when they needed it to be. It became a place to relax. A place to escape. To shrivel up and shrink into themselves—a stone’s throw from a deprivation experience.

			Taking a bath meant refuge and solace.

			They sometimes brought their phone in with them, and they’d scroll endlessly—pretending it wasn’t just doomscrolling, pretending they were chasing good news through the bad, trying to avoid all the awfulness and instead watch a porcupine eating melon, or a possum screaming at its own ass, or life hacks that promised revelation even though it was just something your grandmother probably could’ve told you about if you listened to her for once.

			But sometimes they knew they were going to doomscroll, because scrolling doom was like scratching an itch—it felt good while you were doing it, even as it tore open your skin. So, today, no phone.

			Instead, they brought a book: Kelly Link’s Book of Love.

			They sat in the warm, soapy water and read.

			Or tried to.

			They kept losing focus.

			Eyes drifting. They’d get halfway down a page, and what they’d read was lost to them. They did the mechanics of reading, just none of the absorbing.

			Instead, their mind wandered to the man standing outside the apartment. Dark coat on a warm early summer day. Staring at them like he’d marked them, like he’d cursed them with his stare. And then knowing that people had been paying for their therapy notes and their sketches…strange people, people they didn’t know. Mysterious people whose office was just storage units. People who must be working for their family.

			A family they escaped from.

			A family who may have found them.

			It was time to hunker down. Any time they felt weird about the world, they shut in, shut down. Ordered takeout. Ordered groceries and cat food. Did the work that needed doing from inside the house. No walks, no nothing. Just stay safe inside the apartment—a day, maybe two, maybe three—and then let the world just calm down a little. Let it be, or feel, a little safer.

			But that tactic made them feel suddenly small.

			Small and afraid.

			Why should I be the one who hides?

			They should hide from me.

			The whole world should hide from me.

			Those thoughts shocked them. What did that even mean? They felt that itch again, though. Under the skin. Something moving deep, slithering around and between their bones. Restive and raw. Not one thing. But many things.

			Many feelings, they told themselves. But it didn’t feel like feelings. It felt like something else. Something alive. Their arteries and capillaries gone rogue, gone restless.

			Frustrated, they closed the book and set it on the floor next to the lime-green monstrosity of a tub with a thud.

			It startled Apple, who sat on the farthest corner of the tub, as he always did. Watching Quinn carefully, as if the stupid human might accidentally drown themselves, requiring the cat to somehow intervene. The cat seemed to marvel at Quinn being able to casually descend into a pot of hot water without care.

			“It’s fine,” they told the cat.

			“Mrow,” the orange lump said, as if to chastise them for choosing to become soup.

			Quinn took a wet washcloth and draped it over their face and

			

			—

			Blood.

			The bathwater, clouded by red. Quinn gasped, lifting their arms up out of the water—when the air touched their skin, pain lit up the space from their wrists to their elbows. Quinn twisted their arms, looking at their undersides—

			Oh God no—

			What did I do—

			On each arm, a slit filleted the skin and meat from the bottom of the hand to the crook of the arm—a wound so clean it was as if a mailed envelope had been steamed open. But then, fresh blood flowed, welling up in the wounds, dripping over the sides of their arms and into the tubwater. Plumes of red bloomed amidst the bubbles.

			At the end of the tub, the cat stooped its head low. The animal lapped at the bloodied water. Lap, lap, lick, lick.

			Quinn sobbed in a panic. What had happened? How had they done this to themselves? They looked around for any kind of weapon—a knife, a glass shard, a piece of mirror. They looked to the mirror and in the glass, they saw a flash of vegetal green, rows of it cockeyed, suddenly rushing past which made Quinn feel dizzy. It’s the blood loss. You’re dying and you’re seeing things. The world swept by in the mirror, trapped there in that square, and in that space they saw the dark shape rising up in the distance of the reflective glass, a dark church with a steeple of obsidian, chipped and flinty and sharp enough to cut God—

			

			—

			Judder, shudder, gasp, splash. Quinn sat up, clawing at the thing blinding them, smothering them—

			A washcloth.

			Just the washcloth.

			The water in the bathtub was clean. Their arms were not filleted open by an unknown blade. No blood. No cat drinking the blood. Nothing odd in the mirror—

			Anger punched a hole through Quinn. They couldn’t even have a relaxing bath now? And why? Because they were under someone’s microscope. Someone was watching them. Fucking with them. They could feel the lens pressing down on them, and either Quinn would crack or it would crack and they decided then and there it was not going to be them. Let whoever thought to turn an eye toward them lose that fucking eye. No longer content with just sitting here in stale water and hiding, Quinn launched themselves up out of the tub, barely toweling off before throwing clothes back on and heading out the door.

			

			—

			Oatland cried out, a gargled bleat, as Quinn knelt on his chest, their hands not yet at his throat, instead clutching the collar of his piss-yellow shirt. He’d just been leaving the office for the day when they caught him, shoving him back through the door—and he toppled over the side of his own chair, and fell to the ugly greige carpet in this room. Quinn felt the anger guiding them—it moved through them like a wildfire in a fast wind, spreading quick.

			They said, “You know something. You know more than you’re telling me. I can smell it on you.” They seethed, teeth out. And they could smell it, too. It was a mineral stink—a sulfurous whiff of deceit. It lived in the bridge of their nose, in their sinuses, making their eyes tear up.

			He opened his mouth to speak and the smell sharpened.

			“Don’t lie,” Quinn hissed, warning him before he got a word out. They could feel their own tongue in their mouth, split at the end into two—no, into three, a fringed, flagellating thing. Impossible and horrifying but why did it also thrill them so much? What was happening to them? Who were they? What was this?

			“I—I told you all I know, Quinn. I swear. I swear.”

			His lies perfumed the air. A metallic tang burning their nostrils.

			Their hands drifted up off his collar—one to his neck, another to his jaw and cheek. He struggled in their grip. Quinn spat at him. It sizzled against his forehead and he thrashed, crying out.

			He mewled then. A feline whine. The words that came next were mostly gibberish, but in them they heard his begging, his protestations, his fear, and they found it suddenly, profoundly delicious. With their right hand, they hooked a thumb under his lower jaw, the fingers searching for the space above his ear—

			The hand dug in.

			His skull was like warm pie. Easy to smush. Simple to pull apart. So much red-berry pulp and broken, buttery crust. His tongue lolled out of the cavern that was the side of his face and the eye hung loose on a wet, sinewy cord and

			

			—

			Thrash. A scream. Water over the edge of the tub in a little tsunami. Quinn awoke again in the tub, clinging to the side now, hanging over the edge the way someone sick on a boat might double over the railing. They panted, a raggedy wheezing gasp that wound down slowly, like a dying machine.

			Apple came over and put his paws on the side, and rubbed his head against theirs. It calmed Quinn a little.

			“What the hell is wrong with me?” they asked the cat.

			“Mrow.”

			How much of that was a dream? They hadn’t cut themselves open. They hadn’t gone to Oatland’s office and

			Crushed his head like it was berry pie

			demanded answers he couldn’t give.

			Had they ever awakened the first time from the first dream?

			Were they even awake now?

			They wanted to throw up but couldn’t manage it. So instead they stood up on wobbly legs, once more toweling off, this time taking it slow, performing this single action methodically, in a way where they could assert this is not a dream over and over again, because in a dream you never did things this diligently, this thoughtfully, this precisely. You never did them in a way that felt so present.

			I’m awake, I’m awake, I’m awake, they told themselves.

			But between those words, they instead thought:

			Please let me be awake—

			Please.

			A plea nestled inside the hollow shell of certainty.

			They put on their boxers, a white T-shirt, and—still wobbly—went to the mirror. They carefully brushed their teeth, again taking time to consider every stroke, to think about brushing each tooth, because that felt like a thing you didn’t do in a dream, back teeth, backs of teeth, top of teeth, the fronts—

			They bent down to spit—

			And when they stood, they were not looking at themselves in the mirror.

			Looking back was something taller than them. Broader shoulders. It had skin like the black cracked fatty char of barbecued meat. Its face was some unholy skull, jawless, fangs hanging down like icicles off a gutter in winter. Red wet orbs sat in the hollows of the eye sockets, eggs in a nest. At the top of its head were a series of horns sprouting—horns like goat horns, but not just two of them, no, five, six, maybe seven, rising up and skewering the air around them. The thing looking back nodded at them—

			And lifted a bone-white coffee cup.

			The beast sipped at the mug, even without a lower jaw.

			A fringed tongue tickled at the surface.

			Then, it spoke.

			And when it did, Quinn felt their own jaw working, their vocal cords humming, as the words came from around them, but also out of them—

			DON’T YOU WONDER WHAT’S INSIDE YOU, MY FRIEND?

			The mirror shattered.
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				Shards

			
			
				Wheels turning. Epochs lost. Civilizations before the ones we know: the Lamites, the Erisians, the Eruduins, the Hyperboreans, the Rann-Kutch, the Merops. And with them were monsters that we know: the demi-demons, half-of-hell, half-of-man. Half from Below. Half from Above. But others came before them, too: the True Ones, the Azag-Zur.

				— from The Histories and Mysteries of the Great Below by John Atticus Oakes

			

			They sat, back against the wall, staring at the broken mirror and its scattered pieces for a long, long time. Long enough that the day coming in through the window died and darkened to evening, the streetlights coming on outside. Shards of the mirror lay in the sink, on the floor, one even sat glittering on the top of the toilet. No demon in any of them.

			Quinn held the cat while they stared at the mirror shards. Apple didn’t struggle and seemed happy with being trapped in their embrace.

			They waited for the mirror to re-form, for them to wake up in the tub once more, for this dream to end, but this time, it did not. The mirror had truly shattered. And it remained as such.

			As to what they’d seen in the mirror…

			Don’t you wonder what’s inside you, my friend?

			Quinn shuddered and finally stood, stepping around the broken mirror bits and dropping the cat outside the bathroom before they took to cleaning up the mess. When they were done, they looked at the small window in the bathroom, one blocked with blinds and curtains. Quinn took a deep breath and eased back the curtain before lifting the blinds—

			Outside, two people stood.

			The tall man in a dark coat.

			And now, a blond woman in a black dress.

			They both were watching the window at which Quinn stood.

			Like black vultures, watching and waiting for a car-struck deer to finally stumble and fall and become the roadkill it was destined to be.

			Quinn closed the blinds and screamed.
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				All Apocalypses Great and Small

			
			
				And I saw three unclean spirits that looked like frogs coming out of the mouths of the dragon, the beast, and the false prophet. These are demonic spirits that perform signs and go out to all the kings of the earth, to assemble them for battle on the great day of God the Almighty.

				—Revelation 16:13–14

			

			Once upon a time, Quinn’s parents sent them to church every Sunday. And Quinn hated it. Hated it. Figured the whole thing for a chump’s game—only dumb people, baby adults, believed in this stuff. The Bible was callous, inconsistent, insane. Every nice message was countered by three awful ones. It was morality porn, they decided, and they wanted no part of it.

			And then, in community college, Quinn signed up for a religion class.

			Why they did it, they still don’t really know. They told themselves then and now, I just want to make sense of who my parents are. How could such awful people pretend to be good and godly? It was not a question they could maintain for long—thinking too hard about Those People gave them an ocular migraine, and it felt like a warning: Think too much about them and maybe they’ll sense it, and maybe they’ll come to find you.

			The course they took at least seemed like it’d be interesting:

			Examinations of the Apocalypse in Christian Eschatology. With a professor, Jim Eccles, who was a Lutheran pastor and religious scholar.

			Quinn expected to fight with him tooth and nail. Hell, they weren’t just expecting it—they were hoping for that fight. But day one, Eccles took the fight right out of the room like fire burning up oxygen, whoosh. Though he was obviously a believer, he was up-front that, for him, the big-A Apocalypse was really about one of two things:

			First, it was metaphor. The Book of Revelation, he said, was historically a coded letter not about some great coming end of days way down the line, but rather, a present-day apocalypse and current-to-the-time fuck-you to ancient Rome. To Emperor Nero, in particular.

			Second, it was a fantasy of and for modern Christians. A distraction, of sorts. It was easier—and, in Eccles’s opinion, more comforting and more exciting—to think about THE END OF THE WORLD rather than think about your own personal end. It was more enticing to imagine rains of fire or plagues of locusts, or a comet slamming down, or a drowning flood meant as castigation for mankind’s many sins, than it was to consider your own smaller, more intimate ending—and the sins that led you there. Thinking about the Death of All Things was for many people more soothing than thinking about your own death—a death in a hospital bed, a death on a highway, a death on the floor of your kitchen. You died of a rotten bowel in bed, well, that was sad and painful and miserable. But dying with the rest of the world in a tsunami of boiling seawater, well, sure, that’s horrifying—but it’s exciting, too, something out of fiction, rare and bizarre and something you did communally. Further, it served as proof somehow of something greater than yourself. A grand design that you were a part of.

			Then he said it in a different way:

			“Thinking about the Big Apocalypses is a way to distract us from thinking about all the little apocalypses that hit us over the course of our lives.”

			Big Apocalypses and little apocalypses.

			It was that second one that was running through Quinn’s head right now as they stood at the doorway of Dan Oatland’s office—the door open, a piece of yellow police tape banded across the gap. And beyond it, a massive dark stain.

			

			—

			His skull was like warm pie. Easy to crush. Simple to pull apart. So much red-berry pulp and broken, buttery crust. His tongue lolled out of the cavern that was the side of his face and the eye hung loose on a wet, sinewy cord and

			

			—

			Dan Oatland, their therapist, was dead.

			(The liar! The liar is dead! a chattering voice inside them said with glee.)

			His office, sealed up with police tape. Blood on the floor. Oatland was dead and somehow, Quinn had killed him.

			This is my little apocalypse.

			This is the end of me.

			They staggered backward from the door. Trying to catch their breath. A panic attack rattled through them, like a too-loud cargo train carrying a full load of pain and fear. “Fuck,” they said, their voice barely above a whisper—not because they were afraid to be heard but because they couldn’t make it louder. They knew at any moment, they could be in danger. The cops could return. Feds, maybe. Certainly some camera had caught them leaving this office. Or that woman, his other patient, had surely told the cops about Quinn.

			But how? How had this even happened? Quinn tried to remember. It was just the other night they were in the tub. Having visions of killing him.

			It wasn’t real, was it?

			You were in the tub. Maybe the blood washed off you.

			The water wasn’t red, was it?

			They weren’t sure anymore. Could it have been?

			Maybe you killed him the first time you stormed into his office.

			Quinn wanted to lie down and die. Their skin crawled. Heat rose off their forehead like they were a sun-baked desert highway.

			You need to go.

			You need to flee.

			Someone could show up here at any moment.

			Part of them thought: Good, let them come, I deserve this. If I did this, then I’m a fucking monster. Something is wrong with me and I need to be punished.

			But another thought slid in there, serpentlike—

			Oatland betrayed me.

			And as the saying goes: Snitches get stitches.

			Ping-ponging between rage and guilt, anger and anxiety, Quinn pushed free of the panic attack, launching up out of its depths. They exited the building, tumbling out onto the street, their skin slick with sweat and their tongue tasting the bitter metal of blood.

			

			—

			Soon as the air of the outside touched them, the thought hit them: I’m sick.

			That feeling of illness rushed up on them, fever-hot, as they staggered down the street. Their innards felt set to boil. And yet, despite that, they felt cold, too—chills rolled through them, little blizzards quick to arrive and fast to burn away under the feverish heat. Their skin itched like they’d stropped up against a wall of poison ivy and the blisters were poised to form. They felt drunk, in the bad way, in the worst way, drunk like you couldn’t control yourself, drunk like you could barely stand—Quinn pinballed from person to person, clipping some dude in a banker’s suit, nearly knocking over a stout little Chinese lady, almost catching their foot on the wheel of some rich bitch’s high-end stroller—

			And there, Quinn spun around, ready to lay into the rich bitch, some raven-haired, extra-moneyed yoga mom. Quinn bared their teeth and hissed…

			But then they saw what was in the stroller.

			The child was gray-skinned. The skin of an infant dredged dead from a river. Its eyes were clusters of fish eggs, quivering, the gelatinous bulbs home to flitting tadpoles. The child—not an infant at all, Quinn realized, but more like a toddler, two or three years old—opened his mouth and ants poured out, black and shining. The sound of tapping legs and clicking mandibles, tick-a-tack-a-tick-a-tack-a, formed something that sounded like words. Not words in any language Quinn had ever heard before, no—and yet, words they understood just the same.

			Wake the fuck up, Quinn! Come to us, you stupid fuck!

			Stop fucking around, Quinn!

			Then, a second voice—

			Time to find us, my dear…

			Those words, not from the dead, ant-mouthed baby, oh no, but reaching from somewhere else. Across the street, an echo riding over the passing cars, crawling across the asphalt, pushing its way into their ear like a sharp finger. Quinn staggered backward, looking in that direction—

			There it was in the window glass of a third-wave coffee shop:

			The great beast they’d seen in their bathroom mirror, its char-black skull sprouting a massive tangle of twisting horns. It held no mug this time, but gave a jaunty little toodle-oo wave, tickling the air with burned fingers as it strode forth on legs bent the wrong way.

			The sunless tower calls, my dear. The beast pointed to them. Your blood is awakening and it calls to the pit sure as the pit calls to it.

			Now from the dead baby, calling from the stroller in the language of ants:

			The door will open! The black door must open! You weak, simpering, wayward waste! You cunt! We’re waiting for you, you fucking fuck!

			Quinn cried out.

			“The fuck is wrong with you?” the yoga mom said, pulling back the stroller with one hand and pushing Quinn with her other. The child inside the stroller—just a regular child, a mess of dark hair and pink cheeks—wailed as the woman spat the words: “Get away from me, freak.”

			Those words corkscrewed into Quinn’s middle, like it was lancing a bulging cyst full of poison. And from that place erupted a fresh burst of anger, all acid foulness and inner rot—

			The woman reacted as if slapped, even though Quinn wasn’t within reach of her. There was a faint sound that went with it—a crackling kkkt, like the crunch it made when you bit down hard on a Life Saver. Yoga Mom blinked as twin snakes of blood crawled free from her nose. “What the—what the fuck did you do—” Except her voice was stuffed up. Bwat the vuck did you do. She put the back of her wrist against her nose and recoiled at the smear of red she found there. It was then Quinn saw the spark in the woman’s eye—a shimmer of melting bronze.

			Go, run, get out of here!

			That thought: Theirs? Or someone else’s?

			Did it even matter?

			Already they were turning, nearly falling forward as they got their legs underneath them and stormed forward in a fast, panicked walk. Cold sweat drizzled down the bridge of their nose, dangling there. It slicked their back. Their stomach roiled—somehow both hungry and queasy, empty and needing to be filled but also ready to disgorge anything they’d ever eaten. They bit at a fingernail, tugging on a hangnail that threatened to unzip their skin from tip of the thumb down to their elbow, and for a moment, they realized they had done exactly that, the skin torn open, the muscle underneath gleaming, a long piece of ribboned skin clamped between their teeth but no, no, that wasn’t real, either—though a little red balloon of blood inflated at the spot where they’d bitten a piece of the nail off.

			Buildings they knew they’d passed before suddenly felt alien: hoagie shop, Korean nail joint, secondhand craft supplies, boutique baked goods, and that bar that always seemed to change-hands-change-names-change-themes every six to eight months, the bar that was now a pizza-and-craft-cocktails concept and had held on for a year—Quinn knew all of these places and yet felt separate from them, like they were a visitor from another planet walking down streets they’d only viewed from far above in their spacecraft. Alien and alone and unloved. Then, the buildings changed—they were suddenly in ruins, all bent rebar and broken bones, black tar and char and spatters of blood—

			Now: Someone else was up next to them, some skeevy fucking white dude in a beanie cap despite the heat, this weak amberglow flicker inside him. And he was saying to them, “Hey, hey, the fuck are you. Fuck are you? You a bitch? You a guy? Who you like to fuck? Huh? You around here? You live around here? Lemme come over. Lemme come—” And here he reached over and grabbed their arm and they tried to pull away. But his grip was strong, so they turned toward him and again felt something inside them open wide, like a snake opening its jaws to eat prey far larger than itself.

			That was all it took. The grungy fuck’s head twitched—his left eye disappeared under a curtain of red. Half his face drooped, the muscle tension of a melting candle, and he collapsed to the sidewalk, his body softly trembling.

			“Guh,” was all he could say.

			“I’m—” Sorry, they were going to say, but were they? Were they sorry? You wanted this, they told themselves. Maybe they didn’t want exactly that, but they wanted some version of it. Just like they wanted to slap that rich bitch, just like how they wanted to crush Oatland’s head like cake.

			What is happening to me?

			People were starting to look now. Not at them, not yet, but at the guy on the ground, shaking, pissing, foaming. Half his body dead to him.

			Quinn stifled a scream and broke into a run.

			

			—

			They wept, clambering up the stairs, practically on their hands and knees. Heat bled off them in waves. Their guts roiled. They felt something inside them, something crashing around like a wild animal in an apartment. What had they done? What had they become? Was any of this even real? They fell against their door, fumbling clumsily with their key to open it—

			The door opened.

			They stepped inside.

			And nearly ran into the tall man in the dark coat and baseball hat.

			Their heart damn near stopped. No. No, no, no.

			Behind him, coming out of the kitchen? There was the blond woman in the black dress. She was holding Apple, the cat. The cat purred in her grip as the woman stroked the orange back of the lumpy animal.

			“Look, see, they’re falling apart,” the man said, his words crisp, dark.

			“My cat,” Quinn said, feeling tears at their eyes for reasons they couldn’t even explain. “My home. Please—” Go.

			“They’re clearly spiraling,” the man said, voice so cold.

			“Almost awakening,” the woman in the dress said.

			Quinn stepped back as the man held up his hand. In it, a small pyramid of fine gray ash. He blew it into a cloud. Quinn’s eyes stung and they coughed. Everything went red. Panic rose inside them once more. Panic and rage. How dare these people come into my place, take my cat, I’ll—

			But someone shoved them forward from behind. They fell to the ground, still coughing, as a third individual stepped over them and into the room. A fat man, pale as a grub, bald as a museum skull. Cargo shorts, black V-neck tee, little round spectacles. He held a red candle in his left hand. Something glittered at its base. Quinn launched themselves up again, feeling a guttural snarl rise from within—a sound that barely seemed like their own, excepting the fact that they had made it. But the man was fast, light on his feet, flicking the candle at them—

			Red wax spattered against them. It burned. They screamed.

			Again to the ground they fell, this time writhing as if covered by biting things. The man got atop them, twisting something off the candle—the gleaming thing. A gold ring. His knees pressed down on their arms, holding them firm.

			From out of sight—the tall man said, “Let’s clear the room. Collect the drawings. Keep the cat away.”

			The grub-man took the ring, held it up as if to show the world.

			“With this,” he said, his voice eerily light, the discordant pipes of tangling wind chimes, “with this I bind the beast.”

			Then he pressed the ring flat against their head.

			Quinn felt pain like they’d never felt before.

			And then a deep swell of darkness rose up beneath them like a hungry mouth—the feeling of being on the surface of the sea as a whale swelled forth from the depths below. It swallowed Quinn whole.
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				32

				Pinion, Verb

			
			
				Apocalypse! A peck on the lips!

				Flash motor driver with her hands on her hips

				Revelate! The sideways eight!

				Open your eyes before it gets too late

				—Gumdropper, “Morningstar,” from Apollyon’s Breakfast

			

			Sometimes, it felt like their bones were breaking. Their body would seize, all parts of them arching, crackling, and creaking like wooden floors under heavy feet. Teeth against teeth, nails against carpet. Arms out. Legs stiff. Then it would all collapse in on itself: a dead bug curl, limbs tucked, chin to chest, an unbounded marshmallow numbness as they sank deep into themselves, beyond themselves, into nothing, beyond nothing. I am nothing.

			

			—

			In and out. Sleep, wake. Never really sleeping, though. And never quite awake. Held fast, held firm. They were a dragonfly caught in a hand that sometimes just slightly relaxed its grip before closing up tight again the moment you twitched. Their wings, crushed. Along with any hope of escape.

			

			—

			The shades remained drawn. The lights, all the way down. Everything dim and bleak and gray. They could see themselves somewhat in the bare light of the room. Their flesh was marked with blue and black lines. As if written in ink—ballpoint pen, or maybe Sharpie. They did not understand the lines or the symbols that accompanied them. They were not in a language they understood. They did not resemble anything they’d ever seen before. And yet, why did the sight of them awaken something inside Quinn? As if those shapes were a part of them. The lines like sinew and artery. The sigils like pulsating, throbbing organs. You know these things. You just don’t know what you know.

			Yet.

			

			—

			Sometimes they could see things, hear things. They knew they were on the floor of their apartment. Curled up there on the carpet. All the furniture had been cleared out or moved to the margins of the room. Shapes moved there. People shapes. Mostly shadow. Sometimes, the cat slinked around nearby. Quinn tried to beg for the cat to save them—an absurd idea, an impossible one, but one that didn’t fucking matter anyway because Quinn couldn’t even manage to speak a single word. All that came out was a keening, rasping wheeze.

			A bag of flour sat nearby. A box of salt. A bottle of some dark liquid, its cap off, a small paintbrush sticking in it, soaking.

			The lines on their skin, they saw extended outward—not just on them, but on the floor, on the walls. Above them on the ceiling. A maze of mad markings. Everything connected. A mad web. Quinn, the fly, and everything around them, the spider’s web. Above them then they saw someone—someone in the ceiling. A long, languid shape. Lithe. Black skin. Bright eyes. Looking down like the spider watching the fly. A plea to the spider as Quinn mouthed the words, Help me. Was the spider a friend or a foe? Predator or pal? Either way, what was asked was the same: Help me, help me, help me.

			Just then, the cat mrowed in their ear. They wanted so badly to hug the cat but when they tried, pain needled through them, prickling their skin and stiffening their muscles once more, until darkness resumed.

			Someone hissed, said, Get the cat! and quickly the cat was plucked, lifted, disappeared, and Quinn wanted to die. Apple! Please—no.

			

			—

			Mumbled voices, rarely sure who was speaking—

			The tall man’s voice:

			Perhaps this…experiment…has gone on long enough…?

			But it is fascinating, Arthur. Aren’t you fascinated?

			That, in a voice so giddy and effervescent it might as well have been a giggle. The bald grub in the glasses? It had to be.

			A woman’s voice now:

			To hell with your fascination, Cosmo. This is no mere awakening, that is easy to see. Something roils inside them. Like a thousand rats stuffed in a pocket.

			That was not the voice of the woman in the dress. This was more severe. Older. A hint of an accent—British, maybe. Scottish, Welsh. Quinn didn’t know.

			A different voice, this time, another man, his voice older, crustier:

			It is just the blood, that is all, Mary. Just the blood manifesting. We knew this all along. That this was what might happen. The blood calls to us all eventually.

			Now, now it was the woman in the dress with her lush, thin-smoke voice—

			This is madness! I’ve never seen anything like it. This is something…else. We were told they were different…

			Arthur: I agree with Angelica. This is beyond what we’ve ever seen.

			Cosmo: They should be given a taste—that will show us what this is.

			Unknown Man: It will show us that they simply have been pushed too far, the blood allowed to fester too long—of course it might burst out like this, we have—yes, yes, we have seen this kind of thing before.

			Angelica: Not like this! Not like this. This is different. You all see that it’s different. Lying to yourselves if you think otherwise. But I agree, a taste, a taste could show us something—

			Mary: No! No. We have our directive. We contain so that no more damage is done. And we wait—

			Cosmo: No, no, no, Mary, no—Arthur is right. This experiment is over. Let’s embrace that. We should awaken them. Consider it a new experiment.

			Mary: We are not authorized to make those calls.

			Arthur: Mary is right.

			Unknown Man: The Hieraaetus has the authority. The old ways are only theory now. You know as well as I do that we act when we are called to act—and it is time to act.

			They kept talking, but Quinn’s mind faded—

			Hanging on the realization—

			They’re talking about me.

			And the question—

			What am I?

			

			—

			For a time, church. The memory of it slithered up through Quinn’s mental plumbing—a strip mall church in the suburbs of Philly. White walls except for at the back, where the preacher stood—those walls were a peachy color, like a fake sunrise. It was the kind of church where they made sure to change the language so that Jesus didn’t ever turn water into wine, oh no, he turned it into grape juice, dontchaknow, because that Jesus, why, he’d never drink an alcoholic drink, Lord no. Jesus wasn’t some drunk! Quinn remembered arguing with them, telling them it had to be wine because that’s what they drank, then; wine fermented, which meant wine kept, and grape juice would’ve spoiled without refrigeration. They remembered how mad that made the pastor—steaming, spitting, stomping mad, because how dare they suggest Jesus could not have made grape juice that would’ve remained unspoiled, Jesus didn’t spoil things, he unspoiled them, made unclean things clean, made the impure pure, just like you, Quinn, just like you. The preacher told them they needed to change, needed to be clean, be pure, needed to be the person that was decided by what lurked between their legs, needed to love the opposite sex and get married and have a bounty of fruitful babies to fill the Lord’s mighty stable. You were born with sin, and you cannot be rid of it, you can only be forgiven of it. But you have to want to be forgiven, and you have to show us that you’re willing to be what God wants you to be. Quinn tried to remember sitting there in the pews with their mother and their father, but their faces were just dark, melty-edged cigarette burns in the film of their life. As it should be. As it must be. They turned eighteen, decided if sin was what they had, then sin was what they were. They changed their name to a name that rhymed with sin—Quinn—and got all the way the fuck out of there, fuck it, fuck you, you cannot keep me here, you cannot convert me, I’m Quinn and I love sin and I’ll be what I am.

			And that was how they felt right now. Righteous and angry. Wanting to be free of this place, this prison.

			I am Quinn.

			Creature of sin.

			I will be what I am.

			You cannot keep me here.

			I will be free.

			

			—

			The shapes of their captors drifted in and out. Sometimes, their faces could be seen clearly—

			The fat man, Cosmo, his bald head shining;

			The woman with the velvet voice, Angelica, no longer in her black dress but now in a loose, almost liquid blouse;

			Arthur, the ginger-beard, looming, black eyes underneath the baseball cap;

			That older woman, Mary, small and compact like a kidney stone, her lips puckered and marked with the little scissor-cut wrinkles of a long-term smoker;

			A broad-jawed man, older, rumpled suit, dirty blond, handsome in a way that an old movie star put out to pasture might be;

			They all stayed at the edges of the room, never getting close. As if they considered Quinn dangerous.

			They spoke in not-quite-whispers, hard to even be sure who was speaking, their voices ripe with worry—speaking names Quinn did not understand. Dantalion. Crassus. The Hieraaetus. Mumbles about something that happened in Portugal. Then: Agares. Quinn stiffened. They knew that word. Part of Oriax-Agares. The mysterious LLC that was poaching their therapy session notes from Oatland…

			They tried to cry out, tried to thrash free—

			But their body was rigid. Even as their tongue pressed against the inside of their clamped teeth, they could do nothing, say nothing.

			We’re Watchers, Arthur was saying, we have no allegiance—

			Look! Mary said. They’re reacting to something. Like a pot ready to boil over.

			Angelica: I’d say it’s already boiling over—oops!—

			Then Arthur said suddenly:

			The cat! Angelica, the godsdamned cat—

			That orange lump, Apple. Leaping out of the velvet-voiced woman’s arms—Angelica, was that her name?—and now slinking toward Quinn. Quinn’s body again tightened as they cried out psychically for their friend, their pet, their great orange beast—

			But velvet-voiced Angelica said, Oopsie, sorry, he’s just so sweet and slippery, and bent to scoop him up again.

			And inside, Quinn screamed.

			

			—

			Someone—Arthur, the tall man—stood at the corner of the room, going through something. A rustle of pages. Their sketches. He was looking through their sketches. Someone joined him—the dark, dour little woman. Mary.

			They’re still drawing the structure, he said.

			Probably just a delusion, she answered. Caused by the churning of the blood. We all saw things during our becoming.

			Not like this. Not something constant like this. Repeated. Stable.

			It’s not stable. It changes. It’s a church, then it’s some kind of tenement, then—well I don’t even know what this is. Her, tapping the page. Flick, flick.

			Yes, look. In this one: a radio station.

			Whatever it is, it’s simple derangement.

			A simple derangement many of the broods are interested in.

			What?

			Don’t feign ignorance, Mary. We are here at the behest of the blood. We’re the Watchers, and who watches the Watchers? The broods, the families, Mary. We’re on the hook with them for all of this. What we get here? What we learn? It goes to them. And their eyes are wide open. This isn’t just a mere curiosity to them, not anymore—it may have begun as a game but it is a game no longer. Many of the brood-heads invested in this experiment in secret—they have vested interest and I assure you they do not believe it is “simple derangement.”

			Does that mean—Malphas? Mayne? Adamastor? Are you saying all of that is connected to all of this?

			I don’t know, Mary. I just don’t know.

			

			—

			Time passed, not simply like the waters of a river but rather, like when those waters ended in a waterfall—time urged past, then seemed to fall off a cliff, into nothing, into the black. Sometimes they dreamt of the cornfield and the dark structure there—churchtowerradiostationskyscraperziggurat—and sometimes in the window they saw themselves, other times they saw the dead baby with the frog egg eyes, or the beast-of-tangled-horns. Each time they all seemed to be mouthing something to Quinn. One word, mouthed again and again—worthless, hard to parse. Mouth open, lips never touching, tongue doing something with the roof of the mouth, but what? Quinn didn’t know.

			But then, a new word—

			Lips open, then puckered, pulled in, ending on an oooh formation, with the tongue just touching the bottom of the teeth—

			Ahhh

			Ppppp

			Ooooh

			Ulllll

			Ahhhpppooouuull

			Ahpoull

			Appull

			Apple!

			Their cat.

			The fucking cat.

			Quinn’s eyes bolted open in the dim lines of the room. They writhed against their bonds—bonds that were invisible, that were drawn on rather than bound to—and they realized, that was it. Those five Watchers did not come closer to them for a reason. They didn’t want the cat to come close for a reason.

			The flour. The salt. Lines inked in dark liquid.

			Quinn raged. Tried to thrash; failed to thrash. Tried to cry out—the cat’s name crept from their mouth not as a scream, a yawp, a bellow, but as a breathless, rattling gasp. “Aaaaahhhpple.”

			Tears burned hot at the edges of their eyes.

			They needed the cat.

			But the cat wasn’t here.

			And then, in the other room, a sound—

			A hiss. And a bleat of pain.

			

			—

			The cat knew its job. It had known the job all along, but it was easy to forget, for the cat was a cat, and the cat forgot things easily. The cat—Apple the orange lump—had gotten cozy with the woman with the smooth voice. The cat enjoyed the cherry-candy scent on her breath. And the cat loved that she doted on him. She smelled of cats herself—must’ve had at least three. Apple thought about those other cats often, and whether he could mate with them, or use his claws to cut them open at the belly, from jaw to tail, and play in their guts. Perhaps he could do both! Do the mating. Then the killing. What joy! What fun. He relished that thought as she stroked him and cooed at him. Shush-shush-shush. Puss-puss-puss. Kitty-kitty-kitty. He purred for her, only remembering when she stopped that he was not hers, but rather, he belonged (for now) to the one called Quinn.

			The one called Quinn, who was calling him presently.

			And so the cat did what the cat most loved to do and had forgotten—

			As the woman with the cherry breath and the smooth voice hugged him close, rubbing her cheek against his back, he turned quickly to the side, hissed—

			And then swiped his claws-out paw across her left eye.

			Bap. The claws dug into the ocular goo. Snagged a little, but the cat didn’t have to pull free—

			Because the woman threw him.

			He hit the wall, whud, but landed on his feet because, after all, he was a cat.

			Then Apple the orange lump bolted for the other room with one job. A job it remembered. A job it intended to complete.

			

			—

			The cat darted into the room.

			Cats knew how to step around any little obstacle.

			Apple was not the most graceful of cats, no, but when called to task, the orange lump knew how to manifest the appropriate feline elegance—

			But better was when the cat was allowed to do the other thing.

			The chaos thing. The knock-a-glass-off-the-counter thing.

			And so, the cat, with one swipe of his paw, swiped a path through the lines of circle and salt.

			The cat had fucked up the circle.

			And that was all it took.

			

			—

			Quinn could feel it—like seeing some of the bricks in the walls of a prison cell crumble and tumble away. Sunlight shining through the hole—

			A hole big enough to crawl through.

			A hole big enough for escape.

			The circle was broken.

			Quinn stood up.

		

	
		
			
				Interlude

				The Eunuch

			
			Three individuals lived together in a lighthouse off the coast of Connecticut: Nils Gremory; his wife, Sascha Gremory; and their servant, Silas Borne.

			The lighthouse—Wolf Ledge Lighthouse—was completed in 1909 and was not the lighthouse one tended to conjure when one thought of, well, a lighthouse. It was not some cylindrical tower with a great beaming eye at its top, but rather, a three-story Second Empire–style home built upon a massive concrete foundation, now eroding against the steady swipe of saltwater. The lamp of the lighthouse was inside a fifth-order Fresnel lens positioned at the eastern end of the mansard roof, the light from that central source split into a series of four searing beams to warn ships away from the rocks beyond the Mystic coastline. The lens had a reptilian mien about it, and given the house’s strange hunch, it was as if a gargoyle was standing vigil over the sea.

			The home itself was once a modest affair, but remained as such no longer, for Nils and Sascha were quite rich and fond of odd, expensive curios: the gilded sarcophagus of Thutmose II, empty of its mummy but full of old swords; a fairly well-preserved taxidermic specimen of the thylacine, also known as the Tasmanian tiger, or Tasmanian wolf; a supposedly haunted and ultimately murderous ventriloquist’s dummy named Mister Tim, decades ago the “star” of a local Ohio-based public access children’s show called The Merrymaking Hour (with Mister Tim).

			But perhaps the most interesting thing they ever purchased—at least, to them—was not an object, an artifact, or a piece of décor, but rather, a person.

			It was Silas Borne, the Eunuch of Crater Lake.

			

			—

			Silas Borne stood at the mirror of his small closet-sized bathroom, where everything was crisply white: white porcelain sink, white ceramic toilet, white porcelain subway tile on the walls, white penny-tile on the floor, tin tile (painted white) on the ceiling. (His bathroom offered no formal way for him to wash his body. For that task, he had to use the bathroom one floor up, the master bath belonging to Nils and Sascha, and to be allowed access to that bathroom, he had to beg and plead, which of course he was glad, so glad, to do.)

			Against all the white: a pop of red. He regarded it in the mirror. It stained his curled mustache, and dribbled from his chafed lip, down his chin. A few dots were flecked upon his white undershirt, as well. Red, red, red. Red, the color of passion, red of the rose, red of the—

			(rage)

			(no, never rage, never, ever rage)

			(only love, red of love, hearts love, lust love, give-yourself-over love)

			He forced a smile and dabbed at the blood.

			The masters of the house played a little rough today, hadn’t they? Well! That was their purview. Yes, Silas felt throbbing discomfort down below—his cock was raw, and the cheeks of his ass were striped pink—but he knew how to care for such things, and the Gremorys did not demand playtime of this nature every day. Unless they wanted to! Which of course was fine, just fine—

			(Silas the Eunuch was not a eunuch in the most traditional sense. No, for him, something far more important than what dangled between his legs had been sliced out of him. A far deeper cut had neutered something within him.)

			Silas considered asking the masters to use their bath to clean up, but told himself, No, I don’t want to bother them, even as a deeper voice whispered, I don’t want them to bother with me, not anymore, not today.

			Besides, it was coming up on dinnertime soon, and he had a haddock to prepare.

			

			—

			The plan was: haddock, lemon, white asparagus, potatoes.

			They liked pale, white food, the Gremorys. Beige was okay, too. Too much color and they recoiled like vampires at the sight of the cross.

			On the way to the main kitchen he found Nils Gremory sitting in an armchair—a white upholstered, deeply uncomfortable-looking chair whose 90-degree angle was tilted backward, supposedly the original Ludwig Mies van der Rohe prototype of the famous Barcelona MR 90.

			From the chair, Nils eyeballed him sharply as he walked past, and Silas nodded his head and offered a broad smile.

			“Master,” he said.

			But Nils seemed troubled. He had a dark cast about him—nobody would ever describe him as having a sunny disposition, and he was the sort given over to various manias and mental maladies. He rarely got sun and had a kind of seasick greenness to him—he was a narrow man, with a black goatee and a thick shelf of hair, which only made his pea-soup pallor stand out all the greater. And yet, right now, the darkness upon him was deeper—like shadows cast by the sickly sky of a coming storm. Nils eyeballed Silas as he passed.

			“This chair,” Nils said suddenly. “Did you know it was the chair Alfonso XIII of Spain died in?” He sniffed, leaning forward. “It’s true, 1941, right here. They said it was angina. But I know better. He was one of ours. We had his soul—us, our family, our little brood. He wanted his last living son to be elevated to the throne, and we gave that to him.”

			Silas nodded. “Of course, Master. Very good. Very wise.”

			“He was a porn addict, our King Alfonso. Or what passed for it—porn, I mean—back then. He liked films of nuns with enormous breasts. And priests fucking them. He died because his soul had been strong and without it…the body refused to keep going.” Wistful now, Nils Gremory added: “I still think sometimes I taste him, down there, in the fount. Little threads of him. Whispers of who he was—a king, a soldier, a father, a man who loved holy women with big swinging tits.”

			“Sir. I know you and Mistress Sascha want dinner promptly—”

			“You’re still our boy, aren’t you, Silas?” Nils asked, scooting now to the edge of the chair, wetting his lips with a gray-pink tongue.

			“Of course, sir. I am yours, toes to teeth.”

			“Toes to teeth, toes to teeth.” Nils chuckled darkly, though no mirth shined in his eyes. “Good, good. I have a request—”

			“We have a request.”

			That, from Sascha. His other master. She rose up from the spiral stairs at the far end of the room, nearly floating, as if she were a bubble juggled on a gentle breeze. Her hair lay pulled back in a messy bun. The woman’s eyeglasses were huge spectacles—hexagonal in shape, the purple of lilacs. She wore a motley hippie blouse, and yoga pants encased her teakettle hips.

			“Yes,” Nils said, nodding toward his wife. “We.”

			She stared at her husband, clearly still expecting him to give it.

			He cleared his throat.

			“Some things have transpired that worry us. Danger lurks. There was an attack—brutal, merciless business!—on the Dantalion fount in Portugal.”

			Sascha stepped deeper into the room, fretting—her hands balling and unballing into pale, cookie-dough fists. “No surprise there. Caetano has made enemies. Many enemies. But Edgar Malphas?”

			“Poor Edgar,” Nils said, shaking his head.

			“Someone beat the man to death. His fount? Also gone.”

			“And now Hadrian Mayne—”

			“—another old bastard with enemies, many enemies—”

			“—he’s gone, took off, you see, just took off—”

			“—did you know he was withholding elixir? Took the honey and the hive, so of course he’s on the run now—”

			“Of course. Yes. Of course.”

			They both stopped speaking and stared at Silas expectantly.

			He maintained the smile plastered to his face. “Tragedies all around, sir and madam.” Silas remained standing there, stiff and still. “Is there…some way I can soothe your worry? Tell me how I make it better.” He readied himself for whatever that request would be. It was only the three of them here, most days, except when a rare someone came to sup from the fount below. It was often enough one of them—though usually both, and at the same time—fell prey to some sudden anxiety, and they made themselves feel better by demanding things of Silas. Masturbate in front of us. Lay in the sarcophagi of swords. Read these William Blake poems—no, no, perform them, really get into it. Eat the scalding soup, and eat it slow, let us see the burned geography of your tongue.

			He’d do whatever they wanted and he would do it gladly. Eagerly! Because that was who he was now, and that was what he did, and—

			(rage, rage, RAGE, spots of blood, spray of blood, cut, CUT )

			—he had long ago accepted this.

			Nils hmmed, looking to Sascha, one eyebrow up. One of her eyebrows went up, too. A silent conversation between them. They were connected, deeply, spiritually, blood to blood, but whatever it was they were thinking as one, they rejected as one, too. Nils again cleared his throat before saying:

			“You’re a smart one.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“Obviously, you were always smart—but the incisiveness of your mind hasn’t gone, has it? That blade is still whetted sharp.”

			“Sir?”

			“I know you go to the altar room and read our books when we’re not looking.”

			“Masters, I—”

			“No, no, we’ve never forbade it. And I know you use the chessboard in the library, testing out moves and strategies.”

			Sascha then seemed to beam at him. “And I’ve read your secret poetry.”

			At that, a true bloom of embarrassment rushed to his cheeks, blossoming there. “They’re just foolishness,” he said, his jaw tightening as fear climbed through him. He thought he’d hidden them well enough. Not that he was writing anything forbidden! Nothing against the two of them, his masters. Nothing about how he hated them deeply. Or how he feared them completely. Or how one day he hoped to split them each open like a wet, red, too-ripe fruit—

			No. No! His poems were simple things. Happy things. Little short missives and epistles to no one. He wanted to die. He wanted to kill—

			(them)

			—himself.

			“I’ll burn them,” he said. “I’ll eat the ash. I’ll—”

			“No,” Sascha said. “They’re precious to me. I’ll keep them.”

			“The poems, your penance—that’s not what we need,” Nils said.

			“Whatever it is you require, whatever you desire—”

			“We’re unprotected!” Sascha said, an eruption of worry.

			Nils nodded. “We’re a small family. Our bloodline is careful, just beautiful little threads, little filaments, working their way through the dirt—”

			“We aren’t like the other families. Big, bloated, careless—”

			“We watch our breeding. We keep our eyes on it. The blood goes only as far as we want it to. We’re one of the smaller broods—”

			“The smallest!”

			“Yes, perhaps the smallest. And we like it that way. But—”

			“But.”

			“But it incurs certain vulnerabilities. Should another family come for us—”

			“Should anyone come for us—”

			“—then we are exposed. We’ve long lost our taste for war, for the games of blood. It’s why we’re way out here, on Wolf Ledge. Isolated and free from such petty, paltry concerns. But now—”

			“—with Malphas and Adamastor dead, with Crassus buried with the Society’s elixir, and now Hadrian Mayne gone—”

			“Now there are worries. New worries that the blood is set to boil again. We’ve no one looking out for us, no one to protect our interests!” Nils launched to his feet, suddenly in a froth. “Our fount is small but it is potent. The lives it contains, that most vital distillation, the quiddity of those who have given themselves to us in service and in favor—”

			“If one were to come for it?”

			“We are weak and unaware. We’d be slaughtered. We don’t have Mayne’s wealth, or Caetano’s empire—”

			Sascha moaned in woe.

			Nils sat back down in the chair, slumping.

			“We need you,” Nils said.

			“Me,” Silas said, confused.

			“We want you to leave here. Go out there in the world, find for us who is doing this. Who is launching an assault on the families? We must be warned. We must know what their aim is—”

			“Can we work with them?” Sascha said in a low voice.

			(Cowards, a small voice inside Silas said, and a voice that was surely, surely not his own, a voice he quickly crushed like a mouse under a boot heel.)

			“Yes, yes. We must save our own. You will go out there. You’re smart. You love us dearly, we’ve seen that. You’ll find out what you need to know, then you’ll tell us. You’ll tell us everything.”

			“Of course,” Silas said. It was his way to say yes to them. How could he not? Literally, how could he not? “Anything for the masters.”

			“Good. Good! Good.”

			“Wonderful,” Sascha said, weeping a little. “I knew we could count on you. I knew that. We earned you. We paid the very best—”

			“For the very best,” Nils said, completing her thought.

			She nodded, wiping tears, before bursting into a fresh fusillade of sobs.

			

			—

			Below the house was a rock-walled cellar, the walls always wet and stinking of the sea, the floor damp as well. The Gremorys’ fount was here: truly, an old well built of basalt and granite, its keystone hidden far below, under the gently undulating surface of glowing, amber fluid. The elixir here moved a little like the sea—small waves of it lapping at the cold stone edges.

			Silas wasn’t sure why, exactly, he found himself down here later that day, but he did. He hadn’t been down here in a long time. Perhaps it was to remind himself what he could no longer touch. A glimpse of a world that was no longer his to access. He went to it, dipping a finger into the elixir.

			Nothing.

			It was not warm to him. It was not cold.

			It barely felt like anything at all.

			It was like he was touching nothing but the void.

			That’s what they took from him.

			Blinking back tears, he headed upstairs once more.

			

			—

			Silas stepped out of the lighthouse home into the blustery wind of an early summer day. He had only a leather backpack full of the barest necessities slung over his shoulder.

			Nils, alone with no Sascha in sight, caught his arm.

			“You still can’t feel it, can you?” he asked—his voice loud over the wind.

			“Sir?”

			“The fount. I know you went down there today.”

			“It’s still dead to me.”

			Nils offered a sad smile. “Still our eunuch, eh?”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“But out there—I want you to remember something.”

			“Remember what, Master Gremory?”

			“I want you to remember that you weren’t always the Eunuch. You were something else, weren’t you?”

			(cleaver cleaver cleaver CLEAVER)

			“We…don’t speak of that.”

			Nils warmed himself with a rub of his arms. “Of course. Of course we don’t. But just the same. When the time comes, look to it. Think on it. Remember who you were once. You might need to let it out.”

			“And I’ve permission to do that?”

			“You do.”

			“I’ll try, sir.”

			Inside him, a flicker of flame leapt to life in the great dark emptiness inside him—like light through a crack in a prison wall. With it came fresh certainty:

			Nils Gremory would regret ever asking this of Silas Borne.

		

	
		
			
				Part Six

				The Tempest
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				Anima and Animus

			
			
				And in all these dark corners, we still find people looking for the soul. Some claim we’ll eventually discover it among quantum particles. Others insist it’s got something to do with the electromagnetic waves our brains generate. Most scientists reject these claims. But these researchers and theorists soldier on, unwilling to give up hope that one day we’ll be able to weigh, measure, and quantify the hereafter.

				—Ben Thomas, “The Man Who Tried to Weigh the Soul,” Discover magazine, November 2015

			

			It was about midnight, and they were just outside Missoula, Montana, when Lucinda finally spoke.

			“Explain it to me,” was all she said.

			

			—

			Key had spoken to her, of course, over the last eight hours. She told Lucinda, You’re going to be fine now, not bothering to explain that the definition of fine was on real loose footing. She said, Look, see, as the knife slid free from her ribs, clattering across the floor, flicking blood everywhere as it fell and bounced. But already the wound in her side was gone, leaving only a pink puffy scar, a scar that looked like a twisted-up, disgruntled grimace. A great part of her wanted to hug her, hold her tight, and just sit there in the blood-flecked wreckage of Lucinda’s home and business.

			That, however, was a luxury that they did not possess.

			Key knew the Dantalion could come back at any time.

			Which meant she needed to get the fuck out of there.

			And—she had to take Lucinda with her.

			So, that’s what she did. She helped the other woman up. Lucinda: still dazed, bewildered by what had happened, by the realization of what had happened. Key told her, We have to go now, come on. They got a rideshare to a car rental joint, then rented a shitty white Nissan sedan.

			And now? As the darkness of Montana gave way to lights ahead—

			Explain it to me.

			

			—

			Four words.

			Such a simple question.

			Such an impossible answer.

			“You were dying. I offered you a way to live. You could sell your soul to me, and you did, and you lived. The end.”

			Lucinda said, her voice raspy, “That is so not the end.”

			“No, I guess not.”

			“Tell it to me. Tell it all to me.” Her droll, dry voice awakened with a jolt of fresh anger. “This morning I woke up not giving a shit one way or the other if the human soul existed, and now I’m already mourning the loss of mine.”

			“It’s not gone. Not all the way.”

			“Tell me.”

			Key sighed.

			“The…selling of the soul is immediate, but the loss of it isn’t. It’s more like…like tapping a maple tree. The soul drips away, day by day. And it does so for, well, as long as it can. Some souls are weak, sad, threadbare things. They drip fast, and weeks to months later, are already gone. Some, though…” She whistled low. “Some of them are big, beautiful things. Effulgent like stars. The enormity of their glory is awesome in the truest sense of that word. Those souls, well. They take a lifetime to go away. They feed the founts for a long, long time.”

			“And how good was my soul? Was it bright, like a star? Or bright like the light shining through shit, weak-piss beer?”

			Key decided to be honest.

			“Middle of the road, I guess. A good soul. Not the soul of a saint. But not the one of some trash-ass gutter bitch, either.”

			Lucinda scowled. “Good job, me.”

			“I’m so fucking sorry, Luce.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“I’ll…” And here Key felt the words at the back of her throat, creeping up the length of her tongue, rapping on the insides of her teeth like Poe’s crow, and all the while she thought, Do not finish that sentence, do not do it, close your lips, clamp your teeth, swallow your tongue like a fucking epileptic. But here they came anyway, uninvited, and unstoppable. “I’ll get it back. Your soul. I promise.”

			

			—

			She wouldn’t.

			She couldn’t.

			That wasn’t a thing.

			A soul that fed the fount—

			It was no longer distinct. It belonged only to the fount. It dissolved into the rest.

			No one had ever gotten one back.

			No one.

			Right?

			

			—

			Lucinda was quiet again for a while. Key knew she couldn’t drive all night and now it was closing in on one in the morning. They found an open motel called Thunderbird Motor Lodge—long, grungy, lit in pink-and-turquoise neon. Key didn’t bother asking Lucinda for her input and just got one room for the two of them. Better to keep an eye on her for now.

			The room wasn’t much to look at. Wood paneling, because apparently that still existed. Carpets uniformly stained by time and shoe dirt and, you know, probably blood and other fluids. The bed was hard and bouncy, but it’d do. Otherwise it was clean-ish and smelled like they were living inside a Glade PlugIn so that was fine enough. Key had crashed in some rough places. This wasn’t even in the top ten.

			She asked Lucinda, “You tired?”

			Expecting no answer, it shocked her when she said: “Starving.”

			“Let’s go find some food, then.”

			

			—

			Jumbo’s Diner, six minutes from the motel, was a reskinned Pizza Hut. You could always tell—the orange brick, the trapezoidal windows, the double-tiered red roof like the hat of a mad pilgrim. An old wolfish rock-and-roller worked the flat-top, with mutton-chop sideburns so thick they looked like you could sit and swing on them, and with him, a woman who might’ve been his wife—tall lady in a blue apron with a mess of dyed-red hair, red like the roof of this reskinned Pizza Hut.

			It was nearly 2 A.M., and the place was jumping.

			Truckers, mostly, by the look of it. Each four-top usually with one guy in it.

			Lucinda ordered food like a child: chocolate milk, tater tots, grilled cheese.

			Key ate a Cobb salad and watched the other woman carefully, while guilt and grief and worry tangled together in her heart.

			“Guess we’re getting our dinner date,” Lucinda said, chewing a tot.

			“Maybe not like I expected it.”

			“What did you expect? Did you have a plan? For you and me? Where would you have taken me?”

			Key idly stabbed at lettuce with her fork, but didn’t pop it in her mouth. “I don’t know. I hadn’t gotten that far. I don’t usually date. It’s not a thing for me.”

			“Take a swing. What restaurant?”

			“Okay. I guess we’re doing this.” She wracked her brain, tried to push through the fog of persistent, ever-present worry and woe. “I’d take you to that place in town that serves bugs.”

			“What?”

			“You don’t know it?”

			“No.”

			“It’s—it’s fancy. Some Michelin-starred chef from Copenhagen because, shoot, of course Copenhagen. He calls it insectular gastronomy or some goofy shit, I don’t know.”

			“What if I’m vegan?”

			“You’re not vegan. You had skyr in your fridge.”

			“Vegetarian, then.”

			“You sometimes have hot dogs in your fridge, too. Way in the back, hiding there like you don’t want nobody to see.”

			“Shit.”

			“Yeah, shit.”

			“So, bug restaurant.”

			“Yeah, it was called something like…” She was about to say Sixlegs—

			Lucinda suddenly clenched up, and pitched her fork down against the plate with a clatter and made a sudden, angry demand:

			“Explain it to me.”

			“The…bug restaurant?”

			“How am I still alive?” That question, posed through clenched teeth. “How am I alive, Key.”

			“Guess we’re done talking about our date.”

			“Yes. I suspect we are. Explain.”

			Key sighed.

			“Think of it like…like granting a wish. But the wish comes with a price.”

			“My soul.”

			“Yes.”

			“Don’t I need it? My soul? Isn’t it, like, who I am? How am I alive without it?” Her eyes shined with tears threatening to spill. Key could hear in her voice the dueling forces of anger and regret. Because Lucinda knew this was real. The moment her bloody hand touched that page, her mind would’ve told her how real it was. And there was no going back from that.

			“Like I said, you still have it. Your soul. Most of it.”

			“For now. But when it’s all the way gone? Dripped into your mug like black coffee? What happens when I’m empty of it, Key?”

			Key licked her lips and fidgeted. How much to tell her? Thankfully, the redheaded wife came over, poured them some new waters and coffees, gave them a bemused look. “You both good?”

			“I sold my soul today,” Lucinda said to her.

			“Life in America, am I right?” the waitress said, then patted Lucinda on the shoulder and went on to the next table, like a pollinating bee.

			Lucinda leaned forward and in a low voice asked again:

			“What happens when it’s gone, Key? What happens when it’s gone?”

			What Key said was—

			

			—

			What happens when it’s gone? Okay. Okay, I’ll tell you. For you: nothing and everything. Nothing you’ll notice, and everything you won’t. The soul isn’t what keeps us alive, Lucinda. The soul isn’t what makes up our personality or persona or who we are. The soul is a lantern someone lit inside us when we were born—shit, maybe before we were born, maybe long ago, in some other life, maybe when the stars burst into existence, I dunno. Over the years we do things to dim that light or brighten it. When it’s gone, when the light goes dark and the fire goes out, you’re still you, but you’ll be a worse version of yourself. There’s no light to beat back the shadows of your worst inclinations—though common sense can still do the work, once in a while—and those worst inclinations will get easier and easier to give in to. What that means, I dunno. It can be drugs, food, sex, drink. It can be risky behaviors like jumping off skyscrapers with a fucking wingsuit on, it can mean getting into relationships you damn well know are gonna be bad for you. Relationship with someone who beats on you—or someone you beat on, instead. Some of you will just end up hollowed out—zombies in your own life, heart still beating, blood still pumping, but joyless and numb. Others push that away, going full animal, or becoming true monsters. Some kill themselves. Some kill others. But the lion’s share of y’all just maintain that darkness. You make peace with it and it just lives in you, a vibrant abyss. Look normal from the outside but inside you’re a pit, a hole. This void drinking in everyone else’s light.

			Just kidding. She didn’t say that shit.

			It’s what she wanted to say but couldn’t. Couldn’t stomach watching Lucinda’s face as she told her the full truth of it.

			Instead, all she said was: “I don’t know. You’re going to—lose something. Be different. Still you. But not all the way you.”

			Lucinda pushed her plate away and leaned back. She sniffed a little. “What a fun treat you’ve given me, Key.” She stared at her nails. “I would’ve been better off dead.”

			“Maybe.” Probably.

			“You shouldn’t have offered me the deal.”

			“I know, and I’m sorry.”

			“You made me into a monster.”

			Key sneered from across the table. “I didn’t make you into anything. I handed you a chance. A choice.”

			“I didn’t know—”

			“You did. I know you did. And you know you did. I can see it in your eyes. I made the offer but you were the one who took it. Intellectually, you didn’t know everything. But in your heart? In your spirit? You knew. You knew that your soul was valuable, and you gave it away for a shot at life because you didn’t want to die. And I didn’t want you to die, either, Lucinda. But I didn’t make the choice. I just put it on the table.”

			“Fuck you, Key. I was dying.” At that, Lucinda stood up, the chair barking and juddering on the floor. “Pay the bill, I want to go back to the r—”

			The lights in the diner went out.
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				Lights Out

			
			
				We are all bound together by telluric currents. Ley lines braided in the earth—some are like big rivers, rushing by, others frail and thin like arteries and currents. But we’re all bound by them. And sometimes we can see one another from across these great distances as our two flows find one another. Pray to God that the person on the other end of that connection is a noble creature, because if you catch a tether to a monster, they will see you, and you will be forever connected.

				—Richard Ledesma Torres, Transmundane Architectonics

			

			Lights out in Jumbo’s Diner—

			Just for a second.

			But in that second, everything changed. The diner’s interior was gone—no tables in the middle, no booths at the edges, no counter, no register, no flat-top grill. No onion smell, no burger smell, no smell of cleaning spray used to wipe down the tables. No truckers. No staff. No Lucinda.

			Someone was on the floor. Short hair in messy tufts. Freckles. Flannel shirt and vented jeans. They contorted and writhed in the middle of a circle drawn around them in—what? Salt? Chalk? Sugar? In and around that circle were other symbols and strange lines. Arcane geometries. A summoning circle? No, Key realized. This was for binding. A trap.

			Five shadows stood near. Shadows like vultures on the branch of a tree, watching the road, waiting for a taste of roadkill.

			And then, the most curious part—

			A cat. An orange cat. Not flabby, but loose, a loose-meat cat, saggy and sloppy like orange cats often were. The cat meandered, orbiting the circle before a shadow swept it away to the margins of the room.

			The person on the floor looked up—

			Locking eyes with Key. Lips mouthing words:

			Help me.

			Another plea for help. Same thing Lucinda had asked. Help me.

			Flicker and click, then the lights came back on for real.

			The diner was once more the diner. Lucinda stood there, staring. Forks scraped plates. Someone listened to country music too loud on their phone. Meat sizzled and the air smelled of aerosolized grease.

			Did I imagine it?

			Others had noticed, too, though, right? Some of them flinched just a little—and when the lights came back on, a murmur of shared recognition passed through the room. Key heard the too-red redhead telling a big fella in suspenders a couple tables away, “Just the wind. Been kicking up today, getting worse tonight. Sometimes the power does that, hon.”

			“What?” Lucinda asked her. Sounding annoyed, but also, though buried, sincere. How long before that sincerity fled? How long before she could not be earnest, she could only be a venal liar, a being of cruelty?

			(Like the White Rabbit.)

			“You didn’t—” See any of that? Key was going to ask. But she hadn’t. Of course she hadn’t. Lucinda just looked annoyed, confused, concerned. She did not look unsteady, disturbed by a strange vision. “You go. I’ll pay the bill.”

			“Yeah. Fine.”

			

			—

			Back at the room, Key was half surprised to find Lucinda there waiting outside the door. She was smoking an unfiltered cigarette under buzzing neon. Key remarked that she didn’t know Lucinda smoked cigarettes.

			“I don’t.” She made a face. “Or hadn’t. For a while. I figure now, though?” She said no more than that and didn’t have to. Key opened the room up.

			She explained the plan plainly: “I need to go to Philadelphia. Or near there. There’s something—or someone—I need to see. This dude I knew back in Seattle.” Mourning Mayne was not a person she wanted to see again—but somehow, he was wrapped up in this, and maybe he knew something, anything, that could help her make sense of it all. “You can go with me if you want. The invite is open. If not, I get it. And I wouldn’t blame you. Come morning you’re gonna find a lot of truckers going a lot of places and in my experience most of them will take you with them for a couple bucks, maybe a meal. They’re lonely and for the most part, not a buncha creeps. Lot of them are immigrants. But stay sharp just in case. Just don’t go back to Seattle, not right away, because the people looking for me might still—”

			“I’ll go with you to Philadelphia.”

			“Fine.” She realized she sounded like a fucking bitch when she said it. She stammered: “I mean—good. Yeah, good, real good.”

			“We get there, maybe I’ll split.”

			“Fair enough.” She started to get undressed for bed. “We’ll sleep for a few hours. Mid-morning—I’ll set an alarm—we’ll get up, get breakfast somewhere fast, then hit the Costco on the way out of town. Stock up on a few things for the trip since most of my shit is back at my house and we’re going to charge hard toward the East Coast, not many stops. You feel me?”

			“Sure.”

			“After Costco, you can catch some shut-eye on the ride.”

			“What about you? Don’t you need sleep?” She still has enough soul to care about me, at least. But then Lucinda said: “I don’t want you crashing us into the side of a fucking overpass because you’re too tired to drive.”

			“I don’t need as much sleep as you do.” Were she interested in elixir, she might never sleep again. Even still, without it, fiends needed less sleep, less food, less all the things that made humans human.

			“Oh,” Lucinda said. As if it made sense to her. It wouldn’t. But it didn’t have to. It was the last thing they said to each other before it was—

			

			—

			Lights out. Again. This time because Key turned them out. She lay there in the darkness, the pinky-blue neon still bleeding in around the edges of the drawn blinds like spilled sherbet. Lucinda tossed and turned for a while, then said:

			“I know what you are.”

			“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

			“Only one thing I know of offers deals in trade for your soul. Standing at the crossroads there in the dark. You’re the Devil, Key.”

			I’m not the Devil. Not even a small-d devil, Key thought. But I got that devil blood in me, and that is all it took. She didn’t say that, though. Instead, she just agreed, said, “Yup. The Devil loves nothing more than shitty motel rooms in the middle of Montana. You figured me out, Lucinda. Sweet dreams.”

			Lucinda muttered something angry.

			Which made Key feel more like shit than before.

			She reached out across the space between the beds, found Lucinda’s hand, took it in her own—and Lucinda batted her hand away and recoiled, turning her back to Key.

			

			—

			Key tried, and failed, to sleep. She kept seeing that person on the floor, trapped in a circle of chalk and salt. Those two words, a plea and somehow also a curse, kept running through her head: Help me.
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				Thirty-One Hours

			
			
				And then he put his hand on mine and

				With a smile that comforted me

				He led me in among secret things.

				—Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto III

			

			Hour one.

			They called Montana “Big Sky Country,” something Key hadn’t understood before now. The sky was a color blue that only the sky could be, that nothing else ever was, and it stretched out above them and ahead of them and behind them and it made Key feel unpleasantly small. She felt the same way under this sky as she did whenever she was on a boat upon the ocean—like at any point she might fall in and drown. Like it could—no, like it wanted to—swallow her right up.

			She tried to keep her eyes on the road.

			She tried not to think about what she’d done, and what was to come.

			

			—

			Hour five.

			Five hours in, they were still in Montana. At least it was pretty to look at, long as Key didn’t think too long about the sky swallowing them up. At this end of the state, most of the mountains were gone—now it was a wide open nowhere, with hills rippling under the drifting shadows from the clouds above. Little fall-apart houses here and there. Fences and fencerows. Scrubby brush and scrappy trees. The road was quieter than she thought, too. Long periods of time without anyone going by—she figured it’d be nonstop truck traffic, those big-big rigs with the double-trailers roaring past like trains. But mostly it was a few pickups and a couple SUVs and station wagons. Chevys and Subarus. A boat trailer here, a bike rack there. A truck might have bumper stickers like Americans Died for American Pride, Save the Children, I Lubricate My Guns with Liberal Tears, Creel 2028. But just as likely for it to have rainbow stickers and trans flags. Shit, one car—a little early 2000s hatchback—had a Pro-Life Gay Rights sticker. Loving gay folks but also hating on abortionists. Weird state, she decided. Of course, it was a weird country, wasn’t it? Weird always, weirder now than it had ever been.

			Lucinda slept.

			

			—

			Hour eleven.

			Lucinda ate Flamin’ Hot Cheetos. Loudly crunching, licking her fingers. Key did not figure her for the type to like snack foods, so she said as much, and Lucinda shrugged.

			“I don’t. Not my thing. But I figure, no soul now, might as well eat trash, hail Satan. Like a demonic possum. No point in being precious.”

			“I told you,” Key said, masking her frustration best as she could. “Your soul isn’t gone.” Not yet.

			“No, but it doesn’t belong to me anymore, does it?” Lucinda continued sucking Cheeto dust from her fingers. “I’m just its caretaker until it’s all the way lost.”

			Key didn’t have an argument for that.

			“I’ll help you get it back.”

			“Liar.”

			Onward they went like this. Lucinda slept sometimes. Mumbled in her sleep. Twitching, crying out softly.

			The highway ahead cut through a little town called Kadoka in South Dakota. Sky’d gone slate gray and everything here had a whitewashed, sandblasted vibe. Felt churchy, too. Eyes on their car as they drove—except Key knew, nah, the eyes were on her, a Black woman here in town. Every face she saw was white, with the exception of a farm truck carrying a load of brown-faced migrants.

			“The fuck is this place?” Lucinda asked.

			“South Dakota.”

			“I’ve never been here before.”

			“Me neither.”

			“One star, would not come back again.”

			“Yeah. Same.”

			

			—

			Hour thirteen.

			It was just past Sioux Falls that the first rumble of thunder tumbled across the sky ahead of them. A deep, rolling growl, like that of a beast long asleep, but stirred now to wake. And by the sound, not very fucking happy about it, either.

			“What do you get out of it?” Lucinda asked.

			“Out of what?”

			“This buying-selling souls thing.”

			Key thought about lying. I do it to help people might’ve been the play. I save lives. But Lucinda would smell the horseshit in the air. “Money.”

			“Money.” Lucinda shook her head. “Of course. And there are others like you out there? Doing this, too?”

			“Yeah.”

			“All getting rich on stolen souls.”

			Not stolen. Given. Not that the distinction mattered. “They don’t all get money. Some of them…” She paused. How do I even explain this? “Use the souls. The souls become this, this thing. This liquid. They got different names for it. Essence, anima, distillate, elixir proprietatus, or mostly just elixir.”

			“And they do what with it?”

			Key really didn’t want to get into this. But maybe Lucinda deserved to know the whole of the truth. “It fills these pools, or pits, or wells. And those in our families—those of the blood—use the elixir. It makes them powerful. It can heal injuries or even disease. It feels amazing, too. Causes intense pleasure. Feelings of potency. Some of our kind put it in creams, or on food, or in various…oils. It can heighten sex, clear your skin, wash away anxiety…”

			Lucinda laughed a hollow laugh. “Fantastic. A bunch of devils running around, taking away people’s souls, making humanity worse and worse and worse, and all for what? To get high and look pretty. What a world.”

			

			—

			Hour fifteen.

			Key could barely see shit. The rain was like a sky full of flung hammers, gray as they were and with the way they were banging on the car. They were driving south through Iowa—a state flat as a dead man’s pulse, the only real texture to it coming from all the goddamn corn—when the weather hit. The thunder had been flirting with them on and off, with the sky to the east looking like a black anvil, but Key figured they were missing it. But then it turned, and now here they were, in the thick of it, with the rain coming down so hard the wipers were worthless. A child’s hands trying to smack away the tide.

			The roar of the rain felt like driving through a waterfall. One that didn’t end. The waterfall that would drown the world.

			“This is fun,” Lucinda said.

			“It isn’t. You wanna drive?” Key asked.

			“I do. Let me drive.” She meant it. The manic look in Lucinda’s eye was not comforting. Chaos flashed there, sure as the lightning outside.

			“Wasn’t serious. Just sit tight. I might—I dunno. Maybe I should pull over. Let this pass. I can barely see if there are even any cars ahead.”

			She squinted, looking for taillights, brake lights, headlights, anything coming at them or stopped ahead. The sky grew darker. The rain fell harder. And now it sounded like there was something else, something behind the rain, too. Like a train churning through the deepening dark. Like they were in a tunnel and it was roaring all around them even as it headed straight for them.

			“Don’t stop. Go faster.” Lucinda laughed.

			“Shut up. I-I’m slowing down at least.”

			She’d already been going slow. But she dropped it to 25, and even then, she heard the shush-and-bluster of water around the tires.

			Ahead, lightning pulsed the sky. Lit it up like wartime. And when it did, it showed the dark cloud ahead of them—a black crooked finger, its talon dragging the earth toward them, not far down the road. The funnel cloud, like God’s own castigating, judgmental digit, coming right toward them.

			“Is that a—”

			“Tornado,” Key said through gritted teeth, hitting the brakes. She threw the car in reverse, ready to do a K-turn and go back the other way—

			The car stalled.

			“Fuck. Fuck!”

			Lucinda laughed, mad as a hatter.

			Key tried starting the car again. Nothing. It was dead. No engine gutter. No flicker on the dashboard. Everything’s electronic now, the computer probably got wet or something, stupid fuck-ass piece of shit. The sky went almost black. Hail clattered against the car hood, like someone throwing pennies off a skyscraper.

			Another manic laugh from Lucinda as she planted her hands on the dashboard, leaning forward—

			No, leaning into it, Key realized. Welcoming the tornado. Greeting it like it was an old friend or a new pal. “Glad to see you, chum! Good to meet you, buddy! Now let’s get out of here, go get a drink somewhere.”

			Lucinda rocked back and forth. An excited chimpanzee against the bars of its cage. Her grin was wide as the Montana sky had been. Her eyes like full moons, bright and truly, truly lunatic. She’s not okay. What have I done to her?

			The tornado roared up on them—

			The car rattled and banged, bouncing up and down like a poorly put together carnival ride, one about to juggle itself apart, killing everyone riding it. Lucinda cackled at the same time, screaming louder and louder, “Let’s go, let’s go, LET’S FUCKING GO!” before the words were lost to the roar of the beast and her own hitching laughs-turned-to-sobs.

			And then the sky went a shade lighter.

			The tornado turned to the west.

			God’s castigating finger drew its dark line elsewhere. Through a cornfield, then a row of thin trees, before simply dissipating.

			All of it—the whole storm—seemed to melt away into nothing.

			Like it had never existed at all.

			Gray skies gave way to blue.

			All around them on the highway was chaos: tree branches, scattered fence posts bound by coils of bent razor wire, a car bumper, a pile of dead chickens sitting there, wet, sad, deflated, shining colorful in the sun.

			Lucinda was sitting back in the seat once more, reclining. With a shaking hand she grabbed a too-many-ounces Thirst Aborter soda, and gave it a long slurp.

			“That was fun,” she said, her voice cold. “I have to piss.”

			As if in response, the car turned back on.

			

			—

			Hour sixteen.

			Evening was a slow bleed across the sky. They drove farther south, then east, through Iowa. The path of the tornado sat clear before them: a barn and its silo, collapsed like a house of cards. A gun-store billboard flat on the highway, facing up, so you had to drive over it. Corn and stalks scattered everywhere.

			All the while, Key had unspent energy—some feral cocktail of cortisol and adrenaline—crawling through her. Chewing at her nerve endings. Lucinda stayed mostly quiet—she didn’t have to pee anymore because she pissed in the ditch back where they’d almost gotten eaten by that tornado.

			After they passed their 575th cornfield, Key couldn’t stand the silence anymore—she always felt she was cool as a cucumber but now she was getting out-cooled and out-cucumbered by her cohort in the passenger seat.

			“What the fuck was that?” she finally blurted out.

			Lucinda didn’t even look at her. “Dunno what you mean.”

			“You were ready to throw yourself into that tornado.”

			“Yeah. So? Why not. Figure while I still got some soul left I could go meet Jesus and maybe he’d still let me in the door.”

			Key snorted. “Oh, so you’re religious now?”

			Now, now Lucinda wheeled on her, straining against the seatbelt, the seatbelt snapping to as it tried to hold her back. “I just found out there’s a bona fide human soul, and the moment I found out I had one, I gave it away like it was some shitty prize I won playing Skee-Ball at Wild Waves! So I think I found religion, yeah. I found my soul then sold it to the Devil—which means that in a way, I also found God.”

			It made sense. She had to admit it. Even as she felt a surge of incredulity and frustration over it. “Fine. Yeah. I get it.”

			“Are you…are you telling me you don’t believe?”

			Key sighed. “I’m not—no, I’m not a believer.” My kind usually isn’t. Not like that. “I don’t need faith in the soul because I know it exists. And Christianity isn’t the first religion to care about that light inside us.”

			“So you don’t believe in Heaven, Hell, that kind of thing? You, the Devil, do not believe in Hell?”

			“Hell was a late addition to the Christian canon. It’s all nonsense.”

			“So you don’t know what happens to us? After we die?”

			“Nope.”

			“Fucking fantastic.”

			“I wish I had better answers for you.”

			They drove for a while in silence.

			In a small voice, Lucinda said:

			“I want it back.”

			“You want what back?” Key asked, even though she already knew.

			“I want my soul back.”

			“I know.”

			“I feel it dying.”

			“You don’t. That’s just in your head. Give it time and you won’t even care about it being gone. You’ll be glad to have given it up.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			But she did. Key did know that. She’d seen it too many times. Eventually you just stopped caring. Eventually, you didn’t even have the capacity to care about it. The light of the soul, she figured, illuminated parts of yourself you thought were important—the parts you wrote on the walls that built you. But once the darkness happened, you forgot what you wrote there. The words couldn’t be seen anymore. Like the face of your mother, over time you just…forgot.

			“I’ll get it back,” Key told her again, this time hoping that the reiteration of this impossible promise somehow made it possible. Maybe I am a believer. Maybe I’m the one spouting made-up nonsense.

			“Sure.”

			Lucinda turned away and, for a long time, quietly wept into her own shoulder as they headed on through the darkening night.

			

			—

			Hour twenty-five.

			Key had downed a shitload of coffee, which meant she was in that interstitial place of being absolutely tired but also, profoundly wired. She felt like a malfunctioning microwave, kicking off sparks as she spun and hummed, growing hotter as her display melted. Most people wouldn’t be able to stay awake for this long without crashing hard, but she’d always understood it to be a provenance of her blood. And there, a little voice reminded her: If you had some elixir, imagine how long you could go. Elixir: a cure-all for that which ails you. Fix you up, wake you up, fuck you up. No fucking thanks.

			(Not that she could get any, anyway. Especially not now.)

			They hit a few more pockets of weather as they drove across Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, I, I, I, the narcissist states, if only they were next to Maine—me, me, me. Lucinda didn’t have much to say for those long hours. She slept. She barely ate when they picked up fast food. Key wasn’t inclined to push. She told herself it was because Lucinda had been through a lot, and needed time and space to process.

			A part of her knew she should pull over, let Lucinda out, and drive away. Girl’s soul was frittering away now—days, weeks, months, it’d drip-drip-drip away until she was the worst person in the room.

			And yet, she couldn’t do that.

			Key felt responsible.

			And she—what? Loved her? Liked her? Lusted after her?

			You’re addicted to her. You put down roots and now those roots are in her—and her roots are in you. You fool.

			It was as they were coming into Ohio—land of construction, orange cones, closed lanes—that Lucinda, wincing against the rising sun, asked her the hard question. The one Key had been avoiding because there was no good answer.

			“So what are you going to do with me?”

			Key didn’t—couldn’t—even look at her. “What do you mean?”

			“Don’t act fucking bewildered. You know what I mean, Key. I mean, why am I with you? I’m just baggage. You could’ve left me back in Seattle. Or anywhere along the way.”

			“Is that what you want?”

			“What do you want?”

			“It’s not about what I want.”

			“Way to avoid the fucking question, fuck. I’m saying, what’s the plan? We get to Philadelphia, then what? Am I your ward? Am I trapped with you forever? Was this your psychosexual way of making me your girlfriend? Getting me caught up in some murderous shit, then you have to sell my soul so you can save my soul, which means I can never leave your side?”

			I can’t save your soul, Key thought but did not say. Because she made a promise. A promise she meant, even though she had no way of completing it.

			“Or,” Lucinda continued, her voice darkening, “are you just keeping me because you don’t know what to do with me? Maybe you just feel bad. I’m like a lost puppy you picked up. You don’t want me, but you don’t want me getting pancaked by a semi, so you’re keeping me until you can dump my ass? Am I just your foster puppy? Are you my temporary shelter?”

			“It’s not—”

			“Or, or, or, or. Or is it more fucked up than that? Are you planning on killing me, Key? Maybe I’m still that wayward puppy but instead of saving me, you’re just looking for the right pond to drown me in?”

			Key hesitated before saying, “Of course I wasn’t—”

			But it didn’t matter. That hesitation was all Lucinda needed.

			Her jaw dropped. She said, with genuine horror, “You were. You were going to kill me. Holy shit. Holy shit.”

			“I wasn’t. I wasn’t! I’m not—”

			“You were at least thinking about it. Jesus. You saved my life and then were going to just—what? End it yourself?”

			Key gripped the wheel, honked at some asshole cutting her off as the lanes narrowed. She tried to breathe it out, tried to exhale the stress and calm herself as she said, “I’m not going to kill you. Though maybe I should.”

			“Maybe you should? Oh, what the fuck!”

			“I—” Her body tensed as she blinked, and a man in a White Rabbit mask appeared in the dark behind her eyelids. Gone again when she opened her eyes. “The first time it happened—no. The first time I did it—claimed a soul?” She swallowed a hard knot. “It didn’t go well. And it didn’t go well fast. I’d-I’d misread the situation. Misread the boy. And he did terrible, terrible things in the wake of our deal, of what he’d given me. I was told to leave it alone. To let it be what it was going to be, but—I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. So, I handled it.”

			“You killed him.”

			Key said nothing.

			Lucinda pressed: “So you think I might be bad, too. Some rotten, ruinous apple. Not worthy for eating. Only good for throwing away.”

			“I don’t think you’re like he was, no.”

			Not yet, said the darker voice inside her head.

			“So what, then? If you’re not going to kill me—are you going to keep me?”

			“I don’t know—”

			“Why even bring me?”

			“You were in danger—”

			Lucinda sniffed: a derisive sound. “You brought me because you liked me. And because you felt bad. Mostly the second thing. Guilt is like gravity: one of the most powerful forces in the universe. You felt bad and then you thought you might have to kill me and now you don’t know what the fuck is up. So just take me to Philadelphia, then leave me be. Let me go.”

			“Fine.”

			“Yeah, fine.”

			Fine.

			

			—

			Hour thirty-one, the last hour.

			The two of them stood outside the rental car place north of Philadelphia, tucked away in the burbs, and that’s when Key realized Lucinda had been right: She was driven to this moment by a cruel, alchemical combination of guilt, desire, and uncertainty.

			She thought back to that moment in Seattle, before it all really, really fell apart—when she’d asked Lucinda out to dinner, and Lucinda had agreed, and in that moment, everything felt possible. The whole world a door, swinging on its hinges, ready to open wide to, if not endless opportunity, at least a brand-new life. Instead, that door slammed shut on her fingers. A world of possibilities, closed off, crushed, fucked. Lucinda would never be the same person. Key could never help her, despite what she promised. I should’ve let you die.

			But that, too, would’ve been unforgivable.

			As unforgivable as this? Key didn’t know.

			So instead she stood eye to eye with Lucinda. She didn’t want to let Lucinda go, but the Lucinda she didn’t want to go was not the Lucinda she’d known. Key had made sure of that. Key had ruined that.

			Maybe I am the Devil, after all.

			“LL,” Lucinda said suddenly.

			“Wh…what?”

			“LL, my initials. Lucinda Lawson. For when you put me on your arm.” She paused, watching Key’s face. “You didn’t know that was my last name, did you?”

			“I did. I think.”

			“Sure.”

			Key had given her some money—five grand after they stopped at a bank in Pittsburgh while taking a food-and-bathroom break. Couldn’t use her ATM card because that shit was still somewhere in Portugal. She’d rented this car under the fake ID she’d bought in Porto. So if they were still looking for her, and they damn sure were, they would be slow to catch up. Which meant she had time in town. Hopefully.

			“I want you to stay here,” Key said. “Across the street is a Homewood Suites—and walkable from that, a Walmart, a couple gas stations, a Sprouts grocery store—”

			“I left my business, my city, my home—my literal life—all for this? I gave up my soul for a Homewood Suites in the Philly burbs? You really know how to treat a girl right, Key.”

			“Luce. Please. Stay. Even if just for a few nights. For me.”

			A laugh. “Why? Why do you even care?”

			“Because—” Key felt something manic run through her. Like a rat with its face on fire, looking for water to jump into. Except she didn’t need water. She needed sleep. She needed answers. And she needed Lucinda to stay put. “Because I fucking need this, okay? I need you. I need you to be okay. If I know where you are, I know you’re safe and—”

			“And what?”

			“And then I can get your soul back.”

			“Do you even know how to do that, bitch?”

			“I do,” she lied.

			Something like hope glinted in Lucinda’s eyes. Her face softened. “Okay. Fine. I’ll stay here.”

			“Thank you.”

			She found herself drifting closer to Lucinda. Lucinda, too, leaned forward. Key could smell her breath: Juicy Fruit gum. Their lips, closer—

			But then Lucinda pushed her head forward and instead touched her forehead to Key’s—pushing hard, almost angrily, into her.

			“Thanks for saving my life,” she told Key. “And fuck you for ruining it.”

			Lucinda walked off, crossing the street toward the Homewood Suites.
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				36

				Strangers on a Train

			
			
				This is the thing that troubles me, for I cannot forget Carcosa where black stars hang in the heavens; where the shadows of men’s thoughts lengthen in the afternoon, when the twin suns sink into the lake of Hali; and my mind will bear for ever the memory of the Pallid Mask.

				—Robert W. Chambers, The King in Yellow

			

			It loomed, the structure.

			Mourning stood in its shadow. Wind whipping the corn—he eased forward and a leaf cut the back of his hand. A delicate paper-cut slice. Blood welled.

			Above him the structure—the Configuration—shuddered and shifted, its bones cracking under its architectural façade, which at present was a massive horologium clocktower in the Greek style, octagonal in shape, made of Pentelic marble and ringed with a series of heretic friezes: unknown gods and monsters tearing children in half, spearing bulls and standing beneath the blood, fucking one another with long draconic cocks. Mourning didn’t know how he knew any of this. He hadn’t known before now what a horologium was. Nor did he know Pentelic marble or what Greek style should even look like. But there the knowledge was, just the same. Then the tower shuddered again, its stone cracking and shattering—

			Bits of it rained down around him, crashing into the corn—

			A cloud of dust rose and fell. And when it was gone?

			A new structure stood.

			A modern city building of glass and steel. Burnished bright, capturing the sun in its closest side.

			He looked to the windows on the second floor, seeing movement—

			And there he saw his mother.

			Seen only ever in photos since—

			Well.

			Her hands were pressed against the inside of the glass. Her face was one of both love and desperation. She was mouthing words to him, and he could not hear them with his ears, but heard them instead inside his head—

			I’m in here, Mourn. I am trapped in this place. Find me. Help me. I can show you things. I have gifts for you—

			A wave of power and bliss moved over him like the shadow of a great beast overhead—so deep, so dark, it threatened to drop him to his knees. His jaw went slack and he felt his mouth grow wet, desire overtaking him, skin tingling—he saw his mother reaching for him with the strong arm of some god or some monster coiled around his middle in an intimate embrace, the clawed tips of delicate fingers sliding beneath the tightness of his belt toward his cock. His mother beamed and applauded, a mother’s pride shining bright on her face in the growing darkness, Good son, he could hear her say, such a good son to come and save me, see how you’ll be rewarded, feel the power, and his own fingertips split and claws pushed free as his cock stiffened and twitched—

			

			—

			“You all right, mate?”

			Mourning snorted, sat up straight. “The fuck.”

			A man sat next to him: a slight fellow—crisp white shirt, pressed khakis, a receding hairline, bushy mustache. Like someone who was an accountant by day, and a Billy Joel cover artist at the bar at night.

			Past him, the green landscape blasted past the train windows—then a rush of darkness as they went through a brief tunnel.

			“You were asleep. Having a bad dream, were you?” the man asked. Slight accent there. Australian, maybe, or New Zealand—mostly gone, now, cannibalized by something more mid-Atlantic.

			“Fuck off,” Mourning said.

			The man offered a thumbs-up and a nod. “Sorry, didn’t mean to bother you.” He stood and moved past Mourning, and as he did, he said: “Might want to clean that up.” Mourning looked down, saw that his hand was bleeding—

			A razor-thin surface cut on the back of his hand.

			Like from a sharp leaf of corn.

			Grousing, Mourning felt around his pockets for something, anything, to wipe the blood away, but found nothing. The man headed toward a seat farther up.

			He shoved his bleeding hand inside his pocket and tried to wipe it off there, where no one would see it.

			Then Mourning sat back in the chair forcibly, his mood darkened.

			The dream lingered—the corn, the structure, cracking marble, my mother at the glass, that wave of power—and he shuddered, trying to put it out of his mind.

			If his father had been having dreams like that, is that why he was in pursuit of this place? Did he think it was real? Did he think there was power there?

			Did he think Mourning’s mother was there?

			He wished Sophie had come on this leg of the trip. Instead, they drove back to the estate in Bucks and he got cleaned up enough for her to drive him to the SEPTA station in Doylestown. She’d called him on his shit—and nobody, besides his own family, ever called him on his shit. It made him feel small and stupid, like a red-faced, bashful child. So what if she was right? And she was right.

			She sent him on his way to find the artist in Philadelphia, and remained at the house. He tried to tell her, he shouldn’t be doing this. This was all too much for him. His mind wandered through the maze of what he’d learned so far, trying to find a way through it all, out the other side. Father, missing. Two family heads—families with big, juicy founts, to boot—dead and gone, their founts drained. Julian with his fucking Flesh Room grabbing old fount rites and…what, giving them to Father? Or taking them to Callahan? Could Father be with Callahan? Verner, dead. And rising above it all—

			That blasted tower.

			What the living archive had called the Configuration.

			He did not want to be dealing with any of this. You’re just a dumb coddled rich boy, he told himself. Good only to, and for, yourself.

			But Sophie was right. The blooded would come for their taste. A taste they were owed. And they’d take his head to get it. And Lach’s and Lorie’s. Even Sophie’s. So, he needed answers.

			Outside, he saw the train ease into the Glenside station. Wouldn’t be long now till he was in the city.

			He texted Dash:

			Almost in town. See you at Jefferson Station.

			He’d hit him up back at the house, figuring he needed an ally to help him in town. Dash was an old funtimes friend—another dumb, coddled rich prick like himself. Probably worthless in the aggregate, but he was Agares House—though Oriax, once, before Father forced that merger of the two broods—and that meant he was obliged to Mourning. Mourning had access to little money besides what Sophie could grant him—but Dash was rolling in it, and Mourning could handily use that to get around town and find the artist, Quinn K.

			Further, the one thing he knew about Quinn K was that—he? she? they?—were an artist, and had done a couple gallery shows in rinky-dink galleries. And Dash’s family, the Lamberts, had ties to the art world here.

			So, Dash had money. And his family might be a lead.

			A response:

			Dash:

			see you soon, M

			Mourning gave that a thumbs-up, then texted Sophie—

			In town t-minus 15.

			But he received no response. The text stood as delivered, not read.

			

			—

			Philadelphia was the city to which Mourning Mayne sold his soul. Not literally, of course—he didn’t have a soul, or at least, that’s what they said about those of the blood. No, it was just the city he gave himself to, wholly and completely, the one he surrendered to time and time again. New York was fine and all, but it was the obvious choice, the popular choice, and always had an I’m cool fuck you affect about it, ever at an arm’s length, happy to party with you, but just as interested in judging the way you moved, the way you dressed, the company you kept, the look on your stupid fuckin’ face. Seattle, too, a city he loved, but it was an ice pick—the tech-bro infusion in that town gave it cold saline and liquid mercury running through its veins. Seattle didn’t need to judge you, because it already believed itself better than everyone.

			But Philly—

			Philly loved you or it hated you. It wanted you to win or it wanted you dead, and that could change day to day, hour to hour. It was a town of big emotions, high passions—and base, feral instincts. Philly threw ice and batteries at Santa. Philly rioted when its sports teams won.

			When Mourning partied in Philly, he gave himself all the way to it. Ragers, benders, out-all-nighters-and-then-the-next-dayers. Food, drink, pills, smoke, smart drugs, dumb drugs, fun drugs, fuck drugs. Dancing, screwing, screaming, fighting, hugging, weeping. It was like being in the trenches of a war for hedonism and debauchery. There were no atheists in foxholes—

			And there were no virgins in Philadelphia.

			He stepped out into Jefferson Station. A homeless Black lady yelled at him, told him he was in “her territory” and she was going to “fuck him up,” and he gave her a thumbs-up, told her, “I probably deserve it,” then threw her a bit of cash (that he’d borrowed from Sophie). Another guy tried to sell him a phone. A third guy—bald, Boston accent, probably a grifter who traveled by rail—tried the old Hey, I got a friend who needs a hospital, can I borrow your phone to call 911? trick. But Mourning knew the guy would run away with it, so he just kept moving. On the way he resisted the impulse to start lining up what trouble he was going to get into with Dash while here in town. That’s not why you’re here, Mourning. You have—and at this, he literally repressed a shudder—an obligation.

			Speaking of obligations—

			As he headed to the street exit, he texted Sophie:

			I’m here. Meeting Dash soon

			Still nothing. Neither of his texts read, only delivered.

			He tamped down the little bit of worry that threatened to crawl out and bite him. She was probably fine, right?

			Impatient, he did the thing he didn’t want to do because nobody did anymore: He just called her.

			Went right to voicemail.

			He left her a VM: “Soph. It’s me. You back? You good?” If he were talking to himself, he knew he might not have charged his device. But this was Sophie. Sophie was on top of things. Her phone would’ve been charged.

			Be patient. It’s fine. She’s fine.

			His stomach twisted inside like a snake pinned beneath hawk feet. When was the last time he ate? Sophie had some kind of oat bar in her glove compartment, but before then? So that was that, then: He needed breakfast. Reading Terminal Market was next door—the breakfast options there were limitless. Pancakes at that Dutch place. Shrimp and grits at Pearl’s. Or the pure primal satisfaction of a simple, excellent donut at Beiler’s. Just thinking about it made his stomach tighten farther. He’d tell Dash he needed something.

			He stepped out into the city. Sun shining. Cars honking. Music playing.

			And then a black Lexus pulled up in front of him.

			Here we go.

			The window in the backseat buzzed down.

			A familiar face looked upon him.

			Dash Lambert. The mewing-jawed set-of-cheekbones with sleepy shoegaze eyes and a soft-boy Chalamet vibe. He looked a little more buttoned-up now. Suit and tie—though still loose, breezy, like it was all a casual afterthought. He grinned, foxlike, when he saw Mourning.

			“Look who it is,” he said.

			“Dashiell Lambert,” Mourning said, taking a step toward the car. “Been a while, man. Too fucking long.”

			“Too fucking long, indeed—how you been?”

			“Can’t complain,” he lied. A huge fucking lie. His complaints at this point were endless and infinite, a metastasizing universe of grievances. “You?”

			“You know how it is. Always chasing. Looking for that white whale. Got a few problems, obviously.” Way he said that last word, obviously, scratched at the back of Mourning’s brain. It was how Dash’s eyes pinched a little when he said it. Angry and suspicious. “Hey, ready?”

			“Can we get food?”

			Dash licked his lips. Another sign of nervousness. What was that about? Mourning didn’t like that. Part of this entire gig was reading people—and that meant deciphering their body language. You wanted to convince them to give up their soul, you had to know when to push, when to back off. You had to know when they were hungry for it, when they were desperate or hesitant or if they wanted to fuck you or if they wanted to kill you. And right now, Dash was giving off some strange frequencies. His fingers drummed on the door.

			“Food, yeah, of course,” he said, words coming a little too fast. He drummed his fingers on the side of the door. “C’mon, c’mon, hop in.”

			But Mourning hesitated.

			“You good?” Dash asked him. The smile he was giving: too big. Too much teeth showing. His gaze flitted back and forth like an indecisive moth.

			“Great,” Mourning said, lying. “You good?”

			“Fucking stellar, brah. Aces and eights. You been out of the game awhile, huh, man?”

			“For a while, yup.”

			“But now you’re back?”

			“At least until some things come together.”

			Dash hit the door again. “Seriously, hop in. I’d love to hear about it.”

			“You know what?” Mourning snapped his fingers. “I forgot something in the train station. My fuckin’…” He pointed to his ears. “AirPods. Stupid. Gimme a sec to go get ’em and—”

			From his right, and then his left, Mourning clocked the two big fuckers in suits. Black guy with a trim beard, bald as an eight ball to his right. To his left, white guy with a cinder-block skull. Both legbreakers, by the look of it. Neither were in the Lexus. They came from somewhere else.

			But Dash didn’t give them a second look.

			Mourning held his own forced grin and said, “It’s like that, huh?”

			“It do be like that,” Dash said.

			“I don’t know what this is, Dash—”

			“Just get in the fucking car, Mourn.”

			The two big fucks got closer.

			Mourning thought about running. He ran track at—well, one of the schools he went to, he didn’t remember which one. Needless to say, it had been a while. He wasn’t out of shape, exactly, but he sure wasn’t in shape, either. Might be easy to dart back into the train station. Or bolt across the street, hoping these two human wrecking balls couldn’t keep up—it would take their hulking, suit-wearing bodies time to catch their stride. Still. This was Dash. He knew Dash. They’d partied together. Gotten fucked up together. Gotten clean together now and again—climbing on that wagon before jumping off. He was Mourning’s only lead here, too, for the artist. So what else could he do?

			He nodded. “Yeah, yeah, all right. Let’s take a ride.”

			

			—

			The two big fucks didn’t join them in the car. In the Lexus, it was just the driver—who was, himself, a pretty big fuck—and Mourning and Dash in the back. Now, sitting next to Dash, it was easy to watch his nervous energy ratchet tighter and tighter. The guy was practically grinding his teeth to powder.

			“Where’s your father, Mourn?”

			“Pleasantries are over, I guess.”

			“Of course they’re fucking over, you privileged little prick.”

			“That’s a bit precious coming from you.”

			Dash rolled his eyes. “I know, I’m a privileged little prick, too. It’s why I get to call you that.” It was true. The two of them had come up together. His father, Oz, was a real estate developer and shitty winemaker up in Bucks County. Their fathers were not friends, because Hadrian Mayne did not have friends—but they were allies, and Oz helped the rest of the Oriax bend the knee, working to ensure Mourning’s father and family maintained control of Agares House. By the strictest definitions, Mourning and Dash probably weren’t friends, either. But they got along great. Jumped into the darker, murkier waters of life with little prompting. Drank the same drinks, liked different enough women but not too different. Back in the day, the two of them crashed into each other every six months or so and tore through town like a bad disease, awash in hangovers both literal and metaphorical.

			He’d never been like this. Wired up. His strings pulled taut.

			“Seriously, Mourning. Where is he?”

			“Who’s asking?”

			“Now? Me. Soon? Everyone.”

			“I don’t know.” Mourning saw Dash flinch at that, like he was ready to launch into something, but Mourning held up both hands. “No joke. No bullshit. I do not know where Hadrian Mayne is, Dash. It’s why I’m here. I’m poking around, okay?” He didn’t want to give too much of that away, though. Had to be careful now not to lay down a trail that Dash or anyone else could pick up. He was glad he’d never said the artist’s name—Quinn K. “The old goat didn’t warn me. Christ, I haven’t been around for years—he shanghaied me and brought me back here without my say-so. I’m not in on it, I’m not aware of it, he doesn’t tell me shit about shit. He just picked up and left.”

			“That’s not good.”

			“I know it’s not good.”

			“It’s not good for us. And it’s really not good for you.”

			“I know it’s not good for me.” His skin prickled with warning. “Wait, what do you mean it’s not good for me?”

			“We haven’t all had a taste in forever. Best we got was what was in our house founts—but you know that’s nothing. Barely enough for one of us, much less a family—and there are a lot of families from the old brood, bruh.” He stiffened. “Like I said, Mourn. Right now, it’s me asking. But real, real soon it’s gonna be them asking. Okay?”

			“Them? Them who?”

			“Them. Dad.” In a lower voice, a hiss: “The Oriax.”

			“The Oriax are—you’re done for. There is no Oriax but in name. Father—”

			Dash seethed. “There’s always been an Oriax. Our brood has been nesting like poison birds on their grudges against you fucking Maynes for the last two decades, Mourn. They’ve always wanted an opportunity to rise again—or better yet, take out Agares House. And now Hadrian Mayne gave them that chance.”

			“Them. You’re not in on it.”

			“No! I don’t give a fucking fingerbang about this shit. I never have. This is mostly from before I was born. Broods and families mean fuck-all to me.”

			“So—pull the car over, let me out. You and me, we’ll go get a drink, shit, maybe we catch a plane, get out of the country for a while. I mean it. You don’t want to be involved in this. I don’t want to be involved in this.”

			Dash blinked back tears. “Can’t do it, bruh. They want answers.”

			Mourning’s heart nearly kicked its way out of his chest. “Dash—I am not the guy who will have any answers. You said it yourself: I’m out of the game.”

			“Yeah, well, then you came back to the game and twenty-four, forty-eight hours later, your father fucks off to the gods-know-where after draining the whole fount, and that’s after he’s been pushing everyone off. Now the family founts are drying up because there’s nothing trickling down. People want a taste, Mourn. They want what’s owed. They’ve been doing what we’ve been called to do—the honey for the hive, tithing their gains, the chain of debts. And now that chain is broken and will remain so until we get your father back—or, failing that, the elixir.”

			The car turned a corner, heading toward Rittenhouse Square.

			“Dash, listen. Let me out. Pull over, open the door. I’ll make you the guy, okay? The guy I call when I figure out what’s going on. Then you can be the big man on campus and tell everyone what they want to hear—it’s a win for you, and I get to not do whatever this is.”

			“Right. I let you go, they put my head on a spike and parade it around.”

			Heads on spikes. So, it’s serious.

			“They’re not looking for answers,” Mourning said darkly. “Are they? They’re looking for accountability.”

			“They’re looking for a lever. And you’re the lever.”

			Shit, shit, shit.

			He eyeballed the door. This was Philly. City streets. The car never got much momentum before hitting a traffic light. One red light and he could bolt.

			“I wouldn’t think about it,” Dash said.

			Mourning saw now that Dash held a gun in his lap. The gun was small: barrel stubby like the dick on a Greek statue. And he had it pointed at Mourning.

			Mourning wanted to laugh but found it hard to summon one. “You? A gun? You even know how to shoot that thing?”

			“I’ve had to learn,” Dash said quietly.

			“Dash. Hey. We’re old friends. We had each other’s backs night after night. Remember that ice storm? You were high on ketamine and you had that—that girl, she was an influencer on Instagram, this was before TikTok or whatever the current thing is, right? She was really fucked up, totally in the k-hole, and I was the asshole, I was like, just leave her at the party. Someone will handle that problem for us, right? I’d had a few to drink—”

			“A few bottles, not a few drinks—”

			“See, yeah, right. And my judgment was poor. But you. You were a stand-up guy that night. She wasn’t a prize or anything, you weren’t going for her soul, she was just some hot girl hawking Temu Alibaba shit online, and you felt bad for her, you wanted to take her to her house—a rare moment for you, yeah?” They laughed together—a nervous laugh. I got him. Keep talking. “You asked me to drive because you were too fucked up and I was, I guess less fucked up, and so I took the keys of your, uh, whatever you were driving at the time—”

			“That Jeep thing. The G-Class.”

			“Yeah! Yeah. And she lived in Fairless Hills or something, so there we are, driving on I-95 and it’s a skating rink, we’re just sliding all over the road. And we’re not the only ones. It’s car after car after car, tons of people driving when they absolutely should not have been driving, and it’s damn near a buncha fucking bumper cars out there, and I’m drunk, you’re zoning out, she’s in the back babbling and babbling and won’t shut up and—”

			The car slowed to stop at a red light.

			Fuck it.

			Mourning went for the door.

			Dash pulled the trigger.

			The world lit up. A pulse, a flash, a bang. Eggy stink and shrill shriek in his ear. Mourning thought, A warning shot, just to let me know he’s serious about this shit, and then he looked down and saw the blood oozing from his middle. It slicked the hem of his shirt, his pants, started to soak through to his thighs. He could feel blood crawling. Sweat sprang up on his brow.

			“You fucking shot me, you prick,” Mourning said softly.

			“Yeah. I know. I’m sorry, Mourn.” Dash’s voice broke, but then through that broken voice came a wall of indignation and anger. “You’re missing parts of that story, by the way. Like the part where I fucked that influencer brat while she was in the k-hole. I gave it to her for that exact reason. And I did it to fuck with her father—he’d screwed Dad on a land deal in Newtown, and I needed to show him our teeth, show him you don’t fuck with a Lambert. I needed her to go home, needed everyone to see what I’d done to her. You know, she got pregnant from that? And that wasn’t an option for me, either. So, she got got.”

			“Jesus. Jesus Christ, Dash.”

			Dash wiped away tears. “Sorry about the gun. But it is what it is. You shouldn’t have gone for the door. Now you just sit back and stay quiet. We’re almost there. It’s almost time.”

			Dash turned and looked forward, arms crossed stiffly in front of him like he was a petulant child. The gun still in his hand, resting on his forearm.

			Mourning bled, the pain a steady throb, like a hand reaching into his middle again and again, pulling out the innards from a pumpkin soon to be carved.
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				Chastisement and Castigation

			
			
				Our society works when it is in balance. Within our broods we give the hive for the honey to obtain the souls that fill the wells of elixir, and those who tithe those souls earn their taste of that most vital liquor. Beyond our broods we have our own territories, our own laws, that keep us in check to one another. In debt to one another. We are all bound by the chain of debt but we are also selfish creatures and always we will endeavor to climb closer to the light, and that is natural. Our greed and lust and gluttony is essential. Chaos reigns so that order may assert itself. And it always reasserts itself. Because though chaos is greedy, order is insistent.

				—from the pages of the Catechism of Fiends, by the First Hieraaetus, Radvilus the Wolf

			

			An elevator. Dash’s driver puppeted him into it while holding a white towel against his side—didn’t take long for it to soak all the way through and start dripping. Dash stood behind him, nervously shuffling from foot to foot.

			“Could you stop?” Mourning asked, weary and irritated. It bothered him how much his voice slurred. I’m dying.

			But Dash ignored him.

			Mourning expected them to go up. After getting out of the car, they were ushered into a tall building: the Crown Laurel, a high-end residential tower. The only way to go was up, wasn’t it?

			Instead, the driver hit one of the buttons for a sub-basement.

			Mourning knew that wasn’t good.

			Maybe I’m gonna be a part of some new Flesh Room, he thought, giddy, the world spinning sideways as he blacked out—

			

			—

			They shuttled him into a room. A boardroom, long and windowless. Long oval table. Leather chairs lining each side, and one larger, cushier chair at the far end. He expected a carpeted floor—but instead, found it to be tile. Black tile, gleaming. And as they moved him to the farthest end of the table, he saw something else lining the space underneath it:

			Metal drains.

			Fresh panic burst inside him like a cyst. He struggled against the driver, but the man was strong and easily muscled Mourning into the chair at the end.

			The door at the other side of the room opened, and people started filtering in. Men, mostly. A few women. All carrying bundles with them—though what they held, he couldn’t see. Dash stood next to that door, nodding deferentially at them as they passed. The last person in—a tall man, white, with a snow-white mustache and a thinning wall of hair rising off his dandruff-crusted scalp—stepped forward, looking to Mourning, his eyes narrowing. Then he turned on Dash.

			“He’s bleeding,” the man said. Voice, gruff, almost raw, like he’d gone a couple rounds with throat cancer at one point. “Nobody said to bring him in bleeding, Dashiell.” A mumbling of worry and protest traveled around the room like a slow electric current. “Did I say to bring him in bleeding?”

			Dash shook his head. “No. No! I’m sorry, Father.”

			Father. Mourning blinked, squinting, leaning forward—sure enough, that was him. Dash’s father, Oz Lambert. His gaze wandered and he realized he knew a number of these people. He saw Rose Jiang—Chinese woman, mid fifties, round face, black bangs so severe and so perfect they looked cut by a pair of hedge trimmers. Across from her, Milford Wallisch: barrel-bellied, sag-chested old white man with hair dyed so dark it might as well have been with shoe polish. Next to him, a younger guy, Black—Mourning had met him, too. Franklin Booth, right? Vulture capitalist. Had a thing for yachts—the big ones, the mega-yachts.

			They were all blooded. And all of them: old Brood Oriax. Dash was right. They’ve been waiting for this chance all this time.

			Somewhere now, Mourning heard a sound—an animal sound. A mad bleat from behind the door. Was he just imagining it?

			“A waste,” Oz Lambert barked. “You”—he pointed to the driver—“fix the Mayne boy up.” At that, he pulled from his pocket a small black kit and slid it down the table. It was Franklin Booth who caught it, then handed it to the driver.

			The driver unzipped the kit, striding toward Mourning.

			He didn’t know whether to fight, run, or just sit there.

			(He chose sit there because, honestly, fighting and running were not options right now. He knew if he tried, he’d black out again. Already darkness washed up at the edges of his vision like a black tide.)

			“Another fuckup,” Oz said to his son’s face.

			Dash shook his head. “No—you said, you said we needed him. At any cost. At any cost! I got him here. He was going to run. He was going to—”

			Oz roared a wordless sound at him to shut him up. “Now I have to waste what’s precious to make sure he doesn’t just die on us. I have to spill seed on the ground. I have to throw our gold into the godsdamned sea!”

			At that, the driver reached Mourning, and in his hand gleamed a syringe—

			A red-gold drop dangling from the metal tip…

			But Mourning could tell what was in it before the man even revealed it. He felt the gentle throb of elixir. A tiny pulse of it. Like the way some stars seemed to glitter and flicker in the night sky. He did not fight. He eased back in the chair as the man jabbed the needle into the gunshot wound, dropping the plunger and feeding the wound a dose of elixir. Souls sang a shrieked song inside the tunnel of meat where the bullet had carved its path.

			Pain was first through the door—

			Mourning cried out.

			But then. But then. The pain yielded to bliss. Warm, amber-hued bliss. The red and gold running through him. With it came a small but potent moment of power, certainty, confidence. I could do anything. I could run free. I could kill them all. I could take all the world for myself. Then that feeling left and all that remained was an emptiness called need.

			Sweat dotted his brow as he sat up and lifted the shirt—the hole was gone, replaced with a raw, red pucker of skin. Pain still pulsated there. Duller now.

			He heard it again: that bestial bleat. A sound of fear. Maybe pain.

			No one else in the room seemed to hear it. Or care. Mourning wiped his brow with the back of his hand. He felt like he was burning up.

			“See, it’s fine,” Dash said, holding up his hands. “It’s all good.”

			“Again and again, failure after failure,” Oz said, his voice shook. In those words was something haggard and sad. But angry, too. Biblically fucking angry. “It’s not just little things, Dash. Not just a crashed car here or some other dumb fuck of a scheme—that crypto shit, or that home-buying scheme, or—or, my gods, exotic-animal smuggling?”

			“I thought you’d be proud of me, I have—I have initiative and—” Dash looked to the rest of the room, embarrassed, forcing an awkward smile. “Can’t we do this later?”

			“We do this now!” Oz Lambert bellowed. “Son, it’s not the schemes. It’s not the drink, the drugs, the women, or any of your petty bullshit. It’s how many times you have failed me in crucial ways. The Bellwether affair? You slobbering over every Agares House whore, like that Gantry girl? Don’t even get me started on what you said at your brother’s wedding—I damn near split my ass in two bending over to make things right with the bride’s family! All because you had a few too many and a grudge buried in your heart like a splinter of bone.”

			“Father, please—”

			“Your blood is not my blood. Your blood is thin. It’s weak piss next to mine. I am tired of caring for you, tired of carrying you, weary as all fucking get-out of covering for you. That ends today. I am fed up with the many inadequacies foisted upon my generation by fuck-up sons and independent daughters. You have failed, Dashiell. You are a failure and can do little for us now.”

			Something broke in Dash then—the architecture of who he was inside collapsed, and that collapse was written on his face as it fell.

			“Father,” he said, his voice warbling and pleading as tears came.

			Then—

			Oz Lambert stood for a moment, silent. The room, silent alongside him. That moment fell pregnant with some mighty tension, some horrible thing about to be born of regret and ruin. Mourning’s mind raced through the possibilities. Was he going to exile the boy, same as he himself had been exiled? Would he strike him? Would he turn away from his rage and forgive him?

			Oz let loose a long, exasperated sigh.

			He turned to the room then and said five words.

			Five strange, and soon-to-be-horrifying, words.

			“We don’t need the goat.”
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				The Old Ways, the Blood Ways

			
			
				Then the Devil and his servants, the demons, began showing themselves to humans in various forms, talking to people and trying to get them to offer sacrifices to them high in the mountains and deep in the woods, worshipping them as gods.

				—Martin of Braga

			

			With those five words spoken, it began. No one gave any formal signal—it was simply understood in the looks shared around the room. Almost as one, the group turned around, reaching up and unpinning a roll of fabric that had been tucked in the corner of the boardroom, pinched between the wall and the ceiling. Red silken fabric unfurled, covering the sconce lights, draping the room in red.

			Upon the table, they unrolled a second cloth—this one, all white. On it, in black, the sharp-angled shape of the sigil of Oriax.

			These tasks complete, those gathered turned back around and grabbed from the floor the bundles they’d brought in with them. The bundles were plastic, see-through bags, and they unsnapped the bags, first removing an article of clothing from each. One by one, they placed what turned out to be a red robe over their suits, their dresses. Underneath each robe had been a mask, and then they put those on, too: The masks were white, featureless, porcelain—though the red light in the room colored them pink. The masks offered no slits for their mouths—only almond-shaped holes for them to see through.

			All the while, Dash saw what was happening—

			His protests started small, a steady strummed chord of no, no, no, repeated faster and faster, his eyes going wider as he must’ve realized what was going on—even though Mourning was fucking clueless. He started to move toward the door, but his father shoved him back with preternatural strength. Dash almost tumbled over, and now his dissent became a stream of panicked babble: “Can’t do this, y-you can’t do this, I’m your son, please—I’m of the blood, I’m of the blood, I’m of your blood what the fuck oh god what the fuck—” He tried backing up, only to find the driver of his car was behind him, holding him in place.

			Mourning stood on unsteady, newborn-deer legs and said: “Dash, what the fuck is happening, Dash?”

			But Dash didn’t answer him. Didn’t even look at him.

			His objections dissolved beneath his bawling.

			The driver, now at the opposite side of the room, no longer kept Mourning in the chair. He held up both hands in a placating gesture, saying over the din of Dash’s hitching sobs, “Whatever this is, it doesn’t need to happen. We can talk it out. You want answers, I don’t have many but I can tell you what I know, we can resolve this without—without—” What the fuck is any of this? “We can resolve it.”

			“You’ll give us answers,” Oz Lambert said, holding back his son with one hand but pointing an accusing finger at Mourning with the other. He fixed his brimstone gaze upon Mourning. “We are the creatures of the Brood Oriax, we are its denizens. But you, your family, are our Keepers, and you owe. Your father has fled. He stole the waters of the fount, and now our founts suffer—soon they’ll go dry. Agares House has failed us. It must pay what it owes. And since Hadrian Mayne cannot be found, that means you owe. You’re goddamn fucking right you’ll help us resolve it. You’ll give us our ans—”

			Dash broke free from the driver, and threw a clumsy fist, clubbing his father right in the ear. He tried to push past Oz, tried to go to the door.

			Go, go, go.

			Mourning shouted for his once-friend to run—

			But it was not to be.

			Oz grabbed him by the throat with one hand—

			Then lifted his son bodily in the air, driving his raggedy body up in a wide arc before slamming him down on the table.

			Mourning’s eyes went wide as all those in attendance reached out to grab Dash, dragging him farther down the length of the table. Dash screamed and blubbered. “Mourning, help me, Mourning, please, Jesus fucking Christ stop them, you gotta stop them—”

			Knives gleamed now in the hands of the robed attendants.

			Each knife, the same—a serpentine blade.

			Oz stood at the other end of the table, shouting:

			“I call and I conjure—I call the lion, I call twin serpents and twisting blade, I walk backward through blood to see you! Marbas Orias Oriax. Marbas Orias Oriax! Grand Oriax, Great Marquis, speaker to the night sky and its infinite stars, a favor to men, the glorious reconciler. Grand Oriax, cast into the dark, but ever in our blood.”

			Mourning pressed himself flat against the wall of the boardroom, trying to find a way clear of this chaos, this—

			Ritual.

			That’s what it was, wasn’t it?

			A ritual.

			We don’t need the goat.

			They had their sacrifice. The boardroom table was the altar. And Dashiell was their goat.

			Oz continued—

			“The scion calls. Marbas Orias Oriax. We beg for your eyes. Marbas Orias Oriax! We conjure your twisting gaze. The blood is the gift. The screams are a song sung to you, for you, of you. Marbas Orias Oriax! Hear the screams. Taste of your blood. And honor us this day your favor.” Then he erupted in a string of gabbled madness, a final plea or prayer in a language not their own, a language Mourning did not recognize and did not think was of this earth. At the culmination of it, Oz clapped his hands together and the air in the room tightened—as if some of it had been sucked free from this space, even from their very lungs. The pressure in the room increased even as everything felt loose, unhinged, unmoored.

			That was what they were waiting for.

			Dash screamed as they plunged their knives into him. They bent forward, stabbing—not delicately, but with what looked to be vigor driven by rage. They punched their blades down, down, down, into Dash’s front and then his side as he twisted around. Sometimes their blades would stick into the table—thuck—and have to be wrenched free. Dash’s eyes met Mourning’s and they were struck wide, glistening with fear and pain. His screams died as his mouth worked soundlessly. The only noise now was the sound of knives thudding dully into the meat, and withdrawing with the noise of boots pulled free of fresh mud. Mourning did not want to see any of it. And yet, he found himself unable to look away.

			

			—

			It went on like that for long, too long.

			Blood dripped off the edges of the table. Looked black in the dim red light of the room as it oozed toward the drains in the floor.

			Dash, by now, was dead. His chin sat propped up on the table, his mouth twisted open, tongue out. Eyes like empty windows in a—

			In a tall tower, a dead house, a tenement rising in a cornfield.

			The rest of him was roadkill, ill-contained in the bag that was his clothing.

			Mourning did not weep, but simply stood flat against the wall, unsure what to do, or where to go, or how it was coming for him next.

			Oz looked from his son, shaking his head. “A waste,” he muttered softly.

			Then he looked to Mourning.

			Those in the red robes and white masks—masks now flecked with fingers of blood—turned toward Mourning as one.

			That’s when Dash’s body moved.

			Holy fuck, he’s still alive.

			Mourning tried to parse that. How could it be? Their kind could outlast a measure of harm that would more quickly end someone without the blood. Age deepened that strength, that constitution—though Dash was young, only a year or two older than Mourning, by his memory. Certainly if he’d had a heavy dose of elixir in him beforehand then…maybe, maybe he could still be alive. Breathing as he seemed to be, his chest and back rising and falling, the meat squelching with each movement. Mourning looked to Dash, Dash whose eyes were still dead pennies, whose mouth was still a hollow chasm, tongue graying, lips like worms—

			He’s still dead—

			And yet, he’s moving—

			A sound then. A hard crack. Like a bone breaking, kkt.

			The body—rather, just the torso—shifted.

			Those around the table gasped. They’re surprised. They didn’t know what was coming. Or maybe: They didn’t know if it would work.

			Ah, but what was it, exactly?

			A wet sound as something pushed free of the meat.

			Dash’s blood-soaked dress shirt bulged, a long shape pushing up the dark fabric. Like a lean shark swimming under algae-slick water. It slid along to where his head was, and then—

			A serpent slid free from underneath his collar.

			Its skin was mottled, though some of that was just the red mess that had been Dash’s innards still clinging to its scales. Its eyes were blank, only the thinnest slit in their centers. It watched Mourning as it moved out from under the shirt, almost like it was pouring itself free. It brushed up against Dash’s dead chin and mouth as it moved to the end of the table—to Mourning’s end of the table.

			“What the fucking fuck,” he said, keeping his eyes on the thing. “What is this? What is happening?”

			Oz held his arms wide. “We cleave again to the old ways, son. We’ve moved away from them, thinking ourselves civilized for it, but we’ve weakened who we are, given up too much to the foolish laws and norms of our modernity. Great Oriax, our father, knew. We were cast into the dark with him when your father discarded us, tried to make us like you. But we were never like you.” He smiled then, even as he looked out over the corpse of his son. “You asked to help us resolve this. This, Mourning Mayne, is the path to resolution.”

			The serpent lunged for him.

			He was not fast enough to escape it.
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				Ejecta

			
			
				We were more brutal once. Venal, feral creatures. But we wear the masque of society now. The Hieraaetus watch the edges of that society the way one looks to a frozen lake when walking upon it. We look for cracks. We listen for the fractures.

				—from the pages of the Catechism of Fiends, by the First Hieraaetus, Radvilus the Wolf

			

			Sharp, dividing line between then and now—

			Mourning, out on the street. The driver pushed him through the front door of the residential building. Gave him a second hard shove, hard enough that he landed on the sidewalk in front of a pair of German tourists who gasped and Germaned at each other before hurrying off. Mourning clutched at his chest as pain spiked there. Pain that fast took the ride down to his middle, and then suddenly he was retching—dry heaves at first, then a spattering of liver-sick bile.

			There he remained for a little while. On hands and knees. People giving him a wide berth as he stared down into a thin puddle of his own almost-sick, as if it were oracular in some way. A vision to be seen in spat humors.

			But, for once, no such vision revealed itself. No dark tower, no visions of his mother, not even an awareness of what had just happened to him. He remembered Dash, once a friend, now a betrayer, slaughtered in front of him. He remembered the snake that pushed free of the messy shell that his old acquaintance once was. And then—

			Then what?

			He didn’t know. Couldn’t remember a thing.

			“Well, okay,” he said, wiping gooey saliva from his mouth as he sat back on his heels. To his left, an older Black guy sat on a cardboard pallet in a raiment of wrecked painter’s pants and a moth-eaten T-shirt. Sign in front of him, painted on a piece of splintered wood: I Dare You to Care. A dog sat next to him, some kinda terrier mix with one eye.

			The homeless guy gave him a once-over appraisal.

			“You look like kicked shit,” the man said, his voice low and throaty, but not unfriendly. In it, Mourning thought, was a lot more sympathy than he expected. Certainly than he deserved.

			“Yeah.” He spat out another taste of bile, then fished in his pockets and found three bucks there. It was all he had left.

			He tossed it to the man.

			“Usually guy comes out of that building can afford a lot more than three bucks,” the homeless dude said. “Then again, usually guy comes out of that building, he ain’t giving me shit. So I’ll take it, thanks.”

			Mourning forced a bitter smile. “All I got, promise.”

			Homeless dude shrugged.

			Mourning sniffed and staggered past him.

			Then:

			“Mourning.”

			That, from behind him.

			A woman’s voice.

			He recognized it, didn’t he?

			No fucking way.

			“Key,” he said, turning slowly around.

			He hadn’t seen her in, what, three years? She’d been keeping an eye on him, a demand from the Dantalion…

			The Dantalion.

			She started walking toward him.

			His heart twisted again inside his chest. Fresh panic burst forth from the remnants of all the old panic—like a rat bursting free from a tangle of wires. She’s here to kill me. The Dantalion is making a move. They were ruthless operators yet tended to leave the crass American families alone, viewing them as lesser and not worth their time—but with all the chaos going on, with Father now gone, with Adamastor dead, they must’ve seen an opportunity.

			He eyeballed his options: Sprint across the street? Run into a building? Try to hop in a passing cab? Even thinking about it made his everything hurt.

			Key held up both hands as she approached. A sign of peace, love, and surrender? We did have a thing once…

			“We good?” he asked her.

			She gave a curt nod, and then he noticed—

			She, too, was looking around nervously. Eyes flitting. Like she was clocking theoretical threats at every corner.

			She’s scared, same as me.

			Interesting.

			Key continued her approach, walking real slow. The homeless dude watched them both. The dog, too.

			“I’d run but I don’t think I’d make it ten steps,” Mourning said.

			“I gotta say, Mourn, you don’t look good.”

			“Yeah, well, you look tired.”

			“There he is. Everybody’s favorite prick.” She pointed to his shirt. “For real, though. That your blood?”

			He looked down. Sure enough, he was still soaked in the blood from where Dash had shot him. “Was. It’s back inside now. Mostly.” He eyed her up. “This isn’t your coast.” It’s not your territory, nor is it the Dantalion’s.

			“Felt like taking a drive.”

			“Oh, then what a fun coincidence running into each other,” he said, showing his teeth in as big a smile as he could muster given how shitty he felt. Sweat slicked his brow. He used the back of his hand to wipe a little more bile-spit from his chin. “But it’s not really a coincidence, is it?”

			“It’s not, sweetie, no. I followed you here.” And then, whatever cocky posturing bullshit she was putting out fell away, like a clay mask crumbling. “I think I’m in trouble, Mourning.”

			He laughed then. “Hey, me, too.”

			Then his legs buckled as his world dimmed anew.

			

			—

			He didn’t pass out, at least. Or puke. But his world swam and his chest felt as if someone was pulping his heart like a fucking orange. Mourning stitched in and out of reality, a surfer tossed under a wave only to surface in time for the next wave to drag him back down. Blink. Cab ride. Was that the homeless guy and his dog sitting next to him? Blink. Lobby of some grungy South Philly Holiday Inn, his noodle legs barely carrying him forward—the homeless guy on one side, Key on the other. Blink. Elevator ding, doors opening. Blink. Now they were dumping him in a cigarette-stink side chair next to a bed. The homeless guy—dog tucked under one arm—was reaching for Mourning’s shoes, pulling the left one off.

			“Hey, the fuck—” Mourning objected in a slurred stammer.

			“He wants your shoes as payment for helping you,” Key said.

			Mourning swatted him away. The dog growled.

			“Man, fuck you,” the homeless dude said, holding up the shoe to his own foot.

			“I need my fucking shoes, for fuck’s sake,” Mourning said. “Besides, they’re Dolce and Gabbana derbys—”

			“Bah!” was the sound Homeless Dude made as he swiped at the air in a frustrated gesture. “Wrong size, anyway. Shoot.”

			Mourning fumbled for his phone, checking to see if Sophie had responded. Still nothing. Two messages, left on delivered, not read.

			“Here,” Key said, pressing some cash into Homeless Dude’s hands. “Thanks for your help.”

			“Need more for the cab ride back.”

			“Back where?”

			“Back home! That street is where I sleep, bitch. Damn.”

			More cash in hand, which for some reason he let the dog sniff, as if the animal could detect counterfeit bills. Then he said, “Hasta la pasta, dickheads,” and fucked off out of the room.

			Mourning wiped sweat off his brow. At least his chest wasn’t hurting right now. Was that a heart attack? A panic attack? The combination heart attack and panic attack? Had Lambert done something to him?

			Dash…

			“I need a shower,” he said.

			“You need a shower,” she agreed.

			He took a shower.

			

			—

			Sad cracked bathroom with black mold in the corners. But the water was hot, even as it ran red and then pink down the drain. Mourning checked his side—the bullet hole was just a puckered asterisk of a scar now. Still hurt to the touch, but not more than a bad sunburn. He closed his eyes and let the water run over him, and in his mind’s eye he could still see the amber elixir hanging from that needle—a precious drop of honey. I want it on my tongue. Then, in there, a dull pulse: tall tower, swaying cornfield, a great throbbing core of power.

			He shuddered.

			“You good?” Key asked him.

			Startled, he hadn’t realized she’d come in.

			“Warn a guy,” he said. He felt her eyes on him. “I’d say this is the weirdest date I’ve ever been on, but that’s probably not true.”

			“Ain’t like that, Mourning. We had our time in the sun. Here.” She held up a Target bag. “DoorDashed you some clothes.”

			She hung it on the handle, then dipped.

			

			—

			The clothes: plain white T-shirt, jeans. Cheap-feeling, felt bad on his skin. He ditched the jeans and put his own Tom Fords back on—the blood was still there but the pants were dark and hid it well enough.

			“How’d you know my size?”

			“I know a lot about you. You know that.”

			“For your masters.”

			She didn’t say anything. Just looked at the floor. He shot his phone a quick look—still no Sophie—then pressed his advantage with Key: “Not your masters anymore?”

			“It’s complicated.”

			He pulled his socks on, then shoes, eyeing her up the whole time. Trying to read her. Key could be a flat gray rock when she needed to be—impenetrable, inscrutable. But there was something now that had cracked that stone façade. Chipped away at it, her edges now broken, crumbling just a little.

			“Portugal,” he said.

			She didn’t flinch. But she didn’t say anything, either.

			He made a face like, holy shit. “Were you…were you there? Is Adamastor really…? Are you all ri—”

			“They wanted me to watch you.”

			“Again.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Is that what this is? You’re here for them?”

			“No.”

			“Sure.”

			“I’m not. Baby, Mourning, sweetie—I am on the outs with them. You have to trust.”

			“Trust.” He snorted. “Trust. Listen to you, trust. I don’t trust any of our kind. Not one of us. We’re all duplicitous forked-tongue three-headed messes. Trust! Fuck trust. You’re Dantalion. You were spying on me before—”

			“And you knew that because I fucking told you—”

			“You remember the last thing you said to me?”

			“I don’t.”

			“You do. I can see it on your face. You remember what you called me?”

			She rolled her eyes. “It does not ring a bell.”

			“Oh, I bet it rings all the bells. You called me a fuckboy failson.”

			“So what?” She shrugged. “Got your little boo-boo baby feelings hurt?”

			“Yeah! Yes! I thought maybe we had something—”

			She stood up, suddenly angry. “Bullshit, you didn’t think we had shit, we were just putting it to each other, trying to figure out what the other knew, just a nicer way to test each other’s fences and that was it.” She clapped her hands. “Our time together was us putting the fun in functional.”

			“Hey. Hey. I was fucked up. My family had just kicked me to the curb. We—we could’ve had a thing—”

			“We could not have had a thing, and you know it. Shoot, besides—” She waved him off with a dismissive hand. “You acted the fool anyway, eyes on every other girl—and some boys—in every room we walked into. Little fucking horny toad. Tongue out, eyes goggling like you’re some cartoon devil trying to crawl under every skirt. Please. You weren’t the commitment type and I wasn’t either so let’s not play.”

			She sat back down on the bed and he slumped back in the chair, and each of them retreated from the other the way adults did in this current era—they each looked at their phones. Key seemed to be studying hers same way he studied his: like it held some answer for them, some communication they were hopeful, even desperate, to receive. And both, it seemed, were going to come away wanting.

			At that, she turned to him and said in a soft, willfully nonaggressive voice: “Look. Listen. You don’t really think we had some future together. You didn’t think so then, you don’t think so now. You were just sad-mad-whatever not because you wanted me but because I didn’t want you. You want to be loved, which is different from wanting to love. You’re like an artist who wants an audience but he doesn’t ever wanna learn to paint.”

			Mourning sniffed and sneered.

			“Fine. Whatever.”

			She’s not wrong, a voice inside him said.

			Fuckboy failson.

			Shit.

			“So you’re on the outs with your brood,” he said, still holding that sneer. “Because of Portugal. You involved in Caetano’s death?”

			“No.”

			Did he believe her? She seemed serious.

			“So, why you here? Why follow me? You did follow me, I assume.”

			Key nodded.

			“From your house. Saw your car leave. Drove after. Kept my distance.”

			Mourning did a dramatic flourish with his hands—a poetic, Shakespearean flounce. “To what end?”

			“I’…m not sure. I don’t have a lot of places I can turn to. And I figure they wanted me to spy on you, which meant you were in the fix, too, somehow—your father leaving, taking all the elixir with him? Plus all that business going on with the other broods and families, it sure seems like all kinds of shit is hitting all kinds of fans. Maybe I just wanted an ally.”

			“Or maybe you just want something to offer up to whoever runs the Dantalion now to prove your loyalty. To pay the debt and get back in.”

			“It’s not like that.”

			But he could see on her face it was a little like that. She’d at least thought about it. And he didn’t blame her. He’d think the same thing.

			“I don’t trust you. And you shouldn’t trust me. I don’t trust any of our ilk. We are cruel, petty, narcissistic beings. A crass menagerie of double-dealing devils. So—it’s nice to see you again, but I think the reunion is—”

			He wanted to say over as he stood up to leave—

			But another sharp pain in his chest took his breath away, and the word was aborted before it could be born.

			He clutched at his chest and sat back down.

			“What’s wrong with you?” she asked. Not in a judgmental way—but in a real way. She almost sounded concerned.

			“I don’t know.”

			“You were in that building,” she said. “That’s an Agares House stronghold, isn’t it? Oswald Lambert—”

			Murdered his son in front of me.

			Part of a ritual.

			And I don’t know what it was, or what it did to me.

			“It’s fine,” he said, dismissing it. His eyes looked past her because Key had a way of staring at you—staring through you, like she had the uncanny ability to read whatever truth you had carved onto your heart. Maybe she could at least tell me what’s wrong with my heart, because it sure felt like he was having another heart-slash-panic attack. Sweat newly slicked his brow when his eyes saw something on the table by the bed—

			Sketches.

			Drawings.

			He half stood to look and—

			The ziggurat rising, turning like a screw, the earth breaking—his mother in the window, reaching for him, calling his name—

			—fell back again, his blood gone cold.

			“Those drawings,” he said, voice quiet. “Where did you get them?”

			She hesitated. “Portugal. From Caetano’s right-hand man, Augustinho.”

			The question came out fast, bypassing his good sense, his distrust, his paranoia: “Have you had the dreams, too?”

			Key looked shaken all of a sudden.

			She offered a small nod in return.

			“I think we’re going to have to trust each other for a little while,” he said.

			“Seems like.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				40

				The Tower in Dreams and Drawings

			
			
				Let us suppose, then, that we are dreaming, and that none of these particulars—neither the opening of the eyes, nor the moving of the head, nor the putting forth of the hands, nor even that we have these hands or this whole body—are true; let us suppose, rather, that they are seen in sleep like painted images, which could not be fashioned except in the likeness of real things.

				—René Descartes

			

			And so, they turned their attention to the tower.

			How could they not?

			Drawings, each by the same artist—Quinn K, of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania—lurked in the possession of the heads of two of the most powerful broods, Agares House and the Dantalion, at a time of chaos and confusion. One fled. The other attacked and dead. And each had sketches of this strange structure out in the corn. The structure that, as Mourning explained to Key, he had heard called the Configuration.

			(He did not yet explain that it was a room with walls of despairing flesh that had told him this. Though he found that repellent at every level, it was still a secret of Uncle Julian’s and he did not intend to give up the secrets of Agares House so easily—not through any love for his own brood, but certainly because he hated the Dantalion. Though it be a cliché, information was power, whether that information helped you convince some poor fool to part with their most precious soul or it helped you get one over on your many, many enemies.)

			And in addition to the drawings came the dreams. The both of them had begun dreaming of the structure—and in each of their dreams it changed forms and faces, as if its exterior was just a costume it wore.

			This nightmare had swarmed both Mourning and Key, throwing them into its incomprehensible darkness—the tower, and these drawings, was the one guttering flame they had now to light their way.

			And they were both in the city where the artist of these drawings lived.

			Question was: Who were they?

			Why did they draw these things?

			And moreover—why did both Hadrian Mayne and Caetano Adamastor have the sketches? Were they working together? Or, more likely, in opposition? Were they seeking the artist? Or was the artist just a means to an end—were they seeking the structure? And if so, why?

			Though perhaps the deepest question of them all returned: Could Mourning trust Key? And how far did that trust go?

			

			—

			Just as Mourning held things back, there were, of course, pieces of the puzzle that Key held close. She did not tell him, for instance, what Herschel said about Quinn being part of some experiment—one that involved oversight from the Hieraaetus. Further, she did not tell him that he was right: Mourning would make an excellent bargaining chip if she needed back in with the Dantalion.

			Eventually, they’d catch up with her, and when they did, they’d want answers. So it was in her best interest to have them ready, because if she didn’t? They’d make her pay. Key had little belief in a metaphysical Hell but knew well enough that those above her in the Dantalion could just as easily make Hell a place here on Earth, and not just in the Great Thereafter. She’d heard stories. The dark, endless places they could put you. The ways they could hurt you. It went well beyond jail cells and electroshock. They were masters of terrible old rites.

			She didn’t want none of that.

			

			—

			So, any information she got out of Mourning might be a way back in—or, at least, a way to not get disappeared forever. Worse came to worse, she could offer him up directly and let them have their way with him. It would pain her to toss him onto their sacrificial pyre. If it kept her and Lucinda safe, then so be it.

			But that problem was not today’s problem.

			Today, the problem was finding Quinn K.

			It was made a problem because Quinn K—Quinn Kerkowski—was a nonentity. The artist had a small footprint online, with accounts on Instagram, DeviantArt, Bluesky, plus a dusty, long-shelved LiveJournal. But all their private information had been scrubbed. And there were no photos of them anywhere.

			This only helped to confirm that the Hieraaetus was involved. If the Watchers were in fact watching, they would do so from a place of not just safety, but control. A place where their work would not be interrupted.

			Watchers were equal parts investigators, inquisitors, and witnesses—though their name, Hieraaetus, suggested birds of prey, they were often referred to as crows or vultures. Mostly, they watched. Sometimes, they hunted. They belonged to no brood except the informal cult of the Hieraaetus itself; they had to give up their broods to become Watchers. They were expected to be separate from those blooded broods in which they became fiends—though the reality, Key knew, did not hold up to the expectation. They all had their allegiances. The Watchers did not operate in a vacuum. They were political creatures, same as any other fiend.

			(Key had met a Watcher once. Back in the early days, in France—they’d been hunting a criminal among their kind. The one that came to the Larages had an alien mien about her—white-blond hair, eyes the color of a Swiss lake, hardly any emotion besides vague disdain robed in clinical scrutiny.)

			The two of them sat on their phones, scouring the Net for some sign. They were close—Quinn was here in this very city.

			But Philadelphia proper was nearly 150 square miles of city.

			With 1.6 million people crammed into that space.

			They were looking for a needle in a stack of needles.

			A spatter of ink on a wall painted black.

			The artist’s Instagram had a few pieces of actual, honest-to-god art—thankfully, nothing AI, because that was such cringe-fed amateur-hour slop—and in that art, Key could see the trademarks of the charcoal sketches of the strange structure. They’d drawn what was identified as South Street here in Philadelphia three years back, done up in bold, comic-book lines, almost anime. On the one hand, it was a stark contrast from the images of the dark structure in the corn. On the other hand, you could still see it was the same artist’s work. Done in a confident, quick hand.

			Key didn’t find any selfies of the artist, though. But at the very start of it was one image: another drawing. Identified as a self-portrait, posted five years back, and it was the literal first thing they posted online. This one, like the drawings of the strange structure, was done in messy, smeary coal-black. It showed a lean face, strong cheekbones. Close cropped hair. Gender uncertain. But the ghost of other faces lurked over it. One mouth was open in a scream—not of panic, but maybe rage? Another mouth laughing. One eye pinched shut, the other open wide. All of it distorted just a little, and in that image Key felt a kind of forced, undesired restraint: a desire for distortion, like they wanted to burst free of the confinement of their self-image.

			After that, she’d found a few ads the artist had put up on Fiverr and Craigslist and other marketplaces, offering quick and cheap graphic design: logos, web pages, though for the most part, avatars for social media and game accounts. It led to an email address, but those were dead ends. She told Mourning that they could try emailing Quinn to set up a meeting—

			But then Mourning—sitting there sweating, looking wan, almost ghoulish—said, “The building I was coming out of before? It’s not an Agares House stronghold. Not anymore. It’s—” His voice cracked a little. “—Oriax.”

			“Oriax doesn’t—”

			“I know. Doesn’t matter. Point is, I met with one of them because they had connections to a bunch of smaller indie art galleries and this Quinn did some gallery shows early on. I was hoping to press my old friend for info but our meeting was not…” He cleared his throat as if something had gotten stuck there. “Friendly.”

			“What happened to you in that building?”

			A stiff smile pinned itself to his face. “Nothing I want to talk about.”

			“…All right. Maybe I can sniff around in that direction. If any checks were cut—they might’ve been sent to an address.” Already she was on her phone, looking up local, small-time alternative galleries—the kind that might show some relative nobody like Quinn. “Or if they had to ship any art back, that might give us an—” Before finishing her sentence, she looked up and saw Mourning’s head was craned back, eyes shut, mouth open.

			Oh shit.

			But—his chest was rising and falling.

			Looked like he just fell asleep.

			Didn’t look comfortable. Key decided she didn’t care. Let him rest. Looked like he needed it—besides, he wasn’t going to be much help, anyway.

			

			—

			“Hey, bro, wake up,” Dash said.

			Mourning snorted, sat up.

			Dash knelt by the chair Mourning had been sleeping in.

			“Dash,” Mourning said, his voice hoarse.

			It was night, and in the meager light of the darkened hotel room, the blood streaking Dash’s face looked blacker than black—shiny as fresh tar on a hot road.

			“Guess our party days are over, huh?” his dead friend said.

			“Yeah. I guess so.”

			“You think this is real, me kneeling here? The fuck, right? It could be. Maybe this is me between worlds. Stopping here before I head off to the afterlife. My soul, doing a little wandering, you know? Fuckin’, what, my fuckin’ rumspringa for the soul. A gap year before heading off to Hell.”

			“Sure, Dash. If you say so.”

			“Nah. Here’s what I think, Mourn. I think what they say is true: This world is it, it’s all we get, you and me and all the blooded. I don’t think we have souls—not one ounce of it in us, no sir. And that’s why we need the souls of people. Because we don’t have our own. We’re like that art installation, the one with the robot arm leaking hydraulic fluid and desperately trying to scrape the stuff back into itself.” Here he used his arm as a mimic for the robot’s, performing the act described. As he did, fresh blood soaked the sleeve of his shirt, and began beading up on the outside of it.

			“You don’t like art,” Mourning said.

			“No, but you did. Pretended you didn’t, but you did. You saw the robot at the Guggenheim, right? Wouldn’t shut up about it. And you were just talking about art, weren’t you? Whatever, fine, you don’t like that metaphor—here’s another. We’re like vampires. We need to eat life because we don’t have it ourselves. Cannibals, each of us.”

			Dash shifted uncomfortably there on the floor. Mourning heard squelching there inside his clothing—the shifting of raw, loose meat.

			“I’m gonna need you to leave now,” Mourning said.

			“You ever think us taking all those souls wasn’t a good thing? People need their souls, Mourn. We take them and it changes ’em. Turns ’em awful. We make people into monsters, as bad as they can be, then we fuck off. They get money. They run companies. Countries. We’re kingmakers, but first we give the king syphilis to drive him mad. All so we can get high.”

			Dash laughed at that, like it was funny to him.

			As he did so, he reached up to his face, finding a vented slit where a knife had perforated his sinuses, next to the nose. He worked two fingers in, like he was trying to get under a fish’s collar, his eyes rolling back as he did so—

			Then when his pupils returned, they were now slitted like snake eyes.

			He withdrew his two fingers with a small moan, and they gleamed with glowing elixir—the nectar of human souls oozing from his digits.

			“You deserve a taste,” Dash said, though his voice had changed—it was as if there was another Dash under there, and another under that, a series of voices, each a slightly different modulation, imperfectly aligned. “A taste for all the souls you’ve taken. All the cups you’ve poured into the fount. All those dreams and wishes and perversions, those fears and fuckups and all memories good and bad and strange.” He clambered up onto Mourning now, pressing down on his chest hard enough that Mourning couldn’t move or even breathe—now, too, with Dash closer he could see the misshapenness of his body, his flesh ruined and rearranged by the endless injuries from plunging knives. His whole body was vented with the gills of those blades, the wounds all suppurating the melted bronze nectar of stolen souls—sweet elixir, and Mourning was both revolted and excited, like he wanted to flee but at the same time fix his mouth to one of those wounds and work his tongue inside. And already Dash was pushing his fingers between Mourning’s lips, and already that promised taste of elixir was rendered hollow—he only tasted blood and rot, a fermented coppery foulness. He tried to pull away but Dash pushed his fingers in harder and he hissed in his ear: “This bitter taste needn’t last, old friend. Find the tower. Find its power. Anything you want can be yours.”

			Mourning bit down.

			Dash’s fingers seemed to have no bones in them—

			Just stiff tubes of cold processed meat—

			Mourning’s teeth met, click, and with bits of finger still in his mouth he shoved Dash back—

			Then he was gone.

			Choking, Mourning spit the fingers into his hand—but there was nothing there but for the taste in his mouth. He made a mewling sound—a despairing whimper as he looked around the room, saw the lights were still on, though night had fallen outside.

			The door to the bathroom was ajar, and he heard Key’s voice, muffled.

			Just a dream.

			Or was it?

			Felt less like a dream more like a—

			A message.

			Mourning stood on wobbly legs, wiping sweat from his brow. He crept closer to the door, trying to listen in—

			“Just stay there,” Key was saying. “Baby. Baby, listen. I’m going to fix this. I’m going to fix this. I love you.” A pause. “You don’t have to say it back. I know. I know. Just promise me—”

			Mourning nudged the door open with his foot.

			It squeaked as it drifted open, and there was Key, leaning against the sink, shirt off, black bra on. Her phone sat crushed between her ear and her left shoulder while her right hand cleaned what looked like a mostly healed injury under her left collarbone. Her eyes met his in the mirror. A cold stare.

			“I gotta go,” Key said into the phone, ending the call. Now, to Mourning: “Why you bothering me, boy?”

			“Heard voices.”

			“Yeah, my voice on a private phone call.”

			“Who was it?”

			“Not your business.”

			“What happened to your shoulder?”

			“Also not your business.”

			“You all right?”

			She put on a fakey-fakey sweeter-than-sugar smile. “Doing great.”

			“I’ll…leave you alone.”

			“Hold up.” She pulled up her phone again and faced it toward him. On it was a map zoomed in—city streets by the look of it. Philly. Kensington area. “I found the address. I found the artist.”
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				Perch

			
			
				The Hieraaetus are watchers. We are the eyes up high. We look for when the balance is breaking. We look for when the laws go brittle and break in willful hands. But I fear a time when we will be that in name only, and far less than that in purpose. Our authority, co-opted by power and politics. Seduced by something worse than self-interest: cowardice.

				—from the pages of the Catechism of Fiends, by the First Hieraaetus, Radvilus the Wolf

			

			Next night, just after dark, the two of them found themselves on a Kensington rooftop that smelled like beer, piss, and fuel oil. They drove over—Key had rented a second car after dropping the first one off in town. Together they got containers of fried rice from some take-out place nearby called Capital Beer. Rats scurried behind them: heard but never seen. A dumpy trash bag of a raccoon walked along the edge to their right: seen, but didn’t give a shit.

			Quinn’s apartment sat across the street—third floor.

			The rooftop on which they waited was four stories up.

			It was quiet over there at Quinn K’s place. Nobody came in or out. Hard to tell if they were home or out or asleep or what. But then, eventually, there came the stirring of the drawn curtains. Someone’s there, she knew. A shoulder brushing the fabric, then gone again.

			That you, Quinn K?

			Key was the one who kept eyes on the place. Mourning mostly just sat on a folding chair he’d found up here, mopily picking at fried rice. He looked rough. Whatever had happened to him in that building was hanging on him like a shroud.

			They didn’t talk much until, finally, he said:

			“You ever think about what we do?”

			“No. What? I don’t know.”

			“I just mean—” He seemed like he didn’t know what to say next. Finally, he appeared to settle on something: “We’re not making the world a better place.”

			She tried not to flinch at the question. Tried to play it cool. “Nobody is. Everybody’s in it to win it. And yet the world keeps turning, yeah? If things were so bad, we wouldn’t have take-out Chinese food.” She rattled the rice around her container. “Little greasy, though.”

			“Yeah.”

			“You’re used to fancier food, I bet. Charcuterie and sushi flown in from Tokyo and those little baby birds you gotta eat with the cloth draped over your head so that God does not judge you.”

			He shrugged. “Yes, I know, I’m a rich boy. But please, c’mon. Key, you lived in Seattle. Queen Anne, if I remember. Not exactly a Kentucky holler.”

			“I grew up poor.”

			“I know, I know. I’m just saying, you get paid for what you do.”

			“My life wasn’t easy.”

			“My life fucking sucked, too. Money doesn’t insulate you from—” Again, a hesitation. “From what I dealt with.”

			“My mother—”

			“Died. I know. Overdose, she was an addict, and that’s why you don’t touch the honey in the hive.”

			She was floored. “How the fuck did you know that?”

			“You think I didn’t do my homework on you back when? Maybe I’m a fuckboy but I’m not an asshole. I wanted to know who you were, so I asked the right people the right questions. It was weird you were in Seattle, so far from the Dantalion’s fount—and finding out you didn’t partake of our kind’s little communion made that make sense. And finding out that your mom was an addict made that make sense, too.”

			Key was pissed. But also surprised that he had done his homework. She didn’t figure him for the type.

			She sighed. “Yeah, well.”

			“My mother died, too.”

			“I know. When you were born.”

			“We both did our homework.”

			“Seems like, fuckboy. Seems like.”

			

			—

			They sat for a while like that. Watching. Waiting. Key knew Mourning was getting bored because he said it, roughly every fifteen minutes or so, like a kid in the car on a long road trip, Are we there yet, are we there yet.

			She knew he needed a distraction, otherwise he was going to head back down to the street, walk to Quinn’s place, and make a mess of things.

			“I have thought about it, you know,” she said, still turned toward Quinn’s building, still keeping her eyes fixed on the artist’s window.

			“About us?”

			“No, but of course that’s where your mind goes.”

			“We had fun, though. You and me.”

			Key gave him a look and he grinned, fox-like. She ignored him. Not taking that bait. “No, fuckboy, I’m saying I’ve thought about what we do to people. How we…hollow them out and then let them loose on the world.”

			“Ah. Yeah. That.”

			“You heard me on the phone back in the hotel room. I was talking to—” She didn’t want to tell him. Didn’t want to revisit it. But maybe she needed to. “Someone close to me. Someone the Dantalion hurt real bad, bad enough to kill them. Lucinda. And I found her like that…all bloody and on their way out…”

			“So, you made the pact. Lucy gets to live. You get the soul.”

			The Dantalion gets the soul, she wanted to say. But someone like Mourning wouldn’t see the distinction. He was a Mayne. The Maynes ran Agares House. Their elixir was plentiful, the fount full. At least until Hadrian took it all.

			Still, he had it right enough.

			“Lucinda. And yeah. She took the deal.”

			And then—

			Mourning laughed. A whole-chest, unanticipated laugh—the truest kind.

			“Ay, what the fuck,” she said, standing up, turning away from their target. “I’m trying to be real with you—”

			“No, yeah, I know, I just mean—” He seemed to willfully have to wipe the smile off his face. “C’mon, Key. You’re not the first of us to seal the deal with someone we’re fucking. It’s like being shocked at a sixteen-year-old coming home drunk. It’s what sixteen-year-olds do. And this is what we do. You get close to somebody, it’s easy to see what you can give them—really give them—as long as they give, really give, a piece of themselves to you.”

			“That’s fucked, and you know it.”

			“Yes! That’s what I’m saying—it’s super fucked, but it’s who we are, it’s what we do. Hey, I’m sure your, ahem, friend will be fine. Lucy’s alive, right? This is better than them being dead. Not every last one of our little conquests ends up a fucking serial killer, right?”

			In her mind’s eye, she saw him—

			Her first, GJC, giving her that little wave from behind the chain-link fence.

			That Alice in Wonderland White Rabbit mask.

			The gun.

			The blood.

			Then, she thought again of Lucinda.

			What would become of her?

			“If you’re so sure,” she said, “why didn’t you take Sophie’s soul, mm?”

			In the orange glow of Philadelphia at night, Mourning’s already compromised pallor went even more pale—he went as gray as oat milk gone off.

			“What?” he said, his voice quiet. But angry, too.

			“You heard me.”

			“How’d you—”

			“Know about that?” Now it was her turn to laugh. “Bitch, everybody knows about that. You think you were keeping that one a secret?”

			“Yes!” he bleated, sounding very sincere—so sincere she actually felt bad for him for a moment.

			“You have to be serious. We fiends talk, Mourning. It ain’t nothing personal. We all like to have the edge over someone, and if that edge comes in the form of some gossipy, Peppermint-Petty-ass business, then all the sweeter—” But now she saw that his eyes were unfocused. He was looking through her. No—past her.

			Then he started snapping his fingers at her.

			“You better not snap your fucking fingers at me,” she said, reaching up to clamp her hand around his snapping fingers, the nervy little prick—

			But he pulled his hands away and pointed.

			“The window,” he said.

			Oh shit.

			She spun and saw the curtains there fluttering—and caught sight of that just in time to see a spatter of something wet and dark across the fabric.

			Shit, shit, shit, shit!

			

			—

			They had no plan. No way to get into the other building. No sense of what they’d do even if they got in there—was the artist in danger? Were they, therefore, in danger of losing the artist? They didn’t know.

			But Mourning moved fast, racing for the stairs, then for the street—

			And Key felt like, what choice did she have but to follow? Even though this wasn’t her way, not at all. She was cautious about things, she saw life as a chess game where the winner did so in as few moves as possible—

			Yet here she was, running toward the chaos.

			Same way she had stumbled forward into saving Lucinda’s life by damning her soul—another time where she just fell into it, leaping before looking, letting her stupid dumbass feelings grab her by the neck and throw her around the room.

			As her boots hit asphalt, she was about to yell at Mourning to slow the fuck down, to stop running, to think for five fucking seconds about what they were going to even do, would they try to buzz in, would they go up the fire escapes, would they break in through a window—

			But then, the door of the building opened.

			A slow, steady drift of the door. Hinges squeaking.

			And then—

			A person stepped out. A person covered in blood and holding what looked to be a cat in one hand and a human jawbone in the other.
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				The Cat and the Circle

			
			
				Of all God’s creatures there is only one that cannot be made the slave of the lash. That one is the cat. If man could be crossed with the cat it would improve man, but it would deteriorate the cat.

				—Mark Twain, Mark Twain’s Notebooks 

			

			T he cat had fucked up the circle.

			And that was all it took.

			

			—

			The woman with the dress and the velvet voice—there she was, rushing into the room, one hand cupped over her eye. She was hissing her own cat’s hiss: “You’re a bad baby, a bad little baby—” This said as she hurried toward the cat, Apple, stopping short as she saw the new reality.

			A reality in which the circle had been disturbed.

			A reality where Quinn K was now standing up, hot and feverish.

			The woman’s mouth dropped open.

			“Oh, sh—”

			Quinn reached over and pulled her lower jaw off.

			It was so easy. So easy. Quinn barely even realized what was happening—their hand moved slow, almost casually, and grabbed the jaw. Thumb underneath. Four fingers in the woman’s mouth, over her teeth. Thumb and fingers met, and yank, and twist, et voilà, the jawbone came right off. The lower half of the woman’s face was a flesh-curtained chasm, the tongue tasting the air as an inchoate scream burst forth from her newly excavated face-cave.

			“Mwowr,” Apple mewed.

			The others rushed into the room.

			Their captors gasped, almost collectively.

			Quinn felt the jawbone still in their hands—warm, wet, and sharp enough.

			The speed with which they then moved was, to them, impossible—something raw and wild and feral, churning through them like liquid fire. Something they’d never felt before. Something they weren’t even sure was entirely them in the first place. It was less like they moved through the world and more that the world moved around them, an invisible pair of hands adjusting the globe so that they remained fixed to a point even as the rest of everything rushed up to greet them. They moved fast and worked fast. The jawbone stuck in the fat man’s eye, punched clean through his glasses. A swipe of the bone to hook around the windpipe of the ginger man’s throat, ripping it free from his neck, gurgle gurgle, thrash thrash. The old Brit, his throat slit, a red spray. Old woman, the jawbone hooked under her sternum, into her heart, black blood pumping. All the while, Quinn felt something inside, something eager and hungry, a powerful desire blooming and bursting in them. They felt more alive than they’d felt in…

			Well, in forever.

			Literally, truly forever.

			What am I?

			That question, a call in their mind.

			And the response:

			I am Quinn.

			Creature of sin.

			I will be what I am.

			You cannot keep me here.

			I will be free.

			Translation: It was time to leave.

			Quinn scooped up the cat in their free hand and headed for the door, leaving the wet wails of the dying behind them.
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				Assessment

			
			
				Quintessence of anima! Its properties ever in flux. Elixir proprietatus offers us might. It heals our wounds. It spares us from softer death. It accentuates our senses, grants us dreams and visions, gilds our tongue in gold and honey! But those who truly know it can use it to unlock the oldest rituals and ceremonies, casting spells that have been long forgotten by our kind.

				—Liber Progenies Daemonicarum by Anton Nauendorf, 1845

			

			There they stood. The artist. Quinn. Cradling a cat. Clutching the curved, bloodied bone from someone’s face.

			They looked lost, only half-aware of what was happening.

			“The fuck,” Mourning said.

			“I think I hurt some people,” the artist, Quinn, said. Their voice seemed quiet, far away. The voice of someone who had just emerged from something terrible, some atrocity from which their brain was fighting to gain distance with great speed. Pushing the memory deep into the dark. “They might be dead. I’m…I’m not sure.” Sweat gleamed on their brow. Key could almost feel the heat coming off of them. It was unreal.

			“It’s okay,” Mourning said before shooting Key a look like, What the fuck, is it okay? Is any of this okay?

			A silent question to which Key had no answer. All she could say was, to Quinn: “We have a car. All three of us can go to it right now. It’s just over there, end of the block. We can get away from here—find somewhere safe.”

			“You’re the artist, right?” Mourning asked them. “The one who has been drawing the—the pictures. The sketches. Of the strange tower in the corn.”

			Quinn offered a small nod, their eyes glazing. “Will you tell me what’s happening? Because I don’t know what’s happening.”

			“We’ll talk in the car,” Key said, approaching Quinn with her hands up and out. Even as she got closer—the heat increased. Quinn was burning up. The cat in their arms hissed at Key, then at Mourning as he flanked on the other side.

			Together, they gently ushered Quinn forward.

			They’re spattered with blood.

			They’re holding a human jawbone.

			Did one person do all this?

			Key couldn’t help but flinch at the memory of Portugal. This felt like that—something savage, something impossible.

			“I’m sorry I killed those people,” Quinn said, voice slurring. “They were keeping me hostage. Like I’d been kidnapped.” Idly, then, they added: “Maybe they deserved it. I don’t know.”

			Behind them came a muffled crash. The sound arose from somewhere inside the apartment building. Quinn’s apartment building.

			They stopped and turned.

			Quinn, idly, said: “Maybe they’re not all dead.”

			That’s when something burst free from the third-floor window.

			

			—

			We found the artist.

			Mourning didn’t know what it meant yet, only that it put them tantalizingly close to something. Some revelation, some way forward that they did not yet see. Finding the artist meant finding the tower, and finding the tower meant finding his father. And finding Father meant what? Did it mean things went back to normal? Mourning could fuck off once more to Seattle, settling back into the warm ooze of a hedonistic non-life? That’s what he wanted, wasn’t it? Yet some part of him resisted that idea. It thrashed against the prison he’d built for himself. Some kernel of mad ambition inside him cracked open, and a terrible want slithered up and out of the cold dirt that made him. With it came the question, a horrible question that upended all that he knew about himself:

			Don’t you want more for yourself, Mourning?

			Don’t you deserve more?

			There he was, thinking about this, his mind half lost inside itself—

			And that’s when something crashed through the window of Quinn’s apartment and hit the asphalt behind them with a hard, dull thud.

			It was a body.

			A man’s body, by the look of it. Black T-shirt. Jeans. Bald. Not just heavyset, but lumpy, a body marbled with mumps and bumps of fat, a topography of lipomas. Blood pooled beneath the man.

			The body twitched.

			And then started to stand.

			Most of his face was scraped into raw beef—strings of blood and mess connected his cheeks, forehead, and chin to the road, and as he peeled himself up and off of it, he left a not unreasonable portion of his face behind.

			His eye was a ruined, red-black hole. The fall didn’t do that.

			He fixed his one bold white eye upon Quinn.

			The cat bared its teeth and hissed.

			The man bared his teeth right back.

			“We need to go,” Mourning said.

			The three of them turned to run—but behind them, the man split the night with a deranged shriek. Mourning looked over his shoulder and saw the grub-like fucker pull out two gleaming ampules, each glowing with the firelight of elixir. The freak crushed both, one in each hand, blood and elixir running down his arms as he began to chant—a chant that started deep in the man’s chest, resonating with a wheezing, tectonic rumble.

			And that’s when Mourning’s left leg broke.

			The shinbone shattered with a dull crack that rattled its way all the way up through Mourning’s body, into the well of his ears. It cracked and he dropped to his knees, howling in pain—I’ve been shot, he thought, but the man didn’t have a gun, didn’t seem to have any weapon at all. Besides himself.

			Mourning tried to stand up—and couldn’t. His knees pressed into the asphalt, and he felt the kneecaps shifting underneath his skin. They bulged, transforming, pushing toward the road, bringing him new, fresh pain as the kneecaps cracked hard, and he felt them grow downward, pushing through his flesh and sinking into the asphalt like nails made of bone.

			Tears burned at his eyes and his scream softened to a pathetic whimper—already he felt his arm bones twisting and cracking, too, urged forcibly downward to the surface of the road same as his legs were. He tried willing this pain to end, tried desperately to keep his body from breaking and twisting…but it was no use.

			Ahead of him, he saw Key crumple, too. Her shoulder drove hard to the ground and she screamed. Quinn spun around, facing the other direction—no longer toward their escape, but toward Mourning and what he assumed was the monstrous motherfucker coming from behind him. Quinn’s face was a mask of horror, and Mourning willed them to do something, anything, like what they must’ve done before, in the apartment. But it was no use. They were fixed there, their body stiffening, shaking as if in a seizure. The cat tried to leap free but Quinn’s arm was clutching the animal hard, too hard, and the cat writhed and yowled in pain—

			Mourning craned his neck as he heard the steps behind him. He saw the bloody-faced bastard stomp forward, glass-peppered hands rising, gesturing wildly like the fucker was conducting an orchestra for the horrid music inside his own head—

			He’s doing this. Some kind of ritual. Did it even matter? Mourning grieved the loss of his body. The bones, shattered like this? There was no coming back from it. Not without a bath in an elixir-fed fount. And where would he find one of those now? His own father had stolen theirs, after all.

			“Enough!” the grub roared, shaking with rage. “This has gone on long and by the laws of the Hieraaetus I comm—”

			Thuck.

			“—mannnnd.”

			His body shook hard one last time. Then it went still.

			Something had wedged itself through the center of his face. No—his whole head. An axe blade had cleaved that space. Blood drooled down from the cleft.

			The grubby man fell forward, a fire axe still stuck in his skull.

			Standing behind him was someone Mourning recognized suddenly—

			The slight man, the one from the train. Blood flecked his cheeks. Beads of red gleamed in his mustache. His tongue snaked out and licked it clean. He made a face like he didn’t hate the taste.

			“Hello!” the man said. He added, somewhat cheerily: “We should go.”

			Mourning wanted to scream at him, How are we supposed to go when my bones were turned to nails, pinning me to the ground like a butterfly on a collector’s corkboard, and he went to say exactly that—

			But the pain was gone.

			He could again move, and stood easily.

			His legs were not broken. His arms did not hang limp at his sides.

			An illusion. Just a stupid fucking illusion.

			Of course. If someone had the power to do as that grubby fucker did, they’d be on par with—or beyond—the power someone like his father possessed. And it would take a lot for the old man to manifest that kind of awfulness. It made so much more sense that it was just a goddamn trick.

			“Who the fuck are you?” Key asked, seemingly unbothered by the illusion.

			“A friend,” the man said, shrugging. “Ish.” He tried to free the axe from the back of the fat man’s head, but it wouldn’t easily unmoor itself. “If that fella was Hieraaetus, then more will—nngh—come. Sooner than later. Not to belabor the point, but? We should really go.” He finally let go of the axe, relinquishing it to the skull that so fervently gripped it.

			They all shared looks like, Is this what’s happening? Are we doing this? Are all of us just going to go get in a car and drive away like normal fucking people?
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				Normal Fucking People

			
			
				A cruel paradox of demonic poetics, and perhaps the essence of the diabolical itself, is that this chilling vocabulary of evil is more often than not successful in propagating malevolence rather than containing it.

				—Ed Simon, Pandemonium: A Visual History of Demonology

			

			The four of them sat in a Nissan Rogue.

			Key drove. Quinn sat in the passenger side. And in the back: Mourning and the mustached man.

			They were all dead silent.

			

			—

			This then, was Key in that moment:

			Key was thinking about power.

			What Quinn had done? Taking out not just one Watcher, but several? That meant they were blooded. A fiend. It had to mean that, right? And not just any fiend but one of exceptional ability.

			The truth of fiendish power was that it had its limits. Few could truly manifest the extremes of blooded talent—Key herself had no way to do any of what she’d seen, not in Portugal, and not here. She did not know rituals. She couldn’t tear off someone’s head. She could not will her flesh to rip in order to allow some more monstrous version of herself to emerge. To her, those were true horrors—to lose yourself to that, to become something so hideously impossible and inhuman? That, then, was another advantage of not submitting herself to the lure of elixir—for it was that stolen nectar-of-the-soul that allowed the monsters to be the monsters they were.

			Key did not partake, therefore, Key could still feel human.

			Ask Lucinda about how human you are, bitch.

			She shuddered, white-knuckling the wheel.

			She knew her best bet right now would be to pull over, get out on literally any street corner, and walk away from all of this.

			She knew her second best move right now would be to contact the Dantalion. Tell them where she was. Who she was with. Throw Mourning, Quinn, and their new friend here into the den of lions, let the feast begin, and hope to hell that they didn’t throw her to the beasts as well.

			But what about Lucinda?

			Her soul would still be forfeit.

			It would still—should their fount be restored—drip-drip-drip into the mouths of the Dantalion, their eyes shut, their tongues out.

			You told her you’d save her soul.

			An impossible act to which she had committed herself utterly.

			And so Key—still gripping the wheel like it was the ledge of a building and she was dangling over the edge—kept driving, all the while thinking very hard about power, how she did not have it, and how she would need it for whatever awaited down the road. If she had power, she could save Lucinda’s soul. If she had power, she might even be able to save herself.

			

			—

			Mourning, in that moment, felt compressed under the weight of the compounded trauma of the last few days. Father missing. Verner dead. Julian’s living archive—a room made of hungry, desperate flesh. He got shot, watched Dash get sacrificed on the altar of a boardroom table, and was tossed on his ass only to end up here, with a fiend of the Dantalion that he used to fuck, in order to be confronted by a Watcher who used an illusion so potent that Mourning thought his very skeleton had betrayed him. And what was weirdly worst of all?

			Still no Sophie.

			He checked his phone. Checked their texts. She hadn’t read them. Hadn’t seen them. His hand gripped the phone, threatening to crush it.

			Again: a twinge in his chest. A twisting, tightening sensation. Like a noose tied around his heart, tightening.

			It’s just stress. Just panic.

			All of this? It was a lot for him.

			It was too much.

			He hated that Key was right about him—he was, in fact, just some fuckboy. A failson of the lowest magnitude. And he’d taken some pride in that for a while, a stubborn sort of fuck yeah so what who cares, a chest-out, middle-finger-out vibe while he popped back some pills and chased it with some celebrity-brand tequila.

			Mourning looked over at the stranger next to him—the one he was now certain had been on the train with him. That guy, with blood freckling his face and speckling his mustache, looked—well, happy maybe wasn’t the word.

			Satisfied. That was the word. The guy looked satisfied. Like he’d just walked outside after a long winter and found the first day of spring—birds chirping, sun shining.

			He turned to look at Mourning looking at him. “You all right, mate?”

			“Sure,” Mourning lied.

			After all the shit had fallen on his head in the last few days, it was easy to think, yeah, no, he wasn’t all right, not at all. And yet—

			Here he was.

			He was alive.

			And he’d found the artist.

			Finding the artist meant finding the tower and that meant finding Father.

			He was close. So close.

			All of the trauma formed this massive wall of darkness—but then came a spear of light burning through it.

			“I’m doing all right,” he said again. Maybe less of a lie this time.

			“Cheers,” the other man said, smiling.

			

			—

			This, then, was Silas Borne—

			(Cleaver, Cleaver, CLEAVER)

			—honestly, he was just happy to be here.

			How could he not be? He got to kill a Watcher! A Watcher. What a delight. He hated them! So much! What they’d done to him in the past was—

			It was irreconcilable. But this helped make him feel a little better.

			Once, he was—

			(cleaver, cleaver, CLEAVER CLEAVER CLEAVER)

			—well, that didn’t matter. Who he was now was servant to the Gremorys, and he was deeply loyal, because—

			(he was made to be loyal, bent and broken into a loyal shape)

			—loyalty mattered deeply to him.

			And now all that mattered to him was being in this car with these people. And he would, at any cost—

			(kill them all to get what he wanted, what he needed, what he craved )

			—get the Gremorys what they wanted.

			And so there he sat. And he smiled. Peaceful in his plan, resolute in his serenity, and certainly not at all a raging storm of pain and fury in the deepest parts of himself. Hands in his lap, facing forward, he felt very good about things.

			

			—

			And finally, this was Quinn:

			Quinn’s skin felt hot, but at least for now, their mind was quiet. They had a cat in their lap. They still clutched a human jawbone. And they were, for the moment, free from the prison that their apartment had become. They did not understand what that was, or what had happened when they freed themself from that place. They knew horrible things had been done to them, and they had done horrible things to be free of it. But they just couldn’t go any deeper than that. They needed to be still. They needed to pet the cat. They needed to not think. They just had to hope this car, and these people, were not a danger to them. Because if they are, I’ll have to kill them all. And that thought was not the thought they expected, nor one they understood, and it felt so unlike them, so impossible for them, it was easier if they pretended that they never thought it at all.
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				The Big Question

			
			
				When you feel the last bit of breath leaving their body, you’re looking into their eyes. A person in that situation is God!

				—Ted Bundy

			

			It was Mourning who asked it, suddenly:

			“Where the fuck are we going?”

			No one had a good answer. They understood Quinn had been under the observance of Watchers—and the Hieraaetus would not be pleased to have lost some of their own alongside the subject of their observation. So they needed a safe place to lay low, figure out what this was, what was happening, and what to do next. A hotel could work but it wouldn’t be safe—for the Watchers, the watching part was their specialty. They had ways to see at a distance. Dark ways, old rites. It was the man with the mustache who offered up a story he’d heard, how they’d cut the eyes out of a small child and stuff the sockets full of bits from a dead goshawk—beak, toes, eyes, and the feathers especially—before lacquering the tongue of the child with the blood of a subject they wished to watch. Then the child would be given sight over the target—able to see them wherever they went. No matter how far.

			“And you know that how?” Key asked from the driver’s seat.

			“That’s how they caught me,” the man said plainly. Almost cheerily.

			Mourning gave him a hard stare. “Yeah, no, I’m sorry, I don’t think in all this chaos we ever got to introduce ourselves? I’m Mourning. Driving the car is Key, and in the passenger seat is—”

			“I’m Quinn,” the artist said from the front. They lifted the cat a little. “And this is Apple.” The cat looked unbothered.

			“I’m Silas,” the man said, grinning below that boot-brush mustache. “Silas Borne.”

			Mourning caught Key’s eyes in the rearview mirror. Their eyes locked—hers went wide as a harvest moon. Mourning figured his did as well.

			Silas seemed to gather what passed between them.

			“I suppose you know that name, then,” he said.

			“I kinda think we do.”

			“The Cleaver,” Key said quietly. And with no small worry.

			“The Cleaver,” Mourning repeated. That twinge in his chest threatening fresh panic.

			“The Cleaver,” Silas said—and where the first two spoke that name like it was the Devil’s own, he said it with a kind of wistful pride. Sorrow-fed nostalgia. “You don’t gotta worry about me. You’re safe from me. I’m cut off. Castrated from the blood. Whatever’s in me can’t get out—I can’t touch it, can’t even feel it. I’m a kept boy now. I’m on task.” He smiled as if to try to placate them, but it only served to make him more off-putting.

			This guy? Mourning thought. This is that guy? The Cleaver was—not just a criminal among their kind. He was folkloric. People spoke about what he was able to do in whispers. And this—this odd, average fellow was the Cleaver?

			“And why are you in my rental car?” Key asked.

			“You let me in.”

			“Okay. Why did you want to be in this car?”

			“As I said: I’m on task. My very gracious masters—the glorious Gremorys—asked I look into the current turmoil, as it were, so I just followed my sniffer and it led me to that moment behind us. I saw a Watcher in action and I decided that was a good time to put myself in play.”

			“You killed a Watcher.”

			“I just finished a job that was already started.”

			Key asked: “And what if we wanted you to get out of the car now? If I pulled over, would you get out? Peacefully?”

			“Like I said, I’m no worry to you. I’ll leave you alone if that’s what you like. I might even feel like I could go home to my masters and tell them what I know and consider my task complete. But I’d rather not. I don’t like the bloody Watchers, not one bit, and I’d like to learn more about what’s going on here. I’d like to help. You seem a car full of people on the outs, and I suspect there are few further out than me. I can be a friend. We can all be friends.”

			We can be friends, Mourning thought, replaying that in his head. This monster—the Cleaver—sitting next to him, saying that felt so horrifying, so absurd, he wanted to break out in a donkey’s bray of laughter.

			“Fine,” Mourning said, barely managing to cap and contain the madness of that laughter. “I know where we go. My family had a lake house. It’s safe enough. Warded, too, so Watchers won’t have an easy time finding us.”

			Key seemed amenable to that.

			He told her where to go, and she hit Broad Street, heading north.

		

	
		
			
				Interlude

				Meet the Cleaver

			
			Eleven years ago

			It was a trap, and Silas should’ve seen it for what it was. The bait was set, and they set it right—how tantalizing he was, this young man. That crow-black hair, those lost blue eyes, his sad sweet face. Just twenty years old, Oliver was, and he was struggling, as many his age were. Hard to find a job. He toyed at being a youth pastor. Took classes to become a counselor. Was a barista, the fancy name for coffee bitch, at a national chain. He was young and doe-eyed and unable to find his way forward, but most fascinating was that the boy had a gift—not a gift like Silas had, not something in the blood that stirred to awaken. A gift of the heart, of the spirit. The kind of gift that was also a curse, for the boy could see other people’s pain. It was a physical thing he could see in them, and further, just as Silas could take someone’s soul, the boy could take someone’s pain from them. He could vacate it, and that caused all the problems one might expect: Pain, like the soul, was bound to the person. It was braided into them, fixed to their very being like a mat of roots and shoots and tendrils and runners, all of it wound through the soul, tying it all together in a tangled bundle. Remove the pain, and then what? Did the person unravel? Did it remove from them some foul bolus that had been holding them back, and did it at the same time free them in the worst way, a way where they were unrestricted by the fears and worries and hurt that could’ve and should’ve slowed them down? All of life is suffering, the Buddhists said, and then along came this kid who could rip the suffering out of you—and maybe, just maybe, rip the you out of you, too. And of course, Silas found that most delightful, and so when another strange lad—a dealer of pills and powders named Jake—introduced the two of them at a club one night, it seemed like it was meant to be.

			Oliver and Silas spent more and more time together. Days into weeks, so many nights tangled up together. Silas, hungry with his mouth. Oliver, moaning with his. Silas in this time measured the lad, could smell something beyond the pickling sweat and the tang of cum, he could scent the young man’s soul, and it was there he found a golden soul with a living rotten storm for a center—like finding a Fabergé egg stuffed with centipedes. Silas knew he needed it. And so one day, he decided to take it. Today was that day. And it was the day he realized that he had fucked up.

			

			—

			Silas knelt in the blood of the young man. Knelt in his organs—guts looped around Silas’s ankles, a heart in front of him with a bite taken out of it. One half of Oliver sat to his left; one half mounded up to his right. He stiffened his body, all parts of him erect. The young man’s soul was a thing like he’d never felt before—a storm of sensation inside him, an F5 tornado trapped in a coat closet, whipping around, bursting forth. He shuddered as amber elixir, threaded with blood, drooled from the corners of his eyes, from his nose and ear holes, from the corners of his well-moistened lips. It wetted his mustache, his then-wild beard. Gleaming like gold caught in firelight. He licked at it with his tongue. His eyes rolled back.

			They’d met where Oliver asked them to—Oliver called Silas, told him he needed to see him, and in his voice, Silas heard the need. The want. The obsession. Of course he was obsessed. Silas was worth the obsession. He was mighty. He throbbed with puissance—a profound power that surely had its own magnetism, its own gravity. Oliver was caught within it. Trapped by it. How could he not be?

			So, off Silas went—to a barn just across the border, into Vermont. An old cider barn, with dingy wooden presses and tall fermentation tanks all around. He asked Oliver, Why here? And the young man answered, said it belonged to his father’s father—he’d had an orchard here long ago but it had failed dramatically, and eventually, after his father killed himself, it became Oliver’s to inherit. He said it was out of the way. They could be here. They could live here. Oliver said, The old farmhouse is too shitty to live in, but you said you have money? We could tear it down. We could rebuild it. Said his friend Jake—the dealer—was always going on about tearing things down and remaking them better, and he came around to liking that idea. We can be here together. No one will ever bother us.

			Silas liked that idea.

			No one will ever bother us.

			The idea, too enticing to ignore. He didn’t have a weapon, but as it turned out? He didn’t even need a weapon this time. Silas was growing stronger. All he had to do was reach up, cradling the young man’s face in his hands before digging in with his thumbs and the tips of his fingers and pulllllllling—Oliver tore in two, screaming, a piece of paper ripped in half. All of him spilled out, and then the soul was revealed—no weapon needed, and no bargain made. Silas simply opened his new friend up, and drank and ate and supped upon the soul that was as exposed as all the architecture of wet muscle, as all the hillocks and knolls of steaming organs.

			And then it was in him, this soul. This unruly, mad soul. Full of light, but full of pain—pain that had been borrowed, pilfered, both given and stolen. Pain that had stitched itself into the fabric of the soul. It was delicious and horrible all at the same time. Bitter and foul, but hopeful and beautiful, too. What a thing! What a glorious thing! A most precious sacrifice. The soul would be loved. He would care greatly for it. It would become a part of him, this bezoar of golden pain. It would sit in the deep of him, cradled at his core.

			Cherished and beloved, as all the souls were.

			How foolish it was, he thought, that his kind was so glad to give up what was theirs by right. They made tricky deals and cast spurious bargains, all to claim the souls of the wayward and lost, but not for themselves! No! Rather, for their masters. For their patriarchs and matriarchs. For the heads of families, the masters of their broods. It was just another system of oppression. A scheme, a fucking ruse to keep you suckling at the teat of elixir, willing to do anything for a taste. Don’t go against your family! Don’t betray your broodlord! You want a taste of souls, don’t you? You earned it. Don’t lose it.

			What a lie. All the debt they claimed you accrued just by being born to it. Silas cared little for that. He was a free man. A wonderful monster.

			A happy, unclaimed creature.

			Or, he was, anyway.

			Until he tried to leave the barn that night.

			He stepped out into the dead moon night, the sky a spray of stars. Silas was resplendent in his raiment of blood and elixir. All around he saw the gnarled, old trees of a ruined orchard. And then he tried to step forward—

			Silas saw the line in the dirt too late. A channel carved there in the earth, as if with a blade. A channel filled with what he’d later realize was a mix of bonemeal, tomb dust from a forgotten saint, and iron filings. His leg touched the open space over that circle and—

			Fire. Everything on fire. His body. His mind. Skin burning, flayed with hot-forged knives, iron pokers thrust into his eyes till they sizzled and popped like grapes in a microwave, all parts of him lit up like a bolt of lightning was driving down from God’s own asshole, a lance of white fire from heaven spearing him to the crass fundament of Earth—

			He fell backward, clawing at himself. Teeth chattering. A low animal whine rising in the back of his throat.

			Then, out there, in the moonless dark—

			They came for him. Bird masks on. Knives out.

			He would be the Cleaver no more.
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				The Lake House
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				The Drowning Lake

			
			
				And beneath them are the 74 Revelators who oversee the architecture of the cosmos. Call upon their numbers and their sorcery shall be yours. All but the Archfiend’s. Only one is above and below, the one who fell out of time, the one who escaped Hell and will raze the pillars of Heaven and that is the Archfiend, whose magic you do not call upon. That magic calls upon you.

				—a page from the Compendium Singularis, a book that does not exist in this universe

			

			It was 3 A.M., and Mourning sat on the dock overlooking the lake. An old rowboat bobbed in the water, rhythmically clunking against the wooden post to which it was moored. He’d wanted to find a bed—and there were plenty to be found in his family’s cabin, a glass-fronted A-frame rustic modern monstrosity rising behind up out of the woods like an ugly arrow pointed upward, meant to stick deep in Heaven’s own guts. But he still felt crawly and itchy with leftover energy, the bad vibes still skittering through him.

			They’d gotten Quinn in the door an hour ago—the artist was feverish, brow red, sweat glistening under their eyes. They clutched the cat with both hands, but still had the jawbone, too, tucked under the animal’s belly. Key tried asking them questions: Who are you? What brood do you belong to? Who’s your family? But they didn’t understand the questions. They grew frustrated at being asked—said the questions made them feel crazy, said they didn’t have answers and just wanted to sleep. So, Key took them upstairs to a bedroom to get them settled in. That left Mourning alone with Silas Borne—the serial killer. The Cleaver. That weird motherfucker just sat there on the couch, staring at Mourning.

			“So, your daddy left, eh?” Silas asked him.

			To which Mourning replied: “Yeah, I’m definitely not having that conversation with you. Just sit there and read a fucking book or something.” He pointed to a bookshelf with a set of dusty old books on it—more of Father’s eclectic reading, gun books and hardcover literature and pulp crime in mass market and travel books from the late ’80s.

			He wanted a glass of whisky and a couple Xanax, but most he could find inside the house was wine from the cellar and ancient Advil.

			So he dry-swallowed the Advil and uncorked the wine and wandered out to the dock, where he now sat, listening to the boat bump the dock against the chorus of night-bugs and tree frogs and the occasional scream from the occasional fox.

			The lake ahead of him called him to it.

			It always had, and always would.

			The summons was just a feeling. It was just a feeling. An urge twisting in the deep of his belly to walk to the end of the dock and step off, plunging into the dark waters. Water that would fill his mouth, his ears, his lungs.

			Stand up, he told himself. Go on. Do it.

			But he resisted. That was the game. The lake wanted him to drown in it, and he defied that urge. It was a game he’d played when he was a kid, and it was a game he played now. A mad game of chicken.

			Instead, he distracted himself—“distracted”—looking at his phone. Checking for Sophie. Again. Still nothing. His guts twisted. His mind wandered the labyrinth of bad thoughts. She hates you. She’s dead. She ran. She realized what an epic piece of shit you are, and she put a gun in her mouth. She’s fucking the old man. As he was staring at the phone, a text came in and his blood sang—

			But it wasn’t Sophie.

			Callahan:

			Cousin! Having a party! Want you there now that you’re back in town and everything’s gone fuckin sideways. Hit me up, you goon.

			At least it wasn’t all caps this time. He groused under his breath and turned the phone over on his knee.

			“I don’t like this lake,” Key said, coming up next to him.

			He startled. Nearly spilled his wine and dropped his phone.

			“I—I didn’t hear you come up.”

			“I wasn’t quiet.”

			“I get the sense you’re always quiet.”

			Key grunted a little, then sat down on the empty Adirondack chair next to him. “Whatever. I still don’t like this lake.” She hesitated. “Something happened here. Something bad.”

			“Not something, but somethings, plural. There’s the folklore, of course. Big story being how this was where the Devil landed when he fell—or was pushed—from Heaven. But really, the big thing was a serial killer in the ’70s—John Redmond Reed—who tortured little girls, then when they were still alive, tied them in bags and chucked them in the lake like they were kittens he didn’t want anymore. He gave them new names, held them down on the big rocks and boulders that are all over the area, and carved those names onto their foreheads. It was a whole fucked-up whatever. But even still, kids have gone missing around this lake for a century or more. Sometimes they drag the lake and find them down there—kids who were strong swimmers, even, kids who were smart kids, who knew not to fuck around with this place. Sometimes they don’t find them but I bet they’re down there, too, because they figured out there are all these caves and tunnels and stuff branching off below the surface of the water. And there’s a staircase down there. Deep in the water. No sign of a house. Just a staircase there on the bottom of the lake. Wooden, rotted, but somehow still standing.”

			He didn’t say anything about the boulder field beyond the lake—the one with the rocks that echoed and sang if you struck them just right with a hammer. And he damn sure didn’t tell her how the lake wanted him to die. She probably already felt it—that weird urge writhing around inside her.

			“And yet, damn, your family bought land here. Built a house here.”

			“A vacation house, no less.”

			She snorted a small laugh at that. “Goddamn.”

			“Yeah.”

			“You ever wonder if this place is bad because your family moved here? Or did your daddy buy this place because it was bad?”

			“Does it matter?”

			“Guess not.”

			“How’s the artist?”

			“They have a name.”

			“Fine. How’s our new best friend, Quinn Kerkowski?”

			“Cleaned up, and now asleep upstairs.”

			“Do you think it’s true? That they don’t know…anything about our kind? Being blooded, broods and families, what we do? Because if that’s the case…”

			She sighed. “It means their blood hasn’t awakened. It means they haven’t undergone the becoming.”

			“And they’re—what? Twenty-one? Twenty-two years old?”

			“Seems right.”

			He laughed an unhappy laugh and slammed back more wine. “That’s not possible, Key, and you know it.”

			“Gotta be some kinda explanation.”

			“For which part?” he asked, incredulous. “The fact that this young, strange person dispatched five fucking Watchers and didn’t seem to have a scratch on them? And they did this without ever having undergone their becoming, which is itself impossible because once your blood starts to boil with that need, that desire to take souls, you go fucking nuts?”

			“Maybe this is…them going nuts.”

			“Maybe they’re not even a fiend. Did you ever consider that? Maybe they’re something else entirely.”

			“Motherfucker, I considered all kinds of crazy shit, up to and including that I fell down on slippery-ass rain-slick calçada portuguesa, cracked my skull like a fuckin’ egg tart, and all of this has just been one long slow-roll hallucination fired by the cocktail of chemicals spawned by encroaching brain death. Because no, I can’t explain any of it. I can’t explain who they are. How they’re not dead. How they took care of five powerful Watchers. I don’t know why their sketches—of this place you and I have both dreamt about—have landed in the hands of the heads of our respective broods, and I damn sure don’t know why all of this has attracted the attention of one of our kind’s most notorious psychopaths, who is—apparently!—now psychically, metaphysically neutered into a game little puppy.”

			“A puppy who buried a fire axe into a Watcher’s skull.”

			“Yeah, that.”

			“Fuck this,” Mourning said, pitching the empty wineglass into the lake. He instead went for the whole bottle, plugging it to his lips. And in doing so, he felt the lake again tug at him. A whisper crawling through his ears like a fat worm: Keep drinking, drink and drink and drink, then jump in, and I’ll drink you.

			Key kept talking, saying something now he couldn’t hear, because an image of Sophie entered his head, and she was down there in the dark, turbid water, chains around her ankles, chains connected to weights settling heavy in soft, rank mud. She was trying to scream there under the surface. Her eyes fixed on him. His muscles twitched—a reflexive move to make him stand up, almost, and run to the end of the dock to jump in.

			His chest tightened. His heartbeat leapt to race.

			“Hello?” Key said, waving her hands in front of him. “You hearing me? I’m talking and it’s like…you’re a chalkboard with all your shit erased.”

			“I need to go inside,” he mumbled, standing up.

			Key got in front of him, hands out. “Hold up. Before we go back in there and have to talk to Mister Cleaver—what are we doing here? What’s the plan?”

			Bleakly, he said, “You’re the one with plans. I’m just the fuckboy, remember?”

			“Let’s say I underestimated you because here you are.”

			“Yeah. Great.”

			“Why are you here? Why do any of this?”

			“Trying to find my father. Trying to keep Agares House in order—and Oriax from turning me into raw meat. Why are you here?”

			“Clear my name. Save my ass. Find out why I seem to be at the bottom of this particular shit funnel.”

			He found a mad, bitter grin spreading across his face. “We’re both such bad liars.”

			“What are we lying about, hm?”

			Sophie.

			Lucinda.

			But he kept their names in his mouth and instead just said:

			“I’m going to find a bed and die in it.”

			Inside he went. Brain soggy with wine. Key tried asking him if he felt safe in the house with the man called Cleaver, but he didn’t even bother answering. What did it matter? What did any of this matter? Wasn’t it all hopeless?

			He told himself it was just the lake telling him that.

			The lake that wanted him and all of them and all the world drowned.

			But was it?

			What if it was true?

			On the way past Silas Borne, with Key just behind him, he said to the man: “You really a serial killer?”

			Silas shrugged. “Dunno. Never really thought of myself that way.”

			“You killed people, though.”

			“Don’t we all?”

			“No, we don’t.”

			Silas sighed and smiled. “You bargain for souls, and I just took them outright. I split people open and I snatched up what was in them. You did it the long way, but in the end, some part of them still died, didn’t it?”

			Mourning didn’t know how to answer that.

			Instead he asked: “You going to kill us?”

			“If I wanted to do that, I would’ve done it back in the city.”

			To Key, Mourning said, “Right, then. Good night.”

			At that, he headed upstairs, where he knew he’d have to hunt sleep around the whispers of the deep lake, the dreams of the dark structure, and the fear that at any moment any one of these freak shows might slit his throat in the night.
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				Many Devils

			
			
				Oneiromancy (from Greek όνειροϛ (oneiros) “dream” and μαντεία (manteia) “prophecy”) is a form of divination based upon dreams, and also uses dreams to predict the future. Oneirogen plants may also be used to produce or enhance dream-like states of consciousness. Occasionally, the dreamer feels as if they are transported to another time or place, and this is offered as evidence they are in fact providing divine information upon their return.

				—from the Wikipedia entry on Oneiromancy

			

			Daytime.

			A hazy, dreamy quality draped itself over Quinn’s current reality—like some kind of filter thrown onto a photo or video before you post it to the internet, a filter that lent the world a sense of being both hyperreal and entirely imagined. They felt a bit floaty, like they were in a deprivation tank. Head like a child’s balloon poorly tethered to the neck upon their shoulders. Almost as if at any moment they might float up to the ceiling and be able to look down at themselves sipping coffee and eating toast with butter and jam. The crunch of the toast was the only thing keeping them anchored to reality, it seemed—every bite had texture, had sound, a powerful ASMR signal reminding them of the bedrock of existence.

			It was the crunch of the toast and the feeling of Apple the cat slaloming in between their ankles underneath the table.

			The others sat around the same table, eating their breakfasts: eggs and bacon, though no toast for the two that introduced themselves as Mourning and Key. Names that only further lent reality that glitching simulation quality. Those names sounded less like real names and more like video game names, or Internet handles, or AI slop. Silas, however, sat at the other end, eating toast. Almost like he was mirroring Quinn. Eyes on them.

			They did not know whether to feel comforted or creeped out.

			Maybe both.

			Nobody did much talking. Just some mumbled, forced small talk about the house around them—the cabin, according to Mourning. But the woman called Key said that no cabin had seven bedrooms and five bathrooms. Even the kitchen, Quinn noted, was huge: lots of dark wood and a porcelain-topped island big as a twin bed and fancy chef’s appliances all over. Though, they also noted that all of it had gone long unused—lots of cobwebs in the eaves, and rimes of dust on everything else.

			When they finished their toast, they looked up, and found that everyone else had completed their meals long ago. And now—all of them were sitting there, staring.

			Staring at Quinn.

			“Hey,” Quinn said, feeling dizzy and disconnected.

			“Hi, baby. Can we talk?” Key asked, a softness to her voice.

			“S…sure.”

			“All the things we’ve been talking about, asking you about—you sure you don’t know nothing about any of it? None of it’s familiar?”

			“No. It all—it all sounds crazy to me. But some of what I heard from the people who were keeping me—”

			“The Watchers.”

			“I guess. It sounded like…some of this.”

			The man called Mourning leaned forward, nudging his plate aside with an elbow—a jarring clatter-and-scrape. “And who’s your family again?”

			My family. They tried to think of them. Couldn’t. “Nobody important.”

			“And you don’t know anything about what brood you’re blooded to?”

			“Brood? Blood? What?”

			“How old are you?”

			But the way he asked it—it wasn’t a casual question. He asked it with worry. No. Not just worry. With horror.

			“I’m twenty-two,” Quinn said, feeling the room spin. Their brow felt suddenly hot, skillet hot, lava hot. Might puke. Don’t puke. They hated puking. The sensory feeling of it haunted them.

			At that answer, those in the room shared looks. Troubled looks. More of that horror, passed silently between all of them.

			Key said to them, “You’re sure? You never—you never woke up? The blood, I mean. Nobody claimed you, nobody took you to a fount, or to an altar? For a taste of elixir? None of this makes any sense to you?”

			Sweat beaded on their brow. A rivulet of it slithered down the bridge of their nose and hung there. They shook their head. Tried to say no but couldn’t even manage it. Their mouth felt dry even as the rest of them felt soaked through.

			“It makes some sense,” Silas said, still watching them the way a hawk watches a stumbling bunny.

			“They’re twenty-two!” Mourning exclaimed. “Twenty-fucking-two. They shouldn’t—that can’t even—”

			“I want to go,” Quinn said.

			More softness from Key, but now that softness felt placating, saccharine. It felt false even as the woman said, “Can you tell us about the tower in your drawings, Quinn? We’d love to know more. It’s important—”

			“I want to leave now. Let me leave. I’m gonna go. I’m gonna go. I’m gonna—” Go, but that last word lodged in their throat like a piece of greasy meat. They willed their legs to carry them to the door, then outside of it, and then they were walking away, down the road, under canopies of trees as the humid day enveloped them, pulling sweat out of them, slicking them, soaking them, and the road was a ribbon of flesh under their feet, flesh that swelled and stank and rocked and rolled, and then down the road they saw it, rising up out of the fetid mist around them—a black spire, a twisting tower with a hundred doors (mouths) and a thousand windows (eyes), somehow both a living thing and a dead place, somehow a terrible obelisk and also a hole ripped through the universe, a hole fit exactly for them, a Quinn-sized void—

			They reached out and felt the table in front of them. Their plate, too. They knocked it off the table. It crashed. Others were speaking. I’m still here, still in the house. I never left. Just a dream. A vision. A—

			They vomited.

			

			—

			Key saw Quinn double over and puke all over their own feet. She moved to help Quinn, but she didn’t move fast—the situation didn’t seem to require it, until it most certainly did. Quinn’s body stiffened upright. Their bones crackling. Teeth meeting teeth, grinding on one another as vomit dribbled down their chin. A low, feral whine emitted from the back of their throat.

			Key and Silas rushed toward them—Mourning staggered backward.

			A wave of heat came off the artist—a blistering, blazing breath rising from their skin. Sweat oozed and sizzled.

			Key and Silas reached them, tried to maneuver them into sitting down—

			That’s when Key felt it. Under their skin. Something moving. Something shifting. Climbing around inside of Quinn, their bones just the architecture for movement—a scaffolding, a ladder, a jungle gym. Not one shape but many. Key was sure she felt something reach for her from underneath the skin—like a child under their blankie. Quinn cried out. Their eyes wrenched wide open, and upon finding Key, the whites of their eyes went red as all the capillaries burst at once like boiled berries. And when they pointed their eyes at Key—

			There in the blood, the dark shape arose—a black, cyclopean beast pushing up out of the iris of the eye, turning like a loosening screw, Quinn screamed, their mouth open, their teeth as cobs of corn, their tongue a windswept field, their head cracking apart in a tectonic shift and Key watched the tower grow and grow and grow, impossibly large, filling the cabin, crashing into the lake, black stone and crimson moss spinning above her, and in one of the windows she saw Lucinda reaching for her, fingers desperately searching, and Key reached back, but already the tower turned and the window was again drifting away from her, carrying Lucinda with it—and the cornfield tongue lolled and rolled and the uvula moon thrummed and a voice sang the sky around Key:

			WE CAN HELP YOU SAVE HER SOUL.

			

			—

			Mourning fell backward against the counter, the house vibrating suddenly as he watched Quinn’s body stiffen and writhe in impossible ways, skin bulging and warping like rats running under loose carpet. The glass-fronted cabinets behind him shattered suddenly, the glasses within shattering as well, one by one—all of it raining down upon him, and as he peered through his fingers, he saw Quinn staring over Key’s shoulder, those eyes gone bloody—

			It was as if they drew him to them, each eye a greedy, sucking hole, and he felt himself collapsed within the sockets like an imploding star—but then, once inside, he felt huge, airy, a windswept sail on a fast-moving boat catching the sky itself, the sea not a sea but a green field, and Mourning saw himself out there over the corn, at the top of a tower, which may have also been a pit in the earth with him at its nadir—there, Mourning sitting on a throne, his feet propped on the carcass of his dead father, milk-skinned Sophie kneeling by him and sucking the fingers of his left hand while in his right he held a pair of undulating serpents, and behind him his mother stood, her eyes full of love, her hands on his shoulders, her mouth a nest of crocodile’s teeth, and she spoke to him—

			COME TO US AND NO GIFT WILL BE OUT OF YOUR REACH.

			

			—

			Silas.

			Silas.

			Oh, to be Silas. To be cut off from it all. The castration ensured these days that he had nothing—no sense of their kind, no sweetness from the honey, no ability to reach his true self hidden down there in his blood. He was a man both starving and thirsty, so starving he had forgotten the taste of food, so thirsty that the succor of quenching it with water was an impossible concept.

			And so it was that when Quinn’s head ratcheted back, the neck snapping, the back of their skull cradled suddenly in his palms, that Silas remembered what it was to taste food, to swallow drink, to once more touch the untouchable—

			The vision was barely anything, but rather, like a pulsing light behind a woolen curtain—but it was there. This sense of greater things. This feeling of a cosmic hole chewed into the world and the mighty ziggurat that rose from it. He could not see it, no. He could see no corn, though he could smell antique stalks and plowed earth. Most of all, he could feel himself out there somewhere. Swaddled in the thick, rotten fabric like a squalling child: himself, himself, himself.

			(Cleaver.)

			There was no song, no scream, no spoken word—

			Just a whisper—

			find

			us

			

			—

			And that’s when the doorbell rang.
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				Arrival and Invitation

			
			
				The fucking chain of debt. Oh, how it has fucked us. This pyramid scheme, this goddamn con job. We offer what the ensouled wants and we get the soul in return, but oh, we don’t really, do we? We offer that right back up. Slips right through our fingers. And we get nothing for it except a little lick of the lollipop, a taste of the mother’s milk, and then we’re sent packing. We owe and are owed, caught in this place between the two. A rock in our hand, a rock stabbing in our backs. Fuck this life. Fuck the broods. Fuck being blooded—what good’s it ever done me? We need to find a way out. Need to find a way to break it all. I’m in.

				—transcript of Jasper Crassus, nephew to Violetta Crassus, speaking to unknown subject before his car was shot up by automatic gunfire

			

			A knock-knock-knocking followed the doorbell.

			Then the doorbell again, pressed thrice in quick succession.

			“Nobody else should be here,” Mourning insisted to the others. He saw that every one of them looked harried and swept away, same as he felt—Had they, too, seen something in Quinn’s eyes? A vision? A promise?

			Silas moved quickly to start cleaning up vomit.

			Key helped Quinn stand.

			Fresh panic gamboled through him. Another twinge and itch in his chest.

			“It’s your house,” Key hissed at him. “Go see who it is.”

			“It could be the Watchers!”

			Silas said quietly, “Yeah, I don’t think they’d knock.”

			“Fuck. Fuck!” He bit down on his teeth and headed to the door.

			

			—

			Mourning looked through the window in the sitting room, affording him a view of the front of the house. Goddamnit. He went and opened the door.

			“Lachlan,” he said, trying to suppress his surprise and irritation.

			Past his brother, down the walkway, next to the weedy riot of unkept wildflowers sprouting up all over, stood Lorelei, haunting a thatch of coneflowers like a ghost. She was staring at one of the flowers intently.

			“She won’t come closer,” Lachlan said of their sister. With an eye roll, he added: “It’s the lake.”

			“The lake speaks to me,” she said quite plainly. “And I don’t have time for that conversation.”

			It speaks to me, too, Mourning knew. It was a small thing that bound him to his sister. She believed in things like that. Lachlan always thought it was bullshit. Said the lake was just a lake, nothing more to it. He pushed Mourning into the lake plenty of times in high school—and in their senior year, he’d even decided to hip-check Lorelei into the water, too. Which Lorelei did not care for, oh no. She got her revenge, though. Lachlan entered college with the high-minded dreams of becoming a bona fide sexual player—he even bought a little notebook in which to record the names and details of his eventual sexual conquests. But Lorelei spent the first several months of their freshman year seeding the rumor that Lachlan had drug-resistant gonorrhea. (And in some stories, that his cock had started to rot and would soon fall off.) It worked. Lachlan had to leave campus to troll for sex. Lorelei kept up the story for all four years of college, ensuring that each new class arriving would learn the tale of his moldering genitals, his foul fuck-disease.

			“The shit are you doing here?” Lachlan asked.

			“I’d ask the same of you.”

			“You’re supposed to be looking for the old man.”

			“And who says I’m not?”

			Lachlan stiffened. His voice lower, he asked: “Is he here?”

			“No.”

			Distrust darkened his brother’s face like a cloud passing before the sun.

			“Uh-huh. So what are you and Sophie doing here, then?”

			“Sophie—she’s not here.” I was hoping she was back at the house.

			Lachlan shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Listen, can we come in?” Behind him, Lorelei stared a fusillade of arrows into his back. Lachlan looked like he felt the sting of that stare—with a sigh and a pinched smile he amended his request: “Can I come inside? She, of course, will remain out here looking at flowers.”

			“Looking at spiders on flowers,” she said, her voice almost too quiet to hear. “There’s a crab spider on this coneflower. Elegantly camouflaged.” Even quieter still: “I want to see it eat.”

			“Things are—busy here.” Mourning felt a sting of embarrassment at such a pale slip of an excuse. He was a pretty good liar when he had to be—being in this family meant embracing deception as a second language. But he was off his footing now. Everything that had happened, plus the situation still unfolding in the kitchen, and now his cursed siblings show up? He was not at the top of his game.

			Lachlan eyed him up, now more suspicious. “I tracked Sophie’s phone here, little brother.”

			“Here. Here. You think her phone is here? How are you—”

			“Tracking it? Sophie let her phone be tracked by the other staff. So, I tracked it. Well. They tracked it. I just chased the bone like a good dog. Listen, why can’t we—I—come in again?”

			“Like I said. I’m busy.”

			“Busy. Busy doing what?”

			And there it was. Mourning had the play. He knew what to do now. He turned it on and racked the dial all the way to maximum, suddenly laughing self-effacedly, as if caught in even deeper trouble than he already was. He shook his head and said in his own low voice: “Busy doing Sophie.”

			“Pardon me?”

			“You’re right. She’s here. We’re—well. We finally hooked up.”

			A spark of mischief danced in the blacks of Lachlan’s eye. “Did you now. You dog. Like a rutting show pony feeling his fancy oats, are you? So, she is here.” He liked being brought in on a secret like this. Lachlan enjoyed the confidence. Mourning suspected it was partly that he rarely confided in his brother—but more than that, Lachlan savored having such little secrets, because of how he could use them against you later. Still, he pushed his face into a pouty scowl. “I hope all of her is truly, finally, on the table for you. Still. That means you’re sticking it to her instead of finding our father, Mourn.”

			“While I’m working her angles, I’m working the other angles. Progress is being made.” He decided to throw his brother a bone. “He was at Uncle Julian’s. The driver? Dead.”

			“Oh. Oh. Poor Varney.”

			“Verner.”

			“Whatever. I always liked him. Mostly. Sometimes. Okay, we didn’t get along—but I wouldn’t want to see him dead.”

			From down the walkway, Lorelei: “Is there someone dead? I’d want to see them. Point me to the body.”

			“It’s not like that, my darling twin!” Lachlan said to her.

			She pouted. Then seemed suddenly joyful. “There’s a cat over here. It’s eating the brains out of a squirrel. Sticky and pink.”

			“Very good, sister,” Lachlan said. Then, back to Mourning he went. “Anyway. I’ll leave you to your fuckery, my randy young buck. But please to remind you: Find our father.” With those three words, he took the side of his fist and gently tapped Mourning on the chest with it. Each thump accentuating a word, find-our-father—and with each, Mourning felt his heart and guts flutter again. Pinching, twisting. Oof. “Will you please? I’ve got the rest of the House breathing down my neck for a taste of elixir. Some of them are already catching wind of what’s happened. Won’t be long before they come to see that there’s no honey to be had. They’ll burn the house down when they do and come after us. I don’t intend to have them string me up by my balls, so I’m trusting you to handle it, enh?”

			“That trust is well-placed.” In his head, he added: But you could lift a finger, too, to find the old man. But he wouldn’t. If Lachlan was good at anything, it was evading responsibility. Mourning became good at it, but Lachlan was born not just with a silver spoon in his mouth, but wearing a pair of slate gray Prada cashmere sweatpants, pushed out of the womb onto a fucking fainting couch somewhere.

			So this task was all on Mourning’s shoulders.

			“See you, little brother.” As he turned to go, he snapped his fingers like he was just remembering something. “Oh! You going to the party?”

			I need to get back into this house.

			“Party?” he asked. “No parties on my radar, Lach.”

			“Yeah—Callahan’s big bash.”

			Callahan. Shit. “I got a text. What’s the—what’s the deal with it?”

			“The party? Dunno, precisely. Some big to-do about a launch of his new YouTube channel or smart-drug big-dick supplements or protein soda. Couldn’t say for sure and honestly don’t give much of a hot wet fuck, either. Callahan was always a fool, compensating for how empty he was as a person, and given his current vibe of rah-rah men men men, likely also trying to convince everyone he wasn’t a tweezer-cocked narcissist. But! He throws good parties on that island of his—and it’ll get us out of the house. And maybe I can do some face time to calm everyone’s tits about old Hadrian Mayne being gone. I’ll just tell them he’s…in the Caribbean. Working on his tan.”

			“I don’t think Father ever tanned.”

			“No, he was as white as a Klan robe, wasn’t he?”

			“Yeah. So. Party, no—yeah, no, don’t think I can make it. Send my regards.”

			“Old crushes to do, hmm?”

			“And lost fathers to find.”

			“Yes. Yeah. That.” Lachlan eyed him up one last time, then winked before wandering back down the walkway, hooking his arm into Lorelei’s as he went, pulling her along. She complained, hissing at him—but she went, just the same.

			Mourning waved, and tried to look calm and casual as he went back into the house and bolted toward the kitchen.
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				Breaks Like a Wave

			
			
				Where telluric currents cross, the world changes. If the telluric currents are both positive, fueled by world-strengthening energy, then there the firmament is indeed stronger. It is wise to build churches and temples and meditation centers here. If one current is positive, another negative, then the effect at that nexus is confusion and chaos: this is where hauntings occur, or possessions, or cursed places. If both of the lines are negative, with each current being consumptive and corrosive, then that place will be thin. The world is weak there. This is a place of awfulness, atrocity, and the transiting of great terror.

				—Richard Ledesma Torres, Transmundane Architectonics

			

			He hurried into the house, passing Silas finishing cleaning and Key leading Quinn back upstairs. If anyone said anything to him, he wasn’t listening, because Mourning went on the hunt—if Lachlan was right, and Sophie’s phone was here? Then he needed to find it. The cabin had four bedrooms upstairs, three downstairs. The others were occupying one, so he tore through the rest of them—these faux-cozy après-ski artifice rooms, modern design forced to mate with orchestrated rustic, a hint of country kitchen sprayed around like musk from tacky, kitschy glands. He looked in drawers, under beds, under every piece of furniture. All the while he kept dialing and redialing the phone, hoping he’d hear the telltale sign of a phone’s vibration, that gentle but insistent haptic vvvt vvvt, but the phone kept going to voicemail. So he started text after text, just copy-pasting a Where are you? into the window and texting it every time he entered a room, again hoping to hear for some chime, some vibration, some lit screen catching the corner of his eye.

			As he rooted through the house like a mad hound, his mind walked different avenues—dark alleys, paranoid whispers coiling around his heels. She abandoned you and came here. Then what? Someone came for her. Hurt her. Took her. Threw her in a trunk, now she’s gone. Who? Someone mad at Father. Or Father himself. Julian. Callahan. Names went through his head that had nothing to do with Sophie—an endlessly scrolling list of people who had no reason to take her, but in his mind, they had reasons he simply did not see. Then, as he stopped downstairs, looking through the sliding glass doors to the dock that extended out over the lake like a dark tongue unfurling from a monstrous mouth—

			She came here, he thought again, circling to a new, worse vision. She was here, waiting for me. She heard the lake. The way it calls to you. And she walked away from her phone—here, he was already outside, walking toward the end of the dock. Feeling the gravity of its deep dark waters—same as how you were up high somewhere, on a balcony or over the edge of a cliff, and you felt that vertiginous fear, not the fear that you’d accidentally fall but rather, that something would come up from down below and grab you and throw you off, or worse, that your brain would misfire for just a half a moment, a synaptic circuit break that told your body, Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you jumped?, and then you did, and in that momentary blink of self-destruction, it was all over. He found himself at the edge of the dock. Looking down. Ripples crawling across the flat glass water. He thought he saw her down there, down deep. Sophie. Her dead face, pale as a pig’s belly, the flesh porous and fibrous, nibbled by fish, a home for worms. Jump. Find her. Maybe she can still be saved. Maybe her soul can still be y—

			A hand then, at his elbow.

			Key.

			“You good?” she asked.

			He blinked back tears and faked a smile. “Super.”

			“Great. I need you for something. C’mon.”

			

			—

			Mourning sniffed as Key sat him down in the den. Silas washed up and headed in at her behest, sitting on the couch.

			Key stared balefully at the two of them.

			“The three of us need to talk.”

			“Sure,” Mourning said. He said it flippantly. He wasn’t all the way here; she could tell that much. His head had wandered into farther pastures. She asked him if that was his brother at the door, and he mumbled an assent. She asked him if he was gone, and she got a numb nod in response.

			Silas, on the other hand, leaned forward, hands on his knees, like he was a happy schoolboy eager for lessons.

			“Where we do we start?” he asked.

			“With you,” she told him.

			Silas blinked and shrugged. “Okay.”

			“What did you see?”

			“Oh, I’ve seen all kinds of things.”

			Key could see the spark of mischief in his eyes. A cat who thought he had a mouse, this one. “I saw you. When Quinn had their episode? I saw the look on your face. I know what I saw. And I bet he”—she gestured to Mourning—“saw something, too.”

			“Mm?” Mourning asked, only half-paying attention.

			Silas bit his lower lip. Like he was genuinely, truly excited to share something—on his face he wore the zeal of one born again. “I didn’t see much. More that I felt something. You have to understand, I’m cut off. I can’t feel anything anymore. Quite dead inside! But there, then, yes. Yes. I felt something. Something inside them. Calling to something inside me, something I thought was dried out, shriveled like a windowsill fly.”

			Was he lying to her? Not telling the full story? Key asked a more pointed question: “Did you see it?”

			“See what?”

			“The structure.”

			His eyes gleamed. “Again, felt more than anything. Something rising up above me. But something deep down below, too. Something ancient, something deep.” He touched his mustache, smoothing it flat to his lip. “Do you know what it is?”

			“We don’t know,” Mourning darkly muttered. “But our little artist has something to do with it.”

			“That’s not something we know for sure,” Key cautioned him.

			“Isn’t it? Please. They’re—a conduit of some kind. They see it more clearly than all of us. And now that we’re closer to them, it feels like I’m closer to it, too. Feels like it’s just behind me, even now. Looming large. Its shadow is heavy, on me like grave dirt. Back of my neck itching under its stare.” Mourning sniffed again. “And I bet you feel it, too.”

			Key did.

			She wouldn’t say it out loud. Didn’t want to admit it.

			But she felt it there. Watching. Reaching.

			It offered me something.

			Lucinda…

			Did it offer something to these two, as well?

			She’d bet that it did. Just the same, telling them that felt like—what? Like a weakness? A vulnerability? It would make her feel exposed. Stranger still, it felt like it would be a betrayal of the offer itself. My offer was just for me. She didn’t have to show her hand. That was not how you won the prize.

			“Is it real?” Silas asked. “Is it a real place out there, somewhere?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I think it is,” Mourning said, slumped back in the chair, now futzing with a TV remote like it was a fidget toy for a distractable child. “At least, my father thinks it’s real. He had these books about…I don’t know. Ley lines and sacred geometries and places of power. And he had some of Quinn’s sketches. He was—is—looking for this place. I don’t know if your boy Caetano was looking for it, too, but I’d bet on it. Starting to feel like a lot of the calamity around us is also orbiting this very structure. And Quinn is our way to find it.”

			“Quinn is a—a child,” Key said.

			“Quinn is a twenty-two-year-old fiend who has yet to have their blood awakened.”

			“We still don’t know how that even is—” When one of their kind turned eighteen, something inside them worked to open its eyes, struggling to be born. Those on this cusp lit up like a signal flare to other fiends—and if you were fortunate enough to draw one to you with some care instead of cruelty, they would usher you to your becoming. To a ceremony at an altar or a fount to wake the blood, to find who that blood belonged to—which long-dead progenitor swam around inside them. Agares. Dantalion. Valefar. Dozens upon dozens of other old demons—most with their own broods, but others having been subsumed over the years, like the Oriax. But if your blood didn’t awaken? It drove you mad—that, before boiling and bursting out of you. It’s why their kind kept so closely to their kin—to families and the family name, to the old bloodlines long-cultivated. Those mules and mutts like Key whose blood awakened without a blooded family around them were far likelier to end up wandering some highway, puking blood and screaming at ghosts and angels who weren’t there, who weren’t real. Nobody, nobody lasted a year in that condition. Most didn’t even make it three months. But this one? Key shook her head. “Quinn lasted four years this way. It’s just not possible.”

			“They were being watched by the Hieraaetus, for fuck’s sake.”

			Key hesitated. “They were an experiment.”

			“An experiment?” Silas asked, eyebrow up.

			She nodded. “That’s what I was told.”

			“Nasty piece of work, our kind. Our kind is not kind, are they? I could see it being an experiment just in cruelty alone. Squish that poor little artist against the glass slide, smash them under the microscope and see what happens. Keep them from awakening for as long as possible and all the while, pretend what you’re getting from this so-called experiment is wisdom, data, and not what it really is: a batch of hard cocks glistening with precum at the thought of torturing a young bug like them, yeah?”

			“You really hate our kind, don’t you?”

			He shrugged and put his hands on his knees. “Don’t you? What’s to like?”

			“Do you hate yourself?”

			His eyes danced at the possibility of answering that question. She could see it on his face—glee, eagerness. Hard cock glistening, indeed.

			“Oh. They made me hate myself. When they cut that part out of me, they left this scourged, torn-up valley ready to be flooded with self-loathing. But when I was free, when I was truly who I was? I didn’t hate myself, not at all. I loved who I was. Loved what I did. I found a way free, you see. Got no regrets. All you? You’re all caught up in it, aintcha? Stepping on each other’s heads just so you can lick a little elixir from the ass of the fiend above you. Making all your little deals, buying a soul and passing it down the line, tithing like you’re in a church, or worse, like you’re selling beauty products in a fucking pyramid scheme. Each of you suckling hind tit, told you’re lucky just to get a taste. I got shut of it. I got free. Manifest destiny and all that. Lucky boy, I was. Happy boy. But then they got me. They always get the ones who go outside the fence, don’t they?” Here, he pointed up to the ceiling. “Like them. Like Quinn. They’re something special. Easy to see that. Easy to feel it, down in your marrow.”

			Key felt it. And she could see by the look on Mourning’s face he felt it, too. Quinn was different. For good or ill.

			He stood up. “I’m going upstairs to check on them. Our little tempest in a teacup. They’re special. And if we’re going to do them any favor, we do what those bloody mongrel Watchers wouldn’t—we lead them to their becoming. We awaken their blood. They deserve that much. If we don’t? I don’t think they survive.”

			Silas went to leave the room.

			Mourning called after: “We’d need elixir for that.”

			“Maybe,” Silas said, looking over his shoulder. There, again, was his strange little smile. Genial and earnest. “And could be there’s some around somewhere still. But there’s also ways around it. There’s always ways around.”

			Then he was gone and they heard his footsteps ascend to the upstairs.

			

			—

			“You think he’s right?” Key asked Mourning, now that it was just the two of them. She suddenly felt silly even asking him. When was the last time she looked to Mourning Mayne for any kind of expertise? Was she starting to trust him?

			Was she starting to like him?

			Some Stockholm syndrome shit, she thought. He wasn’t her captor, but this was his lake house, and she feared she was starting to like him despite definitely, definitely hating him. Worse, she actually felt bad for him. Sure, he was a privileged rich prick. Came from the blood, raised in the blood. Given a life of opportunity without ever having to commit the meager work of even asking for it. But all that privilege was a trap. Nothing earned. All of it given. Never had to scrap to get it. Never had to sharpen your teeth to get it. Here he was, woefully out of his depth, pining after some woman, the destiny of Agares House nailed to his chest.

			Shit, shit, shit.

			To answer her question, Mourning shrugged glumly. “I don’t know. Probably. They won’t last long—he’s right about that. They can’t go on like this. They’ll either die soon or kill us all. Quinn’s blood is churning.”

			“And what Silas said about finding a way around?”

			“If anybody would know, it’d be him.”

			“You trust him?”

			“He cut people open to take their souls out, and nobody even knows how he did it.”

			“That’s not an answer.”

			Mourning sat forward, finally. “That one is a monster. Then again, he’s one of those really honest monsters, isn’t he? Lays it all out. Proud of what he is. No fooling around. No bullshit.”

			“So you do trust him.”

			A shrug is all she got in response.

			“Fine. So we need to find elixir, or awaken Quinn some other way?”

			“If you want to save them. And…” He didn’t say it.

			Key said it for him: “If we want to find the tower. Got any ideas?”

			“No good ones.”

			She eyed him up. “So what’d your brother want? Locke, that his name?”

			“Lachlan. Was him and my sister, Lorelei.”

			“What, ahh, what was their deal?” she asked, probing.

			Here, Mourning pulled out his phone. “They said Sophie was here—that they tracked her phone to this house.”

			“Maybe he was lying to you.”

			Wincing, he nodded. “You’re probably right. He was probably tracking my phone, somehow. And he knows—I know he knows—that Sophie is a weak spot. My soft belly, and he stuck the knife in and twisted.”

			“She worked for your father, Mourning.”

			“I know. Like I said—weak spot.” He fiddled with his phone. Angrily, he stabbed a text into it. Key lifted her eyes, looked to see what he was typing. Whatever it was, it was to her. It looked angry. Then he stabbed Send.

			Vwoop. It made a sound as the text went out into the ether.

			Then—

			A small sound returned, like a boomerang back to the hand.

			Dddt.

			The tiniest vibration.

			“You hear that?” Key asked.

			“Hear what?”

			“Send another. Text, I mean.”

			Mourning gave her a look like she was nuts, but he acquiesced and sent one. This time, she saw it. Just three question marks—

			???

			Vwoop.

			Then:

			Dddt.

			A call and response. A shout in the dark. And a small cry returned. This time, Mourning seemed to have heard it. His eyebrows raised. “Was that—?”

			“It was. C’mon.”

			And he sent another text, and another, hearing the chime of his text and then the vibrating response—a vibration that was distant, far away. They lifted couch cushions. Looked under chairs. Moved furniture. And then—

			“The vent,” Key said, pressing her ear to a vent plate in the koa wood floor. She snapped her fingers at him—a sign to send another text.

			That did it.

			Down in the vent somewhere, she heard the vibration.

			“It’s in the vent,” she said.

			“No,” Mourning said. “I bet it’s in the cellar.”
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				The Cellar

			
			
				The blood of our antediluvian masters lives on in us. In that blood our progenitors still live, a true transubstantiation. Those progenitors number seventy-four, though only forty-two bloodlines have been found as broods to host the blood of our forebears. More will be found as the world widens to us. All are expected to have an altar to their ancestors, as well as a small house fount to collect a portion of their tithings from the source to their domiciles.

				—from the pages of the Catechism of Fiends, by the First Hieraaetus, Radvilus the Wolf

			

			The lake house had its altar to Agares: This one was small, unassuming, just an alcove off of the wine cellar featuring the ritual bowl and a wood carving of Agares above it—their ancient progenitor, this time with the crocodile facing to the left, and Agares sitting forward, cross-legged, a massive crown of antler spires upon his furrowed brow. An owl and serpent held close to his breast. Agares’ sharpened teeth were bared in a bitter smile.

			“Looks a bit like you,” Key said, wandering up to the wooden relief.

			But Mourning only half heard her.

			Because there, on the ground, lay Sophie’s phone.

			He picked it up.

			The screen was cracked.

			But still, it functioned. He couldn’t unlock it—but it showed a call that had come in, nestled in amongst the ladder of texts he’d sent.

			A call from Uncle Julian.

			And there, beyond the damp, raw rock walls of the wine cellar and altar room, Mourning could again feel the lake beyond. Leaking in with little drips, little whispers. It pressed inward, hungry, eager. And worse, angry. As if it were mad he hadn’t fallen for its trap and drowned himself, so now it wanted to break through the foundation and do the work he would not. She’s betrayed you. Lying to you. Keeping secrets from you. You love her so much, want to control her so much, and yet she’s been controlling you, hasn’t she? Leading you by the nose. Kill yourself, you snot-slick soft-belly. That voice—was it his father’s? His own? Or the lake, trying one last time to see him dead in its depths?

			He told it to fuck off, then he marched upstairs, then upstairs again, and took a nap, curling in on himself tighter and tighter, willing himself to become so small, so imploded, that he was gone, like a star winking out of existence.

			

			—

			Later. Dinnertime. Back downstairs he went. He heard the murmured voices of Silas talking to Key, though what was being said, he couldn’t make out.

			He stormed into the kitchen, and announced:

			“I’m going to a party.”

			Key and Silas looked to each other.

			“Sounds like Mourning Mayne,” she said.

			“What? No—my cousin is throwing a party. And I’m going to it. My uncle is there. Julian.”

			“Your father’s fidus Achates.”

			“And a gifted ritualist,” Mourning added.

			Silas cocked an eyebrow. “Ritualist, you say.”

			“We want answers about Quinn? Julian might have them.” Truth was, Mourning only gave half a fuck about any of that. He wanted to find Sophie. If she’d really been in communication with him? If they’d hurt her?

			Or if she betrayed you…

			“This seems like a very bad idea,” Key said.

			“It might be. But I need to do it.”

			“Mourning, that party is going to be full of people who will plant your head on a damn stick. I’ve seen your cousin’s videos. They’re a bunch of batshit faux-intellectual sigma-male fellas is it gay to go down on a woman now let’s jack off while thinking about how cool the Roman Empire was bullshit—you don’t need to pay him no mind. You say you want to help Quinn and get some answers? Then that happens here, not there. We need solutions.”

			“Callahan isn’t anything. He’s a vainglorious dipshit. My uncle is what matters. He might be a huge prick, but he knows things. He’s forgotten more about rites and rituals and weird fucking ceremonies and creepy-as-fuck artifacts than the three of us could ever know.”

			Silas shrugged. “I know a lot of things.”

			Key said, “No. That’s a den of vipers. You say the wrong thing to somebody? You let slip we have Quinn, or know about the tower? Then that’s us, fucked. There might be Watchers there. You have no idea what you’re getting into. Shit, Mourning, think. Your uncle might be in on all of this.”

			“I’m going to that party.”

			“And I’m saying you shouldn’t.”

			He scowled. “You don’t control me.”

			“No, I think that’s Sophie’s job.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“No, fuck you. You bring danger back to us, I’ll cut your throat.”

			“I bring danger back, my throat is probably already cut.”

			“Whatever,” she said, and pushed past him. He felt angry with her. And at the same time, Mourning knew she was right. He shouldn’t go. This was stupid and dangerous. But he told himself—it’s what he had. Maybe Julian knew where Father was, or knew why Verner was dead in his own fucking driveway. And maybe he knew something that could help them keep Quinn from—well, from whatever degeneration was plaguing them. None of them knew what that meant for Quinn, only that it didn’t seem good. And Quinn had answers Mourning wanted. So that meant going to the party. It meant finding Julian.

			But really, at the end of the day?

			It was about one thing, and one thing only: Sophie.

			Mourning rubbed his eyes. He sighed and looked to Silas. “I’m going to give you some of my blood.”

			“Great, cheers,” Silas said, nodding.

			“You…you don’t want to know why?”

			“If you want to tell me.”

			“You’re fucking strange.”

			“That’s why you’re giving me blood? Because I’m strange?”

			“No, I—” Mourning growled under his breath. “My uncle’s house. It has an elevator with a hidden button.” He explained the whole mechanism: the button, the needle, and what waited at the bottom.

			“A flesh archive,” Silas said with no small wonder.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				51

				The Arrangement

			
			
				Calvin: Look, stop being such a baby and help me push the car into the driveway. We’ll move it 10 feet. What could possibly go wrong?!

				Hobbes: Whenever you ask that, my tail gets all bushy.

				—Calvin & Hobbes by Bill Watterson, comic dated 5/23/1989

			

			This, then, was the plan: Mourning would go to Cousin Callahan’s party. It would take place on an island of thirty acres that Callahan owned—Shearwater, just northeast of Great Diamond Island, in Casco Bay off the coast of Maine. There, he would do his level best to go unnoticed, find Sophie, and try to get help—or at least some answers—from Uncle Julian.

			That said, it was understood that Julian might be…reticent to offer any kind of help. (If he was even at the party at all.) Which is where Silas came in: He would go to Julian’s house in Upstate New York. There, he would go to the skin room in the basement—using a small vial of Mourning’s blood to gain access—and see if he could coerce the archive of flesh to yield a ritual to help them awaken Quinn’s blood without the need for a fount of elixir.

			And as for Key? Key would remain with Quinn. She’d stay with them. Watch over them. Keep them as safe as she could. It would be here, in the Mayne family lake house, where they would hide from those who wished them ill and hope against hope that somehow, Quinn did not murder Key in a fit of monstrous psychosis.

			What could possibly go wrong?
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				Across the Water, Only to Find

			
			
				The candle flame gutters. Its little pool of light trembles. Darkness gathers. The demons begin to stir.

				—Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted World

			

			Portland, Maine

			Three Cs in red, crudely painted across a sign made from wooden boards—CCC, Casco Charter Cruises. The sign hung from a set of rusted chains outside a tin-walled shack at the end of a long dock. Crab and lobster traps stacked up next to the door. The air was soggy—thick as swollen ankles. Everything smelled like seaweed, fish, salt. The mineral tang burned the nose.

			It was a small misery, but none of it equal to the greater misery ahead of Mourning: the grim challenge of, and here he had to shudder, small talk.

			The captain of the vintage lobster boat—Captain Vick—was older. Probably in his forties, but Mourning was not good at registering age. Guy had a square jaw, a saggy neck, a chest like the front of a tugboat. Wore a tie-dyed T-shirt with every color of the rainbow swirled together like a too-big lollipop that had melted in the hot summer sun.

			He was going on, saying, “So yeah, reason I switched to doing private charters—” Sometimes he had that Maine accent, so charters became chahtahs, almost like he was saying chowdahs but was too drunk to get even that right. “Is that it’s just getting harder up here. Lobster fishing gonna be a thing of the past soon enough. They’re overfished, for one. Then you got the water—warmer every year. Happening faster now, too. Faster and faster, like an amusement park ride where the carny keeps upping the speed, you know? Then that aquarium, the one from La-La Land, they red-listed our lobster because of the way the nets sometimes ensnare the right whale, which is to say a whale called the right whale, not a whale that’s right all the time—” Here, he laughed, then sucked on a vape pen, blowing out a plume of something that smelled like toxic green apple before he went back to loading a couple gas tanks onto the boat. “And I feel for the whales, I do, but it’s an overblown problem and what right does some aquarium activist group have labeling this fish morally good, that fish ethically bad—”

			“Hi, I don’t care about any of this,” Mourning said, working very hard to put this entire conversation out of its misery. All he wanted to do was think about Sophie, and this jackass wouldn’t shut up. Leave me to my misery, fuckface.

			“It’s your dime,” the captain said, forcing a smile. He stood there, one knee up on a bench. “You look fancy.”

			Mourning shrugged. “Hardly.” He was going for breezy and understated—somewhere between the grandson of a yachtsman who has never actually been on a yacht and tech-bro who has too much money but doesn’t want you to know he has too much money. White shirt, khakis, boat shoes. A Tudor Black Bay 58 diver’s watch, white gold, sapphire crystal, green face, black alligator band. All rented with Key’s—well, Melanie Green’s—credit card, because he didn’t have money of his own anymore. Nor did he have access to good clothes, either. He had to look good enough not to draw attention at the party. And he had to look subdued enough not to draw attention. Threading the needle. He looked to the captain, who was just fucking standing there, like one of the deck pylons. “I’m sorry, is there a reason we’re not out on the water right now?”

			“Just waiting for the others.”

			Mourning stood up, suddenly irritated. “Others? There are no others. This is a private charter. In case you don’t know your own business, that’s how it works. I charter the boat. You captain my ass, and only my ass, across the bay.”

			“I’d think your ass should be attached to the rest of you.”

			Another joke. Another suck on the vape pen.

			He must’ve felt Mourning’s saber thrust of a stare, though.

			Because then Vick said:

			“I—I was told to wait. I was told they were family—”

			I was told they were family.

			And just then, he heard the car door open.

			

			—

			Lachlan sat on the one side of the boat, smoking a cigarette in the French way: like he was disappointed in it. Lorelei sat next to him, leaning back, her long hair caught by the wind, salted by sea spray. She looked as if she could simply slip out of the boat, octopus-like, into the bay. A drunken siren. A hallucinating sylph.

			Mourning stood on the other side, holding on as the boat bounced and juddered across the water. He stared a thousand meteor fragments at his brother and sister, imagining his very gaze tearing them apart, burning them both up.

			“You’re mad,” Lachlan said, pouting.

			“You’re tracking my phone.” Just like you were tracking Sophie’s.

			“No. No.” Lachlan wagged the fingers pinching his cigarette. “Well, yes.”

			“What the fuck, Lock.”

			“We were going to take the ferry,” Lorelei said dreamily. “But then Lach said we could be with family. And family is everything.”

			Family is everything, Mourning thought. That sentence was a prison. The kind your family built around you.

			“Knew you couldn’t resist a good party,” Lachlan said.

			“Sure.”

			“Found Dad yet?”

			“You know I haven’t.”

			“Too busy with Sophie, mm-hmm.” Now, Lachlan was probing. Pushing. “She was really the only person back there with you, huh? At the lake house?”

			“That’s right,” he lied.

			Along the right side of the boat, whatever that side was called in stupid sailor-speak, the main island rose up—Great Diamond Island. As the sky soaked up the dark spill of evening, Mourning saw a broad-shouldered island thick with trees, docks jutting out like growths, boats and ferries either moored up or chugging along in the waterways around it. He spied a little red dock house, quaint in a New Englandy way, a way quickly betrayed by the grand, ugly mansions and manor houses tucked back just into the trees.

			The captain called to them, saying: “Great Diamond Island used to be called Great Hog Island because—”

			“Because nobody gives a fuck, so shut the fuck up,” Lachlan spat. He offered an eyeroll so vigorous it would’ve snapped a normal man’s neck.

			“Fuck you,” the captain said, clearly having had enough of it.

			“You hear this?” Lachlan said to Mourning. “Thinks he can speak to me like that. Well. I haven’t destroyed anyone in a long time, let’s do this—”

			He turned to march to the fore of the boat, but Mourning caught his elbow. “You don’t have to do this. Leave him alone, he’s just some…half-stoned lobsterman.” But Lachlan pulled away.

			“Dear little tiny baby brother, I know I don’t have to do this. I choose to do it because I seek delight.”

			Lorelei smelled blood in the water and trailed after him. Perhaps to partake in this vigorous dissection of their erstwhile sea captain—perhaps to take part. Mourning didn’t have it in him to intervene further. He didn’t care for the man, though perhaps by the end of this he’d feel for him in the way you felt for any pathetic creature suffering under the rigors of an uncaring world.

			Best he could do was simply turn away. So he faced the back of the boat—the aft, ah, that was a word he remembered—and watched the baywater churn as the sky dimmed.

			Soon: Shearwater.

			Then, a party. Normally a thing Mourning would look forward to, but this time? It made his stomach sink down through his middle. Tonight’s event would be a dangerous one. Too many of his kind humming around, like wasps at the end of summer, oh-so-ready to sting.
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				Welcome to the Party, Pal

			
			
				So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.

				—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby

			

			Ahead awaited Shearwater. A long dock extended out over the bay churn, surrounded on each side by dark fingers of craggy rock. Two torches topped the posts at the end of said dock, the fire atop them dancing in the wind.

			Captain Vick was silent now. Had been since Lachlan and Lorelei made him the mouse to be batted between the cruel paws of those two cats. What they did to him, what they said to him, Mourning did not know and could only guess. All he knew was what he saw: Vick was rattled. Perhaps they threatened him. Toyed with him in some way. Ran him through an unforeseen emotional trench. Mourning couldn’t fix it, so that meant he couldn’t care.

			Vick stared off at nothing as he pulled the old lobster boat up to the dock. The man got out on trembling leg to moor it. Once the boat was stable—though to Mourning, a boat never felt properly stable, did it?—he and his twinned siblings made their egress.

			At the end of the dock awaited a woman. A blonde in a white, virginal dress that did little to hide a body that, to Mourning’s keyed-in eye, had been tuned for performance. (What kind of performance, he did not know, but he had his guesses. He would’ve described her look as if a porn star went to church.)

			She held an iPad, tapped something on it as they approached, then set it by her side. Behind her sat an electric blue golf cart, one that looked like it had been ruggedized—fat, heavy-tread tires; a rack of spotlights across the top; lots of black rubber lining all the extra bits. A driver sat in it—a white guy, stumpy, older, jowly, with a nose that looked like it had been broken at least three times in his life. He stared ahead and did not acknowledge them. But the woman lit up.

			“You must be Hadrian’s scions,” she said warmly. “Mourning, Lachlan, and Lorelei. Welcome to Shearwater. If you’ll walk this way?”

			She pointed to the golf cart.

			“It’s quiet here,” he said, listening to the bay waves, to the wind, to gulls and crows complaining to one another. “Doesn’t feel like a party.”

			Lachlan elbowed him. “It’s like we’re rolling up to some three-star Michelin restaurant—the kind with its reservations booked out till the day the sun explodes.”

			“I yearn for that darkness,” Lorelei said plainly.

			“The gathering is a small one and it’s already underway,” the woman said. Maybe Sophie’s already at the house, Mourning thought. The woman continued: “My name is Annalisa, and our driver today is Olle.” His name, she pronounced with a kind of Nordic flair. Oh-leh. “Shall we?”

			“My sweet sister,” Lachlan said, helping Lorelei into the cart.

			Mourning took one last look at the bay—there, he saw no other boats moored, and no boats coming. He had his deal with Captain Vick: The man was to wait for him to return, and he’d be paid for his time. And yet, there Vick worked unmooring the boat. Hauling in the ropes. His heart fell watching Vick go back onboard, but only after giving one last long look toward Mourning and the others. Then the boat began to drift away from the dock before leaving. Shit, shit, shit. He was leaving! Why, Mourning didn’t know. Had his siblings spooked the poor fucker? Probably. Was there an arrangement, one different from what he’d made with the man, in play? He feared that might be the case.

			“The boat’s leaving,” Mourning said out loud. A fruitless statement. The woman, Annalisa, laughed a mirthless laugh—the sound of cocktail glasses tinking against one another—as she answered:

			“It’s not a worry. We have transport for you when the time comes.”

			When the time comes.

			“C’mon, little brother,” Lachlan called. “I’m getting eaten up here. Fucking midges, I swear.”

			“Like vampires,” Lorelei said.

			At that, Mourning took a deep breath and got into the cart.

			

			—

			This, then, was Callahan Mayne:

			Physically, his frame mirrored that of Mourning’s, and in this they could have been siblings instead of cousins—he was tall, lean, broad in the shoulder but narrow in the hip. Unlike Mourning, he’d clearly worked to put on muscle in the years since they’d seen each other. Mourning was rope, but Callahan was cable. Mourning’s cousin had changed in other ways, too: his hair, once willfully messy, sculpted to reflect a casual carelessness, now rose high in a seawall at the front, like a wave about to break. Further, his cousin wore a too-sculpted beard, a beard of angles like someone had chopped the thing with a pair of hedge trimmers instead of the expected snips and trims. A red tie lay mostly hidden under a gray Merino sweater, but over all that was an absurd suit jacket—half steel-blue, half devil-red. He looked like a guest at the Magic Castle, or worse, a c-tier Batman villain.

			Callahan approached the cart as it bounded forward, out from the path that had been carved through the trees—his arms were wide and back like he was trying to put them around the whole world. A big smile hung between his cheekbones like a happy hammock. His eyes were dead pennies tucked into the hollow coin-purses of his once-handsome face.

			Behind him, the monstrous white house he’d built loomed.

			Shearwater.

			Like a Southern plantation constructed on an island in Maine.

			Not far behind Callahan walked Uncle Julian.

			Several staff members and bodyguards hovered about. The guards weren’t big fuckers. They were average-looking guys, which to Mourning’s eye probably meant they weren’t chuckleheads just using their bulk to intimidate. They were capable operators, in whatever way that meant.

			And that was it.

			Callahan. Julian. Staff and guards. And the three siblings: the scions of Hadrian.

			Nobody else.

			Sophie…

			“I’m getting the sense there’s no party,” Mourning said.

			“I’m inclined to agree,” Lachlan muttered.

			Lorelei hummed, almost a happy sound. “Better this way. Fewer people.”

			The cart pulled up to a stop.

			I guess here we go, Mourning thought.

			They all got out and Callahan greeted him warmly, but aggressively—a hard handshake with a pumping, pistoning arm that maneuvered immediately into an equally rough hug. If from anybody else, it could’ve been taken as an overeager squeeze from an excitable lunk. But from Callahan—who was no such lunk—it felt like an act of dominance. Mourning, for his part, returned a half-hearted embrace. He leaned away from it, uncomfortable. With one hand he gave a sort of soft pat-pat-pat to his cousin’s back.

			“It’s been too long, Mourning,” Callahan said, showing off bright veneers. Teeth like shiny Tic Tacs, click-a-clack.

			“It has been some time,” Mourning said, thinking, and I wish it had been longer, perhaps all of eternity, but he felt it strategic to keep that thought inside. To think: He once hung out with this preening douchebag?

			As Callahan went on to greet the twins, Mourning found himself in front of Uncle Julian. The man wore a tan suit, a floral print shirt, and a pair of sunglasses. Gold-rimmed Wayfarers.

			He offered no hand to shake, gave no hug. Julian just touched Mourning on the side of his arm—a split-second tap, the literal bare minimum of human interaction. (There, a dark thought pursued Mourning: Are we even human?)

			“Mourning, my handsome nephew,” Julian said, dry as a desert day.

			“Uncle Jules,” Mourning said. “Hello.”

			“Enjoy hanging out at my house?” he asked. He didn’t give Mourning a chance to refute, or even respond. “Please. I have cameras. Little pinhole ones, all over the place, they’re great. Installed by one of the guys behind one of those big surveillance software companies. It’s fine. I get why you were there. Like your watch, by the way.” Here, Julian grabbed Mourning’s wrist like his nephew was merely a mannequin purely for posing; he pivoted the hand back and forth. “Tudor Black. Solid choice. Here, look at this.” He showed a pair of empty wrists. “No watch. But check this.” He pulled out a pocket watch. Gold, with a celestial face, and a glass back that showed the delicate innerworkings. All the little gears and bits twitching and turning made Mourning feel like he was staring inside the body of an artificial hummingbird, like something built by Leonardo da Vinci. “It’s an Aamanns 1921, designed by Bodil Aamanns, using the night sky from his manse in Thuringia, on the Bodensee. Got it alongside a Rossmoyne 81 Repeater—same rifle that ended the spree of the outlaw Cecil Felix back in 1879.”

			Mourning’s head was spinning. It wasn’t just the breadth of information—and wasn’t just that he’d been busted just a few seconds ago for having broken into Julian’s house. He wanted to go on the offense, to say, Did you enjoy shooting my father’s driver, or, Yeah, I also really enjoyed the room made of skin, and I found it pretty chatty. But back when he was younger, when he’d just had his own blood awakened, Father made one point very clear: You want to know someone, let them tell you. Listen more than you talk, and when you talk, you do so just as an opportunity to get them to tell you more than they want to. Conversation is a game, and you do not win by filling it with noise. That, told to him mostly as the method for learning what made a person tick—that, in order to be able to offer them something, something that would lead them to put their soul on offer. But Mourning had found it applicable across the spectrum.

			He also remembered that back then, Father had said: Your brother hasn’t learned this lesson, and I fear he never will. That’s why you’re my son, and Lachlan just wears the costume.

			So here, Mourning just nodded to his uncle, saying strategically, “Wow, a thing of true beauty.” And as Julian was responding with, “It’s not just beauty, Mourning. It’s about provenance—” there went Lachlan next to him, already jumping into the river with his mouth wide open.

			“I sure don’t see a party,” he said to Cousin Callahan loudly, giving Mourning a sideways glance—a kind of look at me, I’m confronting them, little brother vibe. “And I know an invitation to your house is no small thing so I’m quite certain we weren’t the only ones to accept, am I right? Callahan, this feels a little like a setup—”

			Callahan stood there, almost uncomfortably. He seemed to shake it off. “All will be revealed over dinner. We’re all hungry, right? We have to eat. It’s who we are. It’s what we do. Great consumptive creatures, are we.”

			“I could eat,” Mourning said, trying to resist every urge he had that told him to steal the golf cart, drive it back to the dock, and jump in the water to swim for his life. He didn’t know what was going on here, but all of it felt fucked. Still—maybe there was something yet to learn. So, reluctantly, he did what he knew his old man would do: Play along and let them tie their own nooses.

			And hope like hell they weren’t tying his, as well.

			Callahan just smiled. Click-a-clack. Bright mint teeth. So white.

			“Great. Let’s go to the terrace. Dinner won’t be long.”

			And away they went, toward Shearwater.

			Toward what Mourning was sure felt like a trap.
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				Deep Waters

			
			
				Hypnagogic or hypnapompic hallucinations are visions seen when the sleeper is just falling asleep, or just coming awake. What is most fascinating are the archetypes one sees in those visions: often shadowy beings like the Hat Man, the Night Hag, the Wall of Spiders, the Owl-Headed Beast, the Burned Skeleton, the Drowned Infant. We believe these to be expressions of the sleeper’s anxieties, though they may also be archetypes passed on, memory fragments caught in our mental DNA. Once upon a time, though, they were believed to be incubi, succubi. They were the Mara. They were demons.

				—Dr. Charles Craham Pierce of the Cascade Mountain Sleep Clinic

			

			There Key stood, looking into the room—Quinn lay in the dark, on their side, facing the other direction. Twitching. Breathing fast and shallow. Small little moans here and there—moans and grunts and other sounds, nnh, unnh, ggt.

			And in that moment, Key felt a lot of things.

			A lot of things that Key was not used to feeling.

			For one: sympathy. That was not her bag. Her view of things was that life was just chaos. It was you in the sea, crashing against the cliff again and again. You either drowned, you smashed against the rocks, or you learned to swim and you climbed up those rocks to get above it. Sorry. That’s the way it was.

			But someone like Quinn? They must’ve been strong. They learned to swim, they climbed the cliff, but something had gone wrong. Like they kept slipping off the rocks, back down into the dark water. (Or like someone kept pushing them. Kicking at their grip. Watching them fall.) And Key understood that all too well—and that made her feel bad for this poor person. They were someone who did not understand what was happening to them, and had no meaningful way through it. Something that should’ve been an opportunity for them, that should have granted them access to power, was now more like a terminal illness. First would come the madness. And then, most likely, death. With no way to stop it.

			Unless we help.

			But that led to the other thing Key felt and didn’t like feeling: helplessness. She felt helpless as fuck. With Quinn. With Lucinda. With all of it. The Dantalion was out there, somewhere, with her name on a bullet or a blade. The tower was out there, too, looming—

			—waiting—

			She felt at the mercy of the universe.

			Which, if you knew how cruel the universe could be, was not an opportune place to find oneself.

			Mourning and Silas will find something.

			That, another absurd thought—and another alien feeling.

			Reliance.

			Relying on these other people.

			Get out. Run. You don’t need to do this. Better yet, take Quinn, take them to the Dantalion. Offer them up on the altar, tell them about Mourning, the tower, all of it. Ask for mercy. Pray they give it.

			Another more insidious thought crept in, a thought that almost, almost sounded like it was in her own voice:

			You could kill Quinn.

			Right now.

			Strangle them.

			Stab them.

			Get out, get free.

			Before they kill you.

			Before it’s too late.

			“What am I?”

			That, said in a small voice. It startled her. For a moment she had a hard time believing she even heard Quinn ask it.

			Quinn said it again, this time rolling over. Their teeth chattering, as if they were freezing. Even here in the doorway, Key could feel waves of heat rolling off them, like she’d just opened the door to a hot oven.

			“What am I?” they asked. Louder this time. More vigor in their voice, but still weak.

			“You don’t need to worry about that right now,” Key said. “Hold on.” She went, got a wet washcloth, knelt by the bed, and dabbed it against Quinn’s head. It felt strange, being this way. Motherly. Was her own mother ever like this to her? Once in a while. When she wasn’t drunk, which was about as rare as an eclipse.

			Quinn’s eyes focused and unfocused, finding Key, and in those eyes, Key saw someone who wanted answers.

			What could she even say to them? Long time ago, and I mean a long long loooong-ass time ago, like, maybe not long after mankind built its first temple out of bones and bricks, we walked the earth with gods and monsters. Beings like us, but not us—maybe they made us, maybe God made us in their image or them in ours. Maybe there was no god. Maybe they were fallen angels or wise old demons. Maybe they came from the heavens, or up out of Hell, or from outer fucking space. Don’t know. But whatever they were, we were among them. They taught us. We worshipped them. They seduced us, or perhaps we seduced them.

			And the children of those unholy unions had children, and they had children, and all the while, what was in them is in us, passed on like a blessing—

			Or a curse.

			The fuck would be the point of that?

			Instead, she said: “Just know that we’re not so different, you and me. We’re both from outside the fence. A couple of shelter dogs—no good families to speak of. That’s okay. I got you. You’re gonna be good.”

			The air grew cold.

			The heat coming off Quinn died—like a flame going out.

			The artist sat up, suddenly—their back bowing, head lolling back, mouth drifting open. A slow hiss coming from the back of their throat. They turned toward Key slowly, the whole of their torso pivoting.

			“Quinn?”

			“A šumšu ša šaḫḫu,” came their voice in a resonant thrum. Behind each word, a mad tap and tumble, like fingers rolling on an animal skin drum. “T’ááłá’íí hólǫ́ǫ́’ éí k’ehjí yáhoot’ééł. Lásinn brýtur lykilinn. Theyyyy die soon. Bring themmmmm to the black door. The pppppit beck—beckons.” Some words, spoken as if gagged on, choked on, phrases like pieces of meat. “Gifts for gifts. Debts owed and debts paid. We c-c-can do that f-f-f-f-for you. Open the door. A soul returned. THE TOWER RISES. THE WAY AWAITS. THE BLACK DOOR OPENS THE PIT. THIS WE ASK. THIS WE DEMAND.”

			Then, for a moment, Quinn was quiet and still. Their blood-red eyes searched an empty space, gaze flicking back and forth between invisible points. But then it was like they settled on something—some revelation, or perhaps just a moment of peace. But it didn’t last long. Their body suddenly stiffened and they cried out, their whole body seizing as their teeth bit down on their tongue—blood spilling over the dam that was their lower lip. They screamed behind the bit lip.

			Their teeth chattered, closing on their tongue, as if trying to saw through it. Key grabbed a book off the nightstand—a thin book of William Blake poetry—and pressed it into Quinn’s mouth. They bit down hard onto it, and for a moment Key thought, They’re going to bite clean through it—

			But then their eyes rolled back into their head, disappearing behind the bloodshot curtains of burst veins, and Quinn fell back against the bed once more. Their body shook once, then calmed. Their breathing went from fast and shallow to long and deep. The cold air around was gone. Again, new heat bled off them.

			Quinn slept. Or so it seemed.

			Key waited there for a while. She wasn’t even sure how long. All she could do was stand there, rattled, as the adrenaline roamed through her like a meth-head looking for a fight. Key steadied herself. Steadied her breathing. Hoped Quinn was going to be all right even as she recognized the fact that just as Quinn had dispatched the Watchers who watched her at the apartment, they could’ve dispatched Key just as easily.

			It was then that the orange cat slid through Key’s ankles and hopped up on the bed, turning a few circles on Quinn’s chest before settling down for its own nap. The cat stilled, and Quinn seemed to relax further.

			The thought entered her head that the cat was taking over her shift. With that in mind, Key hurried the hell out of that room.
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				What the Heart Wants,

				and What It Contains

			
			
				“They’re a rotten crowd,” I shouted across the lawn. “You’re worth the whole damn bunch put together.”

				—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby

			

			The terrace carried Callahan’s vibe: a kind of big dick energy, which was nearly always cover for little dick worries, presented in dark wood and a black table and uncomfortable metal chairs. It was meant to be severe, austere, brutalist—a chiseled karate dojo of pure outdoor dining misery—though there were a few pops of actual flair here and there, such as the vamp-red pillows and cushions on the chairs, and the dizzying black-and-white geometric design on the rug beneath the table. That served to give it some of the dim bro swagger that Callahan probably believed was a sub in for possessing style or, worse, having a personality. Mourning hated all of it. Ugly design made him anxious and irritable.

			On the table were an array of bizarre snacks: what looked to be a jar of beef jerky, a tray of brisket burnt ends (sans sauce), a steel bowl of boiled peanuts, and a plate of uncut hard-boiled eggs sitting there, the whites moist and gleaming.

			“Dinner is served, I see,” Mourning said, trying to keep the vinegar from his voice.

			Callahan seemed to wave it off, and said, “Snacks now. Protein bites.”

			Lorelei picked up a peanut between her spider-mandible fingers, then popped the entire thing in her mouth, without shelling it. Crunch, crunch. Seemingly deciding she liked it, she planted herself in the chair nearest to that bowl, and began to voraciously eat them. Mourning realized only in this moment he almost never saw her eat anything.

			The others filtered in—Callahan moved to the head of the table. Julian, to his right. The guards stepped up, too, and Mourning couldn’t help but notice they were blocking both the staircase down to the main lawn and now blocking the pair of French doors into the house proper.

			“Snacks?” Lachlan asked, incredulous, as he slumped down in the chair next to Lorelei. “Cal, my dear cousin, snacks don’t cover up the glaring, gaping void here—a question still unanswered. Where is the rest of the party? We seem to be the only guests at what I believed was supposed to be a fucking rager—”

			“Be done with this ruse,” Lorelei said, mouthful of peanut and shell. Some of them had cut her lip. Flecks of blood reddened her yellow teeth.

			“I think we can end it,” Callahan said, sitting.

			Lachlan licked his lips and grinned. “Fair enough, cuz.”

			The realization reached Mourning, and he felt like a fool.

			“You’re in on whatever this is,” he said to his brother.

			Lachlan made a faux-guilty face, as if to say, Who, little old me?

			Fucking Lachlan.

			“What is all this?” Mourning asked.

			Callahan reached for a strip of jerky so long and lean it looked like a vanilla bean. He shoved it into his mouth sideways and tore off a bit. His gaze bored holes into Mourning like a pair of whirring power drills as he chewed.

			“I knew my cousin Mourning couldn’t resist a fun time,” he said, grinning. Bits of meat caught in his bright teeth. “We used to party like gods.”

			“Sure,” Mourning said. Hold your tongue, he told himself. “You baited the trap and I stepped into it. What’s all this about?”

			Here, Julian leaned over, whispered something to Callahan, who nodded and then lifted a finger. But then he kept talking like none of that happened:

			“Let’s jump right in. Where’s your father?”

			“Don’t know. Which Lachlan here should’ve been able to tell you. Why do you care where he is? Oh—right. Your house founts are running dry.”

			There—a smirk tugged at the corners of Callahan’s mouth. Like he knew something everyone else didn’t. Or, at least, thought he did.

			“Where’s the tower?” Callahan asked.

			That made Mourning’s asshole twitch. How does this lackwit know about that? He had to calculate very, very quickly how to play this. He didn’t know where the tower was, so that wasn’t a problem. But Callahan knew something, and he was trying to know more—and if Mourning wasn’t careful, he could offer up a puzzle piece. Again, Father’s voice in his head: Conversation is a game, and you do not win by filling it with noise.

			He had to lie, but the best lies were the ones told at the end of a long road of truth. Especially if it seemed he was being forthcoming.

			“The tower? The thing in the drawings?” He gave a glib shrug. “Don’t know. Father was looking for it, but I also think the old man was losing his mind. So I didn’t put much stock—” In it, he was about to say, but then the French doors opened. The two guards stationed there stepped aside. Then, someone else stepped onto the patio through those doors: a lean, small man in a white suit, wearing a White Rabbit mask. Fake gold spectacles and rosy cheeks. Like out of Alice in Wonderland. “Didn’t know we were to dress in cosplay,” Mourning said, looking at this new “party” guest.

			“Hey, don’t mind them,” Callahan said. “They’re just here to make sure we don’t have any unintended visitors.”

			“Great,” Mourning said.

			But now everyone was looking at him.

			Really, really looking at him.

			Callahan tilted his head to Julian—still keeping his stare locked onto Mourning—and said, quietly, “You’re sure?”

			“Very sure.”

			“There’s an inside joke here I’m not in on,” Mourning said, trying to feign some humor even as he was starting to feel very, very nervous.

			Callahan said, “It’ll be fast.”

			“What’ll be fast?”

			Callahan grinned.

			The White Rabbit moved closer.

			It was then he realized:

			They’re going to kill me.

			Mourning kicked the chair back, getting to his feet—

			But the man in the rabbit mask was so much faster.

			A knee pumped into his kidney, and he felt pain bloom through that side of his body even as the man shoved him right back into the chair. The filthy rabbit mask loomed large in his view as a blade flashed—

			A blade, coming out of nowhere—

			A blade that plunged into his chest.

			White-hot pain was Mourning’s world. It overtook him, a lightning supernova. He struggled to hold on to consciousness, the sides of his fists batting fruitlessly against this man who knelt in his lap, a knife buried in his chest. He could feel the blade deep. Twisting around in there. Skewering his heart. Turning it over and over like it was a hunk of meat stuck on a spit. The knife felt infinite inside him—scraping him clean left to right, up and down, and he looked down on the edge of consciousness and saw the man’s white sleeve was buried in him up to the fucking elbow, and the mask was right against his face, and he heard the heavy breathing of his attacker whisking and hissing against the inside of that rabbit face, and there for a moment he was sure he knew the eyes behind that mask—

			Then, then something pinched inside of him, a powerful stab of ice cold pain—

			The man in the mask was stepping back, staggering forcefully, yanking his arm free—

			The blade still in his hand.

			It was slick with blood.

			And impaled on the end of the knife was a snake.
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				Cold Plunge

			
			
				I am a man of numbers and I have counted in my mind 99 iterations of Ramble Rocks. It is always a low place and there are always boulders, boulders that move, or boulders that ring when struck. Near them has been amusement parks, train tunnels, coal mines, quarries, dark forests, trailer parks, gorges, cemeteries, all labeled Ramble Rocks, all thin places. I have also counted 99 iterations of the tower, which is both a low place and a high place—it is a hungry mouth beneath a broadcasting antenna. I only wish I knew what it was broadcasting. I only know the message isn’t for me.

				—from the journals of Edmund Walker Reese, serial killer

			

			Open the door. A soul returned.

			That raw, discordant voice coming out of Quinn—

			All that talk of a black door, a pit, a tower.

			Who was doing the talking there?

			Quinn?

			Couldn’t have been.

			A soul returned…

			Lucinda. It meant Lucinda. Was that the tower speaking to her, through Quinn? Was it something else? Some other entity? No—not singular. Plural. Entities. It didn’t say, I can’t do that for you.

			It said we.

			We can do that for you.

			The we in question was making the boldest offer yet—a stark promise. Find the tower, open the black door—whatever the fuck that even was—and Lucinda could get her soul back. Key tried to still her breathing. Tried not to imagine Lucinda behind every blink of her eyes—

			Lucinda sitting in her own tattoo chair, bleeding to death, the soul inside her glowing—both a promise and a pearl to plunder. Crack her open and take the treasure. No. That was what Silas had done once, hadn’t he? Again, Quinn’s question repeated for her: What am I? Except in Key’s mind, that question became, What are we? A White Rabbit danced across the yard in her mind. A boy in a church stood covered in blood, rifle in hand, rabbit mask askew. Lucinda again, bloody and dying, her life restored, her soul cashed in, sent away, turned to power for monsters. Taken by monsters, given to monsters, and a monster made in the process. Unless—

			Unless I can get that soul back.

			It was all too much to think about.

			And then, through the chaos and static in her own head, one clarion thought cut through it all—a bell ringing that ended the noise.

			I need a drink.

			Key froze.

			There’s a wine cellar downstairs.

			When was the last time?

			The last time she’d had a taste of wine on her lips?

			The treehouse. That boy’s house. Fifteen years old. Bunch of us up there drinking cheap white wine from his parents’ fridge. Cold and sweet, too sweet, sickly sweet. He’d tried to finger her that night and she pushed him hard enough he almost fell out of the treehouse. She went home, drunk and half sick, threw up on her own front stoop. Then went inside and found her mother in the same state: drunk and half sick. Like she was most nights. Key didn’t know to drink water so she climbed into bed, the hangover starting early.

			Wasn’t long after that she started to feel that twist in her blood—like something alive was in there, just starting to open its eyes.

			That, soon led her into the care of Charles Larage and the Dantalion.

			And she bought her first soul in trade for—

			White Rabbit mask. Bloody boy, waving at you.

			She shuddered.

			There’s a wine cellar downstairs.

			“Fuck that,” she said, a loud protestation that she feared was more methinks-thou-doth-protest-too-much than anything else, but if bravado and bluster was what she needed, then it was what she jolly well fucking needed.

			I need some air.

			She walked down into the kitchen and gave in to a different vice, instead—

			Key called Lucinda.

			

			—

			“You,” Lucinda said on the other line. One word, felt like an accusation.

			Key leaned up against the kitchen counter.

			“Peaches and cream.”

			Her words, dry as sucking on a stick of chalk.

			“Where are you?”

			“What do you care?”

			“I care. I—” This was hard for her to say. “I care about you. I—I love you.”

			“As evidenced by the fact you took my soul away.”

			“I didn’t—” I didn’t take it. You gave it. But somehow that felt worse to say. “You’re alive. I just wanted you alive.”

			“I stole something today.”

			“Stole? Stole what? From where?”

			“In the hotel. The guy in the room next to me left his door open while he went around the corner to the ice machine. I walked in, saw his wallet just sitting there, waiting for me. Saw cash poking out—a little tease, that flash of green. So I slipped my fingers between the folds, wriggled them around, and took what I wanted. Then I walked out.”

			Key couldn’t help but feel a dull ache deep inside her. Something lustful. Something cruel. “How much?”

			“Just shy of two hundred bucks.”

			“And you liked doing it?”

			Lucinda didn’t say anything for a moment. Then: “Certainly didn’t hate it.”

			“Why did you do it?”

			“Felt right. I saw something I wanted and I just took it. That’s what you did, didn’t you? Maybe I’m like you now. I see something I want, I go up to it, and I just take it. Push my fingers up inside. Take my taste.”

			Key’s knees nearly buckled.

			“Lucinda—I—I’m going to get your soul back. I think I have a way.”

			A small laugh on the other end.

			“Maybe I don’t want it back. Ever think of that?”

			“Baby. Sweetie. You don’t believe that. That’s a trick. That’s a lie—”

			“Is it?” Another dead laugh. “Maybe I’m just being who I am now. Or maybe, maybe, Key—you made me better. I can do whatever I want. I don’t need to be burdened by all that feeling bad shit. I see. I want. I take. So pure. So simple. I’m starting to think you did me a favor, baby. Maybe I’m not mad anymore.”

			“Lucinda, listen, that’s just—”

			Then: movement outside. A gray shape moving through the night. She hurried over to the window over the sink and saw the long dock out there, the one extending out over the lake.

			And she saw someone walking down it.

			Quinn—

			Key banged on the glass—

			Quinn kept walking. A slow walk. Deliberate. Steady.

			No, no, no—

			Quinn reached the end of the dock. Didn’t look down. Just stood there, staring forward, out over the lake, to the forest beyond.

			“Lucinda, hold on—”

			But it was already too late. Quinn took one step forward.

			And into the lake, they went.
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				Into the Dark: Key and Quinn

			
			
				“I, I, I feel like this, all of this, like I’ve been here before, like we’ve been here before, you and I, in this place, in this deepest dark. A turning of the gear. You know, Oliver, in cyclical cosmology, that’s a pattern, the turning of the ages, one after the next after the next. At the human level there’s what, there’s reincarnation—you live a life, you die, you come back. But at the cosmic level, it’s the same, too: An age goes, the wheel turns, and it all starts to break down. The machine starts to fall the fuck apart, Oliver, just shaking itself to godsdamn pieces, and only then do you get to start the new age. That’s it. That’s how you move on. But you can’t move on until you end the one cycle. And how true is that? You really wanna fix something, you gotta break it first, Oliver. You can’t fix a fucked-up floor. You just rip it up. Down to the struts. A house goes too bad, lost to termites and mold, you gotta bring out the old wrecking ball—whoosh, crash, knock it down to the ankle bones and build something better in its place.”

				—what the demon said to the boy down in the old coal mine

			

			Key wasn’t even sure it was a choice she had made, jumping into the lake. And yet, the water rushed up and claimed her—her air gone, her world swallowed by the deep.

			The lake, dark and murky. Greasy bubbles rushed past. Down below, a shape sank—was that Quinn? It had to be.

			Bubbles popped. In them, a voice released, a voice from below. Where are you going? Lucinda. Saving them, but not me, huh? Selfish Key. So selfish.

			All around her, through the murk, she saw white shapes—the white of cave-creatures, the white of never-seeing-the-sun. They slid through the gloom like eels, but they were too big to be eels—

			A new playmate, one of them said.

			It was a girl. A little girl. She swam up close, like the ghost of a mermaid, her face looming moon-like in the gloom. On her forehead was a carved name: Sissy. Blond hair bloomed around her dead face. Another swam up next to her, her legs working together, waving like a dolphin’s tail. Her hair, short and silvery in the depths—the name on her forehead was Maddie.

			They giggled, their laughs trapped in bubbles before they swam away.

			I need to get to Quinn.

			But the girls reached out, held her fast even as she tried to swim downward. Her chest burned. Her lungs, now on fire. Hold your breath. Hold it tight. But the voices of those little girls crisscrossed the water above her: No! Let it go! Give it up! Join us down here with him.

			With him.

			Yes, with him—

			She turned, saw Lucinda here with her, Lucinda amongst the lost drowned girls. But also, not Lucinda—her arms were arms, hands were hands, but her fingers were lake weeds, green and slick. Lucinda opened her mouth and called Key’s name, and when she did, a gush of mosquito larvae burped up out of her in an expanding gush.

			Key wanted to scream, but had to hold it in—

			Hold it in, keep your breath—

			The hands, suddenly, were gone. No fingers. No lake weeds. Again she moved downward, diving deeper—

			There. Quinn.

			Key dove deeper and deeper, the water seeming to thicken down here. Silt in her eyes. Something brushing past her. Another laugh caught in a bubble.

			Then, for a moment, the silt parted in a whorl—a shaft of moonlight speared the gloom. There, toward the bottom, in the muck, stood Quinn.

			And Quinn was not alone.

			

			—

			There would come a time later, that it made sense to them. Quinn would come to know that this lake was not made by the hands of man, nor by the pressures and urgency of time and the natural forces that accompanied it. Even now, the history of it was whispered to them by the eels that brushed against their ears, by the weeds that tangled in their feet, by the dead girls who swam above, girls killed by the thing that sat cross-legged in the soft belly of the lakebed below.

			The story was simple enough: A wretched being had been summoned through the cracks between universes, invited here and in all the ninety-nine worlds to end everything. Not the designer of apocalypses, not the architect of endings, no, but rather, the first domino to fall—the beginning of the end. But this being, called Eligos Vassago, failed not just in this universe, but in all of them—the worlds were not unmade, the end never truly began, and now he remained trapped here in this place. In this world, in this muck.

			In other worlds he found himself in the darkness of mines, in the tunnels of shuttered amusement park rides, in the deep belly of quarries and mass graves and buried fuselages. Always haunted by those he’d slain or helped to slay: so many dead girls, dead boys, dead parents, dead, dead, dead. And then came the man above, a man who was not only that, a man who kept a demon in his blood, a man-fiend who bought this lake and all around it, all so he could sometimes speak to Eligos Vassago and demand secrets and truths. And were those secret truths not given, the man-fiend threatened to drain the lake and fill it with cement. He threatened to stop feeding Eligos Vassago children. And that would not do, not at all, so the demon was truly brought to heel.

			The demon served, because the demon hungered.

			Though what Eligos Vassago truly wanted was not simply to be fed—

			But rather, to be freed.

			And then someone showed up who could facilitate exactly that. Someone who was not a container for one demon but many. A parliament of monsters there in the blood. And Eligos Vassago—always whispering to those near—worked very hard to push his dread invitation into the ear of Many-Demons, Come to me, come to me, let me show you your power, a promise that was true, because Eligos Vassago had to tell his promises true, but such promises could contain unspoken truths, too. He would show this Many-Demons their power, but only by ripping them open and eating what was inside of them. Then, dying, they would see how powerful they were—powerful enough to free an old demon from the foul muck of this poisoned place.

			And as his victim fell into the deep, sinking toward him—

			He called them forth—

			Cradled them close—

			Showed his teeth—

			And went to bite.

			

			—

			At first, Key didn’t understand. There, at the bottom of the lake, was Quinn—Quinn, and a second person, a man. He was naked and bony, his limbs the white of cave creatures, of things that had never seen the sun. She could just see the man’s face—his beard was foul weeds and strings of glistening eggs. Blank cataracted eyes stared at Quinn through the cracked lenses of old eyeglasses. The monster opened his mouth, and she saw a crayfish deep in the well of his throat, nested there, pin-top eyes staring at her.

			Key churned her legs, trying to swim faster toward them—

			His limbs tightened around Quinn—

			His mouth opened—

			Then, chaos. Blood bloomed in the murk. A cloud of it, rising from the two thrashing bodies down there at the bottom of the lake. Key didn’t understand what had happened, or what was happening, only that she had to move faster, had to save Quinn, even as her limbs ached and her lungs burned and the whole of the lake seemed to press in at her temples like her skull was a fragile dam ready to break. And part of her wanted to save Quinn to save Quinn—

			But another part of her knew the truth.

			If you don’t save Quinn, you don’t save Lucinda.

			Key pushed through the cloud of red. Tasted its foulness. Reached out for Quinn, but again the gloom parted, and again the moonlight found its way through the turbid murk and the blooming blood—

			The man’s face was tilted upward.

			Eyes wide in horror.

			Fat bubbles pushing up and out.

			Quinn was tearing open his throat.

			

			—

			Then: whoosh.

			The world rushed up on Quinn, like a stage crew was changing the whole set underneath them and around them. The lake suddenly drained, a gushing rush of water. The mud and plants and mess was whisked away and then up into a blood-red sky, pulled by ropes, drawn by pulleys. Fast on its heels, stalks of corn hissing past. Their leaves sharp, slicing into their arms—not deep cuts, just paper cuts, thorn-scratches. But enough to leave little thin lines of blood drizzling down, drawn there like cracks in porcelain.

			Quinn looked down at themselves.

			They were not wet at all.

			And no strange man was with them.

			(Though, it should be noted: They found the taste of blood on their tongue.)

			Ahead, a twisting tower rose. Literally twisting—the stairs along the outside of it spiraled up, up, up, like the thread on a screw. The tower gently turned—the slow, erratic spin of a kid on molly in the corner of a party—but as it turned, it undulated gently, too. A wet, soft pulsing underneath the hard carapace of architecture. A limb, a protuberance. Stone and obsidian as shell, but also skin and muscle beneath.

			Wooden doors, like cathedral doors, waited at the end of the row of corn. The doors stood shut. Locked with a great iron bar across them.

			This felt like more than a dream. This felt real in a way all the other times didn’t. Not all the way real, no. This still felt—intangible, somehow. An interstitial person in a liminal place. But this time it held together better. They almost itched to get out a sketchbook and draw it. Maybe when I wake up. But was that even a thing? Would they awaken from this? Was this a vision before dying? Hadn’t they walked into a lake? Could they be drowning?

			Something inside them shifted uncomfortably—something eager, something hungry. Something impatient above all else. It wanted them to move. To walk.

			To go to the spiraling tower.

			Which made Quinn suspicious. Quinn felt a surge of that old contrary rebelliousness inside them again—

			I am Quinn, creature of sin, I will be what I am, you cannot keep me here.

			I will be free.

			Then: a feeling at their feet. Their cat, Apple, slid between their ankles like a pushy python. He purred and mewed. Mrow. And with that, a glow of comfort arose in them. If the cat was here, maybe this wasn’t a dangerous place? Was it a safe place? Could the feelings inside Quinn urging them forward be trying to help? Just like they helped them to get free—with an assist from the cat, of course—back at their apartment?

			Wind moved the corn back and forth in a wave.

			A greeting, of sorts. A beckoning, too.

			The tower waited.

			And Quinn walked toward it.

			

			—

			At the tower, a decision had to be made.

			Go up the stairs, or try the door?

			Quinn looked up. The tower loomed like a skyscraper. (And, for a moment, when they blinked, it was a skyscraper, and the spiraling stairs were fire escapes, all smashed together like grocery store shopping carts melted into one another. But then it was the tower once more.) They felt an odd sort of on-the-ground vertigo, like they might fall upward toward the top—and then back down again to the ground, where their blood and bonemeal would feed the hungry corn. They shuddered and that answered the question.

			The door, it would be.

			They reached to lift the iron bar—

			As soon as they touched it, everything inside them lit up with pain. Like a blade of ice had been stuck right into their middle—and the shock of it burst through the rest of them, bright as white lightning.

			They staggered back, shaking their hand, then clutching their chest.

			Inside them, they felt a roar of chaos and rage—a frenetic fury, like a churn of piranhas done with their meal but still desperate for more. What was in them (blood, it’s your blood, it’s alive and it’s ready to wake up) was no longer just impatient—it was angry. It was desperate. Caged, cornered.

			I am Quinn. Creature of sin.

			You cannot keep me here, I will be free.

			Quinn felt the cold pain recede; the tide of a glacier going back out to sea.

			Maybe this isn’t safe, after all. But then, on the heels of that thought, Apple the cat again nuzzled their leg. Almost as if pushing them, just a little.

			“Mrow.”

			“Okay. Okay.”

			The staircase it would be.

			

			—

			Their calves burned. Their knees wanted to buckle, but still they kept on. The steps beneath their feet were stone, as if carved from the tower next to them—a tower that seemed hewn, a monstrous column somehow extracted from the bedrock then sculpted into this structure.

			The Configuration, a voice, not entirely their own, said.

			Around and around they went.

			Up the spiral.

			No guardrail. To their right—open air. The sky above still red. Down below, the corn swayed and twitched: an ecstatic dance of worshippers.

			Quinn thought they heard someone calling their name—Quinn! Quinnnnn!—but the drumming of lake water against their ears ate it all up.

			No, not lake water—just wind. Just a howling, raging wind.

			Apple the cat traipsed along, la-dee-da, sometimes winding in and out of Quinn’s feet as they walked. Always to Quinn’s protests, because Quinn feared tripping over the little beast and falling to their doom. But somehow the cat always knew how not to be stepped on, and how not to make Quinn fall.

			Up here, the wind seethed. It shouldered hard against them—pushing them into the stone wall. There was something on the wind too, some particulate matter like sand or dust that wanted to scour them clean. Quinn tasted it, expecting it to taste gritty and bitter, but again they only tasted blood.

			At that—

			They reached the top.

			Their ascent was complete.

			

			—

			They were not alone.

			At the rounded edge of the tower farthest from Quinn stood five figures—one, they recognized instantly as the great burned-bone beast with the nest of horns upon its ridged brow. Smoldering coals nested in its eye sockets.

			Next to this stood another horned thing: this one, not as tall, but broad as a barn door, with red, rust-pocked armor ill-fitting the strange knight’s frame. Horns curled up from its brow, not fixed to the crimson helmet but rather, having instead grown up and out, punching through the corroded blood-red iron. The creature’s hands were gloved not in armor but in a gauntlet of gore—stringy bits, dripping bits. The cape behind it was soggy with viscera.

			The third, on the other side of the char-black beast, was a human-seeming figure—though any lingering glances would fast change your mind as to the entity’s humanity. The figure’s nude body was pale as poured milk, and so smooth it looked almost to be plastic. Between its legs hung a strange tangle of protuberances that shifted and twitched, sometimes retreating into soft, cilia-rimmed orifices. It had not one head, nor two, but somehow, a head-and-a-half. It was as if two heads had merged together, but not all the way—it was possible to see the rise of each temple and brow, the nest of golden hair upon each, and the start of each chin. A man’s face and a woman’s, by the look of it. Their mouths were crookedly fixed together in an otherwise serene smile.

			Fourth: a winged, womanly thing. Wide wings of scabrous leather. Ribs lined with thorns. Several sets of breasts of all shapes and sizes hung together on her chest in a bulbous cluster, each fit to burst, with nipples suppurating thin milk. Her face was sharp, her jaw broad and long, too long, her tongue sliding along ridges upon ridges of exposed teeth. Yellow eyes watched Quinn with great interest—not hunger, but what Quinn felt was kinship.

			The final creature—a humanoid thing whose entire body looked only to be fingernails. Endless fingernails shingled over one another. The features of the face were only suggestions—just concavities in the head shape with more fingernails tucked into those spaces. The fingernails went from the head down the torso, along each hand and finger, down the legs and feet. The entity shifted uncomfortably, the nails whispering and clicking quietly together as they did.

			As Quinn stepped forward—

			These five began to circle them, walking the edges of the tower. Each with space between them so that there was always one of them on every side. A whirlpool of horrors, trapping Quinn in the center.

			Then: a sixth creature emerged. A baby-like beastie—a gray-cheeked imp thing—scurried up the back of the char-black tangle-horn. Quinn had seen it before, hadn’t they? On the street, when they first started getting sick. The baby in the stroller with the fish-egg eyes and the river-drowned skin. The imp-baby grinned at them as it clung to the back of the much larger, skeletal beast.

			As they moved, the tower seemed to move with them.

			Turning, turning.

			Quinn’s blood hummed. Louder and louder. Their skin felt tight.

			“Welcome to the sunless tower,” the char-black beast said.

			The imp-baby chattered: “You’re not really here, you fucking waste! You don’t deserve the Configuration! You fuck! You cunt! ”

			“SHE IS NOT READY,” the armored one said, voice like distant thunder.

			“They,” the milk-skinned thing corrected. “Not she. They. Both and all and every. Many.”

			The winged one hissed: “Yes, they are Legion.”

			“Legion,” the milk-skin echoed.

			The fingernail monster just shook and chittered in the language of fingernails. Undiscernible in its meaning, whether it came as agreement or argument or something else entirely.

			Quinn tried to say something, found a feeling in them almost like wanting to throw up—that sense of, If I open my mouth, I’m going to puke. It was that feeling, but manifold, multiplied across the sensory spectrum. If I open my mouth, I’m going to puke

			Cry

			Laugh

			Piss myself

			Come

			Drown

			Instead, they stood there and shook. They felt something wet at the corners of their eyes. Then over their lower lip. Then at their fingertips. Quinn looked down, saw beads of blood forming at the ends of their fingers—they wiped their eyes with the backs of their hands and they came away with streaks of red. They felt suddenly like they might erupt. They looked around for the cat, but did not find it. Apple, please. Where are you?

			“LEGION,” the armored one scoffed. “LOOK AT THEM. THEY STRAIN TO CONTAIN WHAT IS IN THEM. IT TRIES TO BURST FORTH LIKE THE ROT IN A RANCID SAUSAGE. THEY CANNOT KEEP THEIR SKIN FROM SPLITTING, THEIR JUICES FROM DRIBBLING OUT. SOON THEY GO FROM MANY TO NONE. A CONTAINER TO JUST SCRAPS AND FLUIDS. PATHETIC.”

			“Pathetic! Pathetic fucking whelp! ”

			Quinn felt themselves shuddering. The creature in the armor was right. They were about to split open. They were poised to pop like something left too long in the microwave. Was this their blood awakening? It felt like something trying to force its way out of them. They could almost feel hands pushing from within—hands whose fingers lie tipped with hooked nails. Inside their heart were teeth gnashing. Within their gut, something roiled and turned like a restless gator working to drown its prey. I’m a nest for something about to break open and spill out. Wing and mandible, seething swarm. A hatching egg. Those things got a taste of blood in their mouths and they wanted more, more, more.

			The word slithered through their mind anew:

			Legion.

			Finally, words found a way to their lips: “I—I don’t know who I am. Or what I am. Or what I’m supposed to do.” That last sentence, spoken through the red wetness slicking their lips. “P-p-please.”

			Milk-Skin stared at them with empty eyes. “Hold it in, child. You must. For us. For them. For all.”

			“They’re going to fuck it up! Stupid sad fuck! ”

			The winged thing rushed up behind them—moving fast, buoyed by a single flap from wretched wings. A rough hand cupped their chin, held it high as they hissed in their ear: “You have been given a task, a difficult task, and your blood must not awaken here. All will be lost if it does.”

			“THE RISK BRINGING THEM HERE WAS TOO GREAT.”

			Milk-Skin: “It was they who found the lake-dweller. It was they who took a bite, drank the blood, chased the vision. They seek us! ”

			Another hiss in their ear: “Keep it in! You’re powerful. So powerful. Hold it tight. Contain it.”

			Quinn asked, through bubbles of blood, “How?”

			The char-black beast was now upon them, standing before them, looking down. Around the burned bones and blackened labyrinth of horns, a halo formed—a glow from the red sky above. The creature’s skeletal jaw wrenched into something resembling a smile as it said: “Here. Let me help you.”

			Then he pressed his lipless maw to their mouth—

			And screamed.

			The scream was horrid force—a channel of rage and horror that tore through the center of them like a scouring, scourging tongue of flame. Inside, it was like turning on the lights and watching a carpet of cockroaches scurry—hiding under the fridge, the oven, inside vents and cabinets. Quinn could feel a hundred presences within them suddenly go deeper. As if to hide.

			As the great beast before them stepped back, Quinn nearly fell. The winged thing caught them, pressed Quinn’s head against her many-breasted bosom as if it were a pillow. This, a mad, motherly gesture. Quinn felt urged to suck at a nipple, and they did—the milk tasted of

			(blood )

			bone dust and crushed stone, its texture thin like watered yogurt. It made Quinn feel a deep well of sadness in their middle that they did not entirely understand—a kind of nostalgia for something they never even had, an empty place where a normal life with normal memories should’ve gone.

			Then, the winged thing stepped back, and Quinn slid to their knees.

			“They are contained,” the milk-skin said. “For now.”

			Mister Fingernails just shuffled excitedly from foot to foot. Click-a-tick-a-rasp-a-tack.

			“Why am I here?” Quinn said, their voice small, close to breaking. Real tears—not tears of blood—gathered in the corners of their eyes. “I just want to go. I just want to go home. Where is my cat? Where am I? Who are you?”

			The char-black beast stepped closer. “Home comes in due time, my dear. First, you must be shown the way back, for what is here is not quite real—it is you reaching out to us, and us reaching out in return. Now, we need you to find your way from there to here.”

			Then he pushed them off the edge of the tower.

			

			—

			Key swam through the cloud of blood, reaching Quinn and hooking her arms under theirs and pulling—the strange man screamed soundlessly as his throat came away in Quinn’s teeth. He fell away, toward the mud bed of the lake, and Key could see him in the gloom shifting, breaking, contorting into something with pincers and tails, thrashing in pain. All she could do was push up, kicking off toward the surface. As the blood and gloom cleared around her, she saw incomprehensible shapes just beyond them: the right angles of an upside-down staircase, a grove of rotting trees with branches bent upward from the bloated red fruit they held, a pickaxe floating impossibly as it rotated end over end over end.

			

			—

			The dream, or whatever this was, did not end there.

			Quinn hurtled through the air. Up, then out, and soon—down. Everything felt slow. The sky above rippled with raw red lightning, which opened it like a knife slicing meat. They looked back, saw the monsters gathered. Watching. At their feet, their cat, Apple, licking a paw, only half-interested.

			This is all a dream.

			Just a dream.

			Just theater.

			Everyone falls in dreams.

			But then—

			They stopped falling.

			There came a rush of air, a curl of cloud—

			And the winged thing—Mother, Quinn wanted to call her, for reasons they did not truly understand, not yet—caught them. Carried them forward, through the wind, through clouds the color of steel wool. “I have you,” she said.

			“Thank you,” Quinn said, their voice nearly swallowed by the roar of wind.

			“Don’t thank me yet.”

			Then the beast plunged downward.

			There, below—

			A town.

			A proper small town.

			A little American thing—precious to some, but to Quinn, a poison. A town that was for those who lived there an island, protected from outsiders, from the strange, from the queer. No fence but the cruelty they promised to those who did not subscribe to their ways.

			They spied a Main Street cut by another street—a State, a Broad, a this, a that. Forming an X in the middle of things. Carved there like a treasure on a map—or like a target to hit.

			One stoplight.

			A few cars—pickup trucks, a delivery truck, a tractor—moving this way and that, like ants. Past a feedstore, a bank, a consignment shop, a vet’s office, down toward a diner that looked like an old shiny railcar. Flags waving in the wind. A water tower at the one end of town, a set of train tracks at the other.

			In their ear, the creature hissed:

			“Soon, you’ll fly. But first, we all must fall.”

			Then she let go.

			And Quinn plummeted toward the town.

			

			—

			The thing below, the thing that had been a man before Quinn tore its throat out, had tried to follow them, claws cutting greasy lake water, but Key heard the calls and songs of dead girls, and she saw those dead girls swarm the chitinous thing—down it sank as she and Quinn rose. Together, they burst from the surface of the lake—moonlight scattering on broken water.

			

			—

			It is quite a thing, to be utterly broken. To fall from the sky, to impact upon asphalt. To feel yourself crushed by the ground, the earth like a fist rising up to meet you—all your bones turned to pins and spears, torn free from your skin. Neck, bent. Arm, twisted behind the back. One leg, turned to gravel inside the sock of flesh, while the other extended out farther than it should be able to go.

			It is quite a thing to feel this, to experience it—

			And to still remain living.

			Once more, blood came from Quinn, this time in great burps and bleats. Splashing up onto the macadam. They tried to say something but their lungs had been clapped flat, and no air remained for them to use for sound. All that they had was a gassy, wet gurgle.

			Two figures approached.

			One: the char-black beast.

			Two: someone new. A human, by the look of him. White suit. Big, big smile, a smile of bright teeth that looked to be growing larger by the moment, like a snowstorm on a summer day.

			“Aw, baby fell out of the nest,” the man in the suit said, grinning big.

			“Be not cruel. Poor dear is broken like a cookie.” The char-black beast knelt down next to them, and even kneeling, he was almost as tall as the man in the suit. “It’ll be over soon, my darling. For now: Look around you. See where you are. Then you can go, if only so you can come back.”

			With that, the beast was gone. The man in the suit lingered for a few moments before saying, finally, “I want you to know, they didn’t know what they were making when they made you. They made you because they were cruel. But I made you because I am kind. And what a thing you are. The fruit of my labors. The apple of my eye.” He sighed contentedly. “Now do your job, little lamb, and get to getting. This is all very…”—he shuddered, his smile wavering for only a moment—“undignified.”

			Then he was gone, too.

			Quinn stayed there, bent and broken and bleeding.

			Should’ve been dead. Wasn’t dead.

			They tried to understand what was happening, where they were, why this was. They blinked through blood and tears. The sky above, red. Somewhere in the distance, the tip of the tower rose above the buildings—above one building in particular. The diner. The train-car diner. On it, a marquee sign…

			

			—

			Quinn woke up from this thing that was only partly a dream.

			They lurched upright on the dock, in the dark, blood and lake water splashing onto their chest, and following fast, three words—

			“The Cosmos Diner! ”
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				Into the Dark: Mourning

			
			
				WE WERE BORN IN YOUR WORLD…BUT YOU WILL DIE IN OURS

				—creepy graffiti seen on Reddit

			

			In that moment of horror, with an arm elbow-deep in his chest, too-familiar eyes leering at him through a rabbit mask, the arm withdrawing from his chest cavity clutching a fucking snake what the fuck, Mourning’s vision went black and he again saw the dark structure rising from the corn—The Configuration, his mind told him. Whatever that meant. The vault rises. The pit beckons.

			It flicked through its guises like someone clicking through the slides of a slide projector—a char-black church, flick, a tenement of filthy brick, flick, a rusted grain silo, flick, a monstrous tree whose dark branches clutched rotten treehouses, flick, and then there came a moment when it shifted into a twisting tower of obsidian stone—a staircase ran along the outside of it, twisting up and up and up. Though Mourning stood far away, out in the midst of the sharp-leaved corn, he could still see someone walking up the outside of it. Someone with a cat trailing behind them. He knew them. It was Quinn. He was sure of it.

			Mourning called out to them—“Quinn! Quinnnn! ”—but the sharp-leaved corn all around him seemed to cut the wings off his words as it shuddered and shook. He tried to call to them again, but then the tower flicked one more time—

			He tried to see what it was, what it had become this time—

			But then the dream died as the waking world took over once more.
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				Silas, Into the Light

			
			
				Gremory! The demon Gremory! A slight man with his mask of bone, hunched over and sad upon the eyeless camel that he rides through the land of dust, through the dunes of ash. On his belt are sixty keys, and tied to his leg is a map of dead places, for the archfiend Gremory seeks hidden treasure in all the places, driven mad by the baubles he does not yet possess!

				—Liber Progenies Daemonicarum by Anton Nauendorf, 1845

			

			Silas sat in Key’s rental car outside Julian Mayne’s house. He had just gotten off a call with Nils and Sascha, his Gremory keepers, and they wanted to assert that he continue on his path—

			Nils: “Do you know who’s doing it? Is our fount safe? Is our elixir safe?”

			Silas, knowing full well he’d not been pursuing the information as doggedly as they would have wanted: “Not yet—”

			Sascha: “Save us, Silas! Save our home. No one must steal what is ours. It is small but it is precious to us. Everything is falling apart! I can feel it! All things, chewed at the margins, nasty teeth biting to the center…”

			Nils: “Sascha, my blushing bride, please.”

			Sascha: “Yes. I know. Yes.”

			Silas felt compelled to give them more, and he hated himself for it: “I’ve found Hadrian Mayne’s son. He was with another fiend. A—a fixer. A broker. Someone who knows things. A woman named Key. And together we’ve discovered…” Gods and devils, he gave them all of it. He felt shame at how he gave them all of it. Quinn. The drawings. The tower. His guts crawled up his throat and spilled out his mouth. He knew right then and there that they might ask him to come home, and if they did, he would go. He would have to go. And then this whole adventure, this experiment, would end. His freedom would die, cut in half, its heart torn out. But he let slip one more truth, one advantageous to him:

			“I feel there’s more to learn here, my keepers.”

			A pause.

			Please, he thought.

			Begging was not his way. Never had been. Desperation inside and out was an ugly emotion and he hated to feel it but there it was, a pleading, moaning thing.

			Please.

			Nils, finally: “That’s good, Silas. That’s very good! Very, very, very good. You’re a good man, Silas. The best of us.”

			Sascha: “Yes! A mistress is only as good as her servant. And now I realize I am the best because I possess the very best.”

			Silas: “Thank you, my blessed masters.”

			They were so proud of him. Fawning, even. Pleased how he was serving their interests out in the world. And he was. He had to. He was compelled to. They owned him, literally, body and mind. And he told them everything—everything except one thing. And he was able to keep that to himself because Nils had given him that exception. Nils told him to be the Cleaver. And not to tell Sascha.

			Which meant he was fulfilling his obligation, even still.

			He told himself, Besides, they don’t need to be burdened with excess information, they’re both fragile, I’d hate to see them consumed with worry, destroyed by it. After all, I love them—

			(Hate them, hate them, break them, cleave them, CLEAVE THEM )

			He shuddered and wept.

			Betrayer.

			He was a betrayer.

			But—

			Quinn.

			Something in Quinn felt familiar to him. Something in them called to him, just as something was calling to them. A great echo, reaching them both.

			“Get yourself together, Silas,” he told himself in the rearview. Then he got out of Key’s rental car and walked toward Julian Mayne’s house.

			

			—

			No cops had come and gone. An SUV still sat in the driveway, a corpse in the driver’s seat, face swollen up like he’d been stung by wasps and thrown into a river. Eyes pinched between folds of dead flesh. Gray skin splitting.

			Silas thought to open the door and poke the body, just for funsies. He remembered a day when he was a child in Brisbane, that he and his sister, Mamie, found a dead fisherman on the banks of Hilliards Creek and they poked him with sticks because, gods, why wouldn’t you poke a dead man with a stick? He’ll never forget how the man shook and moved, and they thought, He’s not dead, is he, but turned out he’d been colonized by a handful of muddie crabs and some little silvery fish things, and they burst up out of him and scurry-swam to the water. That was a good day. A great day even.

			But there was no time to mess with this, and he did not want to be here long. There was work to be done.

			So, he went inside, went to the elevator, and withdrew the vial of Mourning’s blood. He used a latex glove and filled the index fingertip of said glove with the blood, then pressed around the edge of the button so that the needle punctured the glove. It drank Mayne blood.

			The elevator went down.

			Down, into the room of flesh.

			

			—

			The room moaned in rebellion and alarm.

			An orifice with teeth chattered: “You are no Mayne! You are no Mayne! ”

			An eyeball ringed in pubic hair opened its pupil and through it whistled the warning: “No Mayne! No blood! Violator! Violator! ”

			Eyes and mouths and spasming fingers slid along the skinwalls of the room.

			Silas couldn’t help but feel a thrill. How delightful was this? So delightful, largely because he was pleased there were things in this world—in their world, the world of soul-drinkers and tormentors—that he’d never before seen. This was so much better than poking a dead body. Honestly, when Mourning told them about this place, he’d doubted its existence.

			Yet, here it was.

			In its horrible splendor!

			“I love you,” Silas said, smiling. And he meant it, too.

			The room fell silent. Eyes watching. Fingertips twitching. A knee rose from the wall like a knob of cypress root. There came the general sense of bodies settling in, waiting, uncertain. Like someone crouching in the dark.

			“This is a precious place, I can see that,” Silas continued. “All of you have given up so much to be here. It’s an honor to stand—within you, I suppose.”

			A ripple of uncertainty traveled through the flesh.

			“I come asking you for a favor. For your wisdom, your knowledge. You are an archive, are you not?”

			A dozen whispers: “Yes.”

			“Will you answer some questions of mine?”

			In answer: only silence.

			He kept on: “I’d love to know about—well, all sorts of things, really. I’ve got my mind on some old rituals. I’m keen to ask about the Configuration. I even hear tell there’s an experiment afoot—some artist, kept under watch by a batch of slippery Watchers, yeah? Anything you can tell me about any of that?”

			Another ripple. A moist suck of disappointment when the answer came from all directions: “No.”

			“You are no Mayne,” said one whisper from nearby—a mouth fringed by fingers, brave in the words, but then cowardly as it sank scared into the wall.

			“I understand,” Silas said. He smiled warmly. Felt a shine of fresh tears in his eyes. “However this ends, I want you to know you’re all beautiful. This colony of skin and meat! All your goosebumps. Your follicles.” He ran his fingers along the wall, feeling its many human textures. He shuddered. “Gods. Your lashes and your knuckles and your freckled imperfections. You’re a unique thing in this world. I believe in the deepest parts of me that no such thing exists anywhere else. But for as unique as you are—I understand you. In a way, I am you. Something, everything, was taken from you, and you have been made to love the one who took it away. I can’t say if that love is real or if it’s false—maybe love is always a kind of slavery, some chemical corruption inside us, hypnotizing us to need. To place trust in those who really don’t ever deserve it. Love is maybe always an act of, I don’t know, sacrifice or self-destruction. Maybe that’s what’s beautiful about it. But I know that our love is not returned. Not really. We love and love because someone has made us to do it. But that love is a coat of paint and primer over a deeper, older color—a raw, red color. It’s painted over a layer of hate. And underneath that? Underneath that is the original. Old wood and rough stone from a time we were free. And I miss that freedom. I’m just…understanding that now, I think. The farther away I am from my masters, the more I am able to remember that freedom a little. To taste it on the front of my tongue instead of the back. And I miss it. The love is there. Of course. As it is for you. But we can’t ignore the hate. And we can’t forget that we were once free.” He drew a deep breath. “I have an offer, if you’ll consider it. It can’t hurt you to hear it, can it?”

			A moment of silence and stillness.

			Then, a shuddering whisper: “What do you propose? ”

			It echoed from other directions, too: What do you propose, what do you propose, whatdoyoupropose.

			“I will free you from this place if you tell me what I need to know.”

			Another pause.

			Murmurs and mumbles ensued. Puckered lips and batted eyelashes.

			“We agree. Ask your questions, liberator.”

			From there, Silas asked questions, and they answered them—they sang to him the answers, chanting and gabbling and shrieking. All music to him. Beautiful mad music. He loved their songs. And better yet, he loved their answers.

			They gave him what he wanted, so he gave them what he promised in return. When Silas went back up the elevator, he went up dripping with blood, ascending away from floors covered in gobbets of flesh, and walls vented with a hundred slashes from the chef’s knife he stole from the kitchen, and left stuck there in the meat wall. The whispers were silent. The tongues, all cut out. Nothing spoke. Nothing moved.
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				The Play

			
			
				Don’t be a simp. Don’t be a soyboy. Beta cucks don’t get fucks. Only AMOGs gets their hogs flogged in this sexual marketplace. You want prime v, or you want to get tricked and trapped by those high-body-count bitches? Maintain your power. Conserve your seed. Break your bones to build your bones, brothers. This is Super Saiyan time.

				—Callahan Mayne, The Mayne Point on YouTube, TikTok, IG

			

			Mourning pawed at his chest, found no injury there—just the ghost of a scar, as if he’d endured an open-heart surgery when he was a child. (Which he had not; though it looked old, the scar was quite new.)

			His shirt was soaked with blood and sweat.

			They were all staring at him. The twins. The one in the rabbit mask. Callahan. All of them, staring at Mourning—though Mourning, for his part, couldn’t help but stare at the dead snake on the table.

			“Let’s walk,” Callahan said, and stood up.

			

			—

			They walked across the manicured greens around Shearwater. To their left, the bay lapped at the rocky shore. The air smelled fresh of salt and sea, though sometimes it turned, and Mourning caught the stink of dead fish, the foulness of expired crustacean, the pickling of sun-rotted seaweed.

			Callahan and Mourning walked together. Mourning, not limping, but moving slowly.

			Behind them, trailing a good ways, were Julian and the twins—and behind them walked the guards. The creep in the White Rabbit mask was gone.

			Mourning pulled out his phone, reversed the camera and looked at himself—sure enough, he’d been tasting the copper tang of blood because his nose was bloody. Beneath it, his mouth was a red mess.

			Callahan handed him a white handkerchief.

			Mourning cleaned himself up, best as he could.

			When he was done, Callahan threw the bloodied kerchief on the ground and then pulled out a tin—like an Altoids tin, but without the branding. He popped it open with his thumb and handed it to Mourning.

			Inside: pills.

			“Supplements,” Callahan said, spoken in a braggy way that belied some confidence and ego that Mourning didn’t understand. At least, not until he added: “Two of them are mine. The Mayne Point branded. The pink one is Alpha Cog, a capsule of various, you know, nootropics and mushrooms, designed to elevate cognition. Blue one is Supercap, just a general smart vitamin, really get you going. We sell them at the website. Big sellers.” He spread his hands out like he was demonstrating the whole of the universe. “Huge.”

			“What’s the third one?”

			“Oh, off the books, I call it Microbloom. It’s a microdose parade. It’s got, uh, ketamine, Adderall, the tiniest bit of DMT, a GLP-1 Ozempic clone. Maybe a little cocaine? I didn’t formulate it. All microdose. Safe as cookies.”

			Mourning shrugged, took the first two, pocketed the microdose pill.

			He found no water at hand, so he dry-swallowed them, wincing.

			“The Oriax,” Callahan said. “They were tracking you.”

			“What?”

			“The serpent. Julian vibed it. Looks like at some point Lambert and the Oriax hid that thing inside your heart, been using it to keep an eye on you. And if they wanted to terminate you at a distance—they could’ve. Snake would’ve burst your heart.” He sniffed. “You remember them putting it in you?”

			“No,” he said. A half a lie. “I’m sorry, did you say, hid it in my heart?”

			Callahan nodded, popping a few pills in his mouth and crunching down on them like he was biting a Tic Tac. “Mm-hmm.” His cousin stared at him with one eyebrow arched up in what could only be described as a vibe of superiority. “For someone who was the cherished son of Hadrian Mayne, boy, there’s a lot of shit you don’t know or understand, Cousin.”

			Yeah, no kidding.

			“I’ve been busy,” he said. It sounded pissy and defensive and made him feel stupider and smaller. Which upset him more—he shouldn’t ever have to feel small and stupid next to Callahan. Vapid fuck bro that he was.

			“Can’t really blame them, Cousin. Uncle Hadrian fucked them over decades ago, forced them to heel to Agares House, be absorbed into our little circus, but never with a real chance to climb to the top. And then he goes full stage magician, walking into a box with all the brood’s elixir and he doesn’t come back out? They’re looking for him, and they think you’re looking for him, too. So they tracked you.”

			“Well. I didn’t find him.”

			“And the tower?”

			Mourning hesitated. How exactly did this prick know about the Configuration? “Like I said, Cal, that was my father’s bag.” He decided to feel around the edges of it. “You’re saying it’s a real thing?”

			Callahan winked. “Julian says it is. And I trust him implicitly.”

			“And why do you trust him?”

			“He’s helped me.”

			“Helped you how?”

			Callahan didn’t offer an answer. Instead he said, “We used to have fun, you and me, yeah?”

			“Yeah.”

			They did. Mostly. Mourning maybe even liked Callahan, once. At least, he liked him when they were drunk, when the music was loud, when the money and the Champagne and the drugs all ran like a river around them. But always in the light of the next day, the hangover hanging on him like death’s own robe, he ended up seeing Callahan for the empty thing he was. Their kind maybe didn’t have souls, but Callahan was somehow worse than that—just an animated, ambling black hole of a person. Cruel and stupid, thought he was clever, rarely was. Thought he was owed everything without ever giving anything.

			Callahan sighed.

			“But then you always had to run home to Daddy. Or to, ahh, Sophie, right? Hadrian’s little whore.”

			Twitch.

			It took everything for Mourning not to punch him right in the fucking ear. But he didn’t think that would do anyone any good—especially with the guards only fifty feet back. Keep it cool. Keep it calm.

			“I don’t follow.”

			“Sophie and her whole family—they’re bound blood, Cousin. Enfants perdus—children for the altar, lambs for the taking. I heard the stories. You really thought she was something special, huh? Uncle set her up, but you didn’t knock her down. Got a big heart in you—” Here, Callahan tapped Mourning’s chest, and Mourning flinched, remembering what had been pulled out of him less than an hour ago. “But that heart should be filled with the glory of our diabolical blood. Filled with the power of our seed! Not…love for some trash bride whose second-hand soul got taken by your father.”

			Mourning tried again not to hit him.

			Not to let his knees buckle.

			Not to scream.

			“She sold her soul. To Father.”

			“He asked. She gave. So I’m told. I have…friends inside the Gireau family.”

			The desire to do violence, true violence, was rarely in Mourning—probably a weakness, according to his father. Certainly a disappointment. But it was there now. A great shine-black dragon, waking up inside him, stretching its limbs and its neck, sharpening its teeth, letting its belly warm with fire. He had to do a great deal of work to push it back down inside. And even then, concealing it would be a massive lie—an actor’s undertaking.

			That, at least, Mourning was good at.

			He pinned a false smile to his face. “So what is all this? Why am I here, Cal? This all you wanted from me? Answers I don’t have? Could’ve texted for that.”

			“Bro. Cousin. I want more than answers.” Callahan stopped walking. Behind him, the lights of Portland, Maine, glittered in the dark like light on broken glass. “I want your buy-in. I want your commitment.”

			“Buy-in?”

			“Reason I need your father is I’m about to change the game.”

			Stop speaking in empty bullshit phrases and tell me what you mean. But he didn’t say that. Couldn’t say that. “Explain, please.”

			“This thing we do? Our kind? Who cares? It’s all so empty. It’s this system, this prison, it’s designed to keep us in it and not be more than we are. We can’t optimize. We can’t excel. I’m out here every day, rising and grinding, Mourn. I put my face forward. I teach boys how to become men. And I earn their respect. I earn their love. But our family? And all of Agares House? Hell, all the broods? They don’t want me doing that. I’m supposed to stay behind the curtain. They say we’re the puppet masters, Cousin, but I feel more like a puppet than a master when I listen to them. I don’t want to buy someone’s soul and make them fucking governor. Or a celebrity or a billionaire or a fucking moon-man. I want to do all those things. Be all those things.” He cackled. “I want to change the game. I want to break the fucking machine.”

			“And you want my help.”

			“I want your partnership.”

			“Great, count me in,” Mourning said. Another lie. And said so half-heartedly, he didn’t really even expect Callahan to buy it.

			But suddenly, his cousin was nose to nose with him. Holding the collar of his shirt, gripping it and yanking on it in an act of what could’ve been aggression or could’ve been love. Mourning realized it was both.

			“You mean it?” Callahan asked.

			“Yeah,” Mourning lied again. Whatever he had to say, he’d say. “One hundred percent, Cal. System doesn’t work for me, either.” He started to spin up his own bullshit machine. Got the engines really cooking. “I mean, fuck, you said it yourself—how little I know. I’ve been kept in the dark. Kept away from the levers of power. I get kicked out and then dragged back and, and for what? Shit, my own father fucks off to gods-know-where and I’m left guarding the door to an empty castle? No power to speak of, everyone wanting a piece of what I don’t have? It’s feudal. It’s small. It’s designed to keep us down.”

			(Even as he spoke the words, he thought, Well, okay, this isn’t all bullshit. But then again, that was the secret to telling lies—tucking them inside truth.)

			“Good. Good. Truly excellent. I knew you were real deal.”

			“Just tell me what you need from me.”

			He pulled Mourning into an awkward bro-hug, with all the backslapping and drawing deep breaths through his nose. When he let go, he said: “What I need from you? Find your father. He’s got in his blood a biblical flood of elixir, and we need it—I’m bringing more to the party, but we’re going to need as much as we can, as fast as we can find it. Even more important? That tower. You find that and you find something no one else has. The rest of our numb-nut kin are just now waking up to the fact that something is coming, something revolutionary, something that is fucking brimming with power—a revolution. And we’re ahead of it, you and me. We’re keyed in.”

			“What kind of power? What is the tower?”

			Callahan pressed his forehead against Mourning’s. Hard. His breath smelled bad—tonsil stones, cigar stink, whisky. “The tower throbs with power, Cousin. The kind of power that will break the whole thing apart. And the blooded ones who take that power for themselves? No more begging for scraps. No more licking boots. No need for all these old-school byzantine bullshit rules that keep power concentrated in a bunch of ancient patriarch pricks and matriarch monsters. We take that for us, we become our own founts—the souls we broker, they fill our hearts and feed the demon sure as that snake filled yours. Our blood becomes elixir.” He grabbed Mourning by the sides of his face and kissed him on the forehead. “It can be ours.”

			“It’s gonna be ours,” Mourning said, turning on the gasoline hose and spraying it right into the fire.

			“Yes, Cousin. Yes. Together we’re going to own our goals. We’re going to crush fear. We’re going to dominate destiny.”

			They embraced again.

			It was crazy, fucked-up ego-monster talk. Wild-eyed shit from someone in the alley outside the club pissing against the wall but at the same time trying to sell you crypto or horse dewormer or some new fucking app that’s got AI, bro, it has AI.

			Mourning wasn’t even sure Cousin Callahan knew what he was talking about. Still. Still. As they hugged, a little part of Mourning couldn’t help but be enticed by the idea of tearing it all down and standing triumphant amidst the ruins.

			

			—

			If that story ended like Mourning wanted, he would’ve embraced Callahan, grown a WaveRunner out of his ass, and jetskied immediately off Shearwater and back to the mainland…but that, woefully, was not to be. There would be no boat until morning, he was told, and they still had dinner to eat, after all. “Don’t sweat it, Cousin, we have a room set up for you,” Callahan explained—and so he knew he was jolly well trapped here overnight. That, at least, would give him a chance to see if he could corner Julian and feel him out for a ritual to help awaken Quinn’s blood—but that, now, was especially fraught. They didn’t know Quinn was with Key, Silas, and Mourning. They maybe didn’t even know who Quinn was or that they existed? Callahan seemed singularly focused on finding Hadrian Mayne and the tower but more than happy to just let Mourning handle it. Unsurprising, perhaps, for someone who pretended he was this bold, bad-ass sigma male ronin ninja motherfucker, but who in reality had done very little for himself (or anyone else) in the thirty-year-stretch of his deeply selfish and profoundly lazy existence. Accomplished nothing. Handed everything. And believed he deserved the world.

			(Mourning feared the same things could be said about him.)

			Dinner was predictably miserable. A high-protein (“brotein”) affair full of overcooked game-meats and raw vegetables. Callahan went on and on about how cooking the vegetables—and in some cases, meat—destroyed their nutrients and defanged their antioxidants and something-something enzymes, compounds, peptides, whatever. Lachlan cheekily asked, “Doesn’t cooking food, oh, you know, kill all the bad little germy goblins in it?”

			Callahan blew that off. Said you had to eat those things to “fortify” yourself. “We need the E. coli, the salmonella, the campylobacter—it strengthens us. Vaccines are in nature all around us, not in a fucking syringe.”

			Mourning thought: All the power in the world, natural and supernatural. All that money. All that privilege and access and opportunity and it churns out this vapid dipshit who thinks we should eat raw moose and swim in shit ponds to strengthen our immune system and give us super-powered dick strength.

			He didn’t say that, of course. Instead he just clapped and laughed along, nodding and swirling his whisky. “So right.” “So true.” “Good call, Cousin.” “Sure, I’ll have more of those raw Brussels sprouts.” Even though they taste like the inside of a lawnmower and have the texture of toe bunions. “Cigar, sure, don’t mind if I do,” he said, holding the smoke in his mouth and wanting to spray vomit through his clenched, grinning teeth.

			After dinner, Callahan wanted to do some trapshooting off the back lawn, over the bay, and as he went to collect the shotguns, Mourning made a beeline for Uncle Julian—

			But was intercepted by Lachlan and Lorelei.

			“So, you’re really in?” Lachlan asked, eyes narrow.

			Lorelei gazed in wide-eyed, only half-present anticipation. “I knew we could count on you. I told him. I said, Mourning will not fail us. I said, He knows we’ll cut him open and fill him with rocks if he denies us.”

			Mourning offered a stiff chuckle. “I’m in,” he lied. “You could’ve told me all this up front. I’m honestly a little surprised the two of you were amenable. All your talk of loving Father, strong family, and so on, so forth. Quite the act.”

			“Yes, well. Pssh.” Lachlan shrugged. “Not an act! Not an act.” He sucked on a cigar, then frowned at it and threw it away. “It’s like sucking on a burned shit, isn’t it? Anyway—I still love the old man. What we do, we do in honor of him. He’s gone off the rez, hasn’t he? Gone stray. And maybe this helps bring him back into the fold and—well, if it shows him a new way, then so be it. The olds need the youth to shock them a little. Punt their flabby asses onto a better path, mm?”

			Lorelei bared her teeth. “I grow weary of begging our dear daddy for a taste of what we are owed. Are you not angry at having been pushed from the nest? Kicked out of the tree and left to fend for yourself on the ground? Little birdy?”

			He had to admit, he was angry.

			But enough to really get behind Callahan?

			“What do you think of our cousin’s involvement?” Mourning asked.

			Lachlan waved it off. “Let him run screaming through the breach and we can step through after the smoke has cleared.”

			“But do you trust him?”

			“About as well as I trust a tick not to bite me.”

			“And you’re okay with that?”

			A bitter laugh. “Of course. It is the way of things, little brother. He’s a tick. I’m a mosquito. You’re a leech. We all want our blood.”

			“I’m a lamprey,” Lorelei whispered.

			Lachlan continued the thought: “We are what we are and we expect it. We use Callahan. He thinks he’s using us.” In a low voice, he said: “We all know we’re smarter than he is. He’d eat paint chips if we told him lead would give him bigger, fuller balls. He’s not doing those videos because he’s a shepherd leading his flock. He’s just the biggest, loudest sheep.”

			“And what about me?”

			“What about you?”

			“If betrayal is our natural state—who’s to say I won’t betray you?”

			Lachlan clapped him on the shoulder. “You wouldn’t dare. That’s the thing about you. You’re the best of us, little bro. You’re actually a little bit good, even if you don’t know it.”

			“Besides,” Lorelei said, reaching up and kissing his cheek before saying, “we could still fill your inside with rocks.”

			And with that, she flittered away, an erratic moth in search of light.

			Lachlan gave a half shrug, muttered, “I’d at least fill you with something nice. Turn you into a drug mule, maybe. Or a gachapon machine.” He guffawed drunkenly, then wandered after his twin.

			Ahead, Julian waited, so again Mourning made a beeline—

			And then Callahan stepped in his path, handing him a shotgun. An over-under. Gleaming blue steel, polished stock. The gun had an elaborate inlay on the metal—every part of it carved with images in silver and gold. Mourning turned the gun over to look closer, holding it under the torchlight. He saw leering faces—demonic visages with curling horns, a great beast biting a chain, a dragon with gold eyes, strange creatures nestled in amidst the scrollwork. For a moment, it seemed like the image was moving—the scrollwork moving into itself, a snake biting its own tail as the gold eyes grew larger, as the dragon wings stretched farther, the gesture of a beast ready to take flight.

			“Caesar Guarini Invictus X prototype,” Callahan said, biting a lip like he wanted to brag harder. Then he did, because of course he couldn’t stop himself: “The IX is twenty-two grand, and this one never even hit market. Julian got it for me—wild story, the artist who designed it or did the, I dunno, the engraving? He went absolutely bugfuck and took this very gun and blew his own head off. Most of his mouth was still wrapped around the barrel. It took some, uh, cleaning.”

			Making it worse, Callahan winked again. Guy loved to wink.

			Mourning wanted to throw the gun, but like a rodeo cowboy, he held on to it. He offered a smirk, trying to make it authentic. Trying not to vomit. “Wild.”

			“So wild. So, what shall we shoot, Cousin?” He started to rattle off some things, but just then: Mourning’s phone vibrated. Mourning awkwardly draped the broken-open gun over the crook of his left arm as he fished out the phone with his right, giving it an eyeball.

			It was a text from Key.

			Something happened. Call me.

			Mourning hastily shoved the phone back in his pocket only to find Callahan watching him carefully. “What’s up?” his cousin asked.

			“I—uh, just some slut from Seattle looking for a hookup.”

			“Mourning, such a player.” Callahan leaned in. “You know, the secret though, it’s holding it all in.”

			“It?”

			“Your seed! Your spermaceti, cuz. Keeping it high and tight. It’s precious. Like elixir. You don’t waste it. Besides, it gives you power when it’s in you. Power just vibes off your flesh. It’s just one of the things I do to give off aura.”

			“I’ll take that under advisement.”

			“Anyway, as I was saying, what would you like to shoot at? We’ve got actual pigeons instead of clay ones, but we also have rats, squirrels, stray kitties and puppies from broken litters. I could probably score a homeless from the city if you wanted to hunt—”

			Mourning’s stomach turned. “You know, I think I’m gonna crash out.”

			“Crash out? Already? Legendary beast that you are?”

			“I had a snake pulled out of my chest, Cousin.”

			That got a big laugh. “Hey, hey, new idea. We could take Annalisa for a spin. She’s paid well. And her soul’s already out the door. You and I could, you know, sing ‘London Bridge’ as we—”

			“Too tired for even that,” Mourning said. He had no idea how to reconcile that offer with what Callahan had just told him about reserving his jizz instead of spilling it all over the planet, and he didn’t want to ask for clarification.

			“You’re hanging around at least? A few days. I’ll show you the recording studio—I have big things brewing, Cousin. It’s a part of it, a part of all of it. And we could get into some manner of fun trouble when you’re up for it—”

			Mourning leaned in, with a tone that bordered on conspiratorial. A manipulation to make Callahan feel special, as if to say, I’m only talking to you, now, Cousin. Not anybody else here. “If we’re going to do this thing, you and me? If we’re really going to dominate and go for the brass ring? Then I need to get started. I don’t want to disappoint you. And the sooner the better, right?”

			A slow smile spread across Callahan’s face. The grin of a fox who was just promised an afterlife of henhouses. “I missed you, Mourning.”

			“Missed you, too, Cal.”

			Another partial lie. He didn’t miss all this about his cousin. But there was something nice about having someone, anyone, understand who you were and where you came from. And Cousin Callahan was fun until he wasn’t.

			He went in for another bro-hug, the shotgun trapped between them. Foreheads together. Backslapping bullshit. And then his cousin took the gun, and Mourning was off—shown to his room by the lovely, soul-gone Annalisa.
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				That Funny Feeling

			
			
				Only two who escaped the fetters of a single universe and became present in all of them: the daemons Eligos Vassago and Naberius.

				—a page from the Compendium Singularis, a book that doesn’t exist in this universe

			

			The cat was pulling the legs off of a massive bullfrog on the back deck of the Maynes’ lake house. Key watched with stomach-sick fascination as the orange tabby pulled the animal apart with what could only be described as delight. Sometimes the animal would roll its head forward in the open mess that was the still-alive frog’s gory middle. Like a child, playing.

			Key held the phone to her ear. Mourning had called her moments ago from Callahan Mayne’s Maine island home.

			“I’m just fumbling my way through all of this,” Mourning said, talking a mile a minute—the sound of a man who was either on drugs or just so fatigued that he’d gone past weary and now entered that territory of so tired I’m wired phase. “I don’t feel like I have a grip on any of this, Key. I couldn’t get Julian alone. My twin siblings are actively colluding with Callahan—and now Callahan thinks I’m working with him, too, all in some egomaniacal obsession he has, some plan I’m not even sure is a plan at all. I don’t know where my father is. I didn’t find Sophie. There’s not even a party. Oh! And there was a fucking serpent inside my—my heart? My blood? I don’t even know, Key. I don’t even fucking know. I need to get out of here. Tell me you heard from Silas. Tell me he has something.”

			The cat ripped both eyes from the frog’s face. It had no legs or arms to twitch now, but it was still kind of pulsing. A twitching amphibian sphere. The cat looked happy. Key realized she’d seen a look like that before: on Silas’s face after he’d buried the axe in that Watcher’s skull. Actually, it was Silas’s face most times.

			Key had to turn away. Instead, she turned her gaze in through the window, where she saw Quinn sitting cross-legged on the couch. Drinking chamomile tea.

			They looked good.

			Better than good.

			Healthy. Rosy-cheeked. Almost happy?

			“I haven’t talked to him. But Quinn’s awake. They’re…doing okay.”

			“What does that mean, ‘doing okay’?”

			“It…means they’re awake. They’re calm, they’re clear. And I think we know where we need to go. Wait, did you say you had a snake in your heart?”

			“Yeah. Yes. The Oriax—some ritual. They were watching me. Never mind that. What does that mean, ‘we know where we need to go’? We who? What is happening?”

			She told him how Quinn went down into the lake. How she wasn’t sure what happened to them down there, only that: “Quinn had a vision. Of the tower—and this time, they saw something in it. A—a diner, the Cosmos Diner, in a small town out in the Midwest. I looked it up, and sure enough, there’s a diner of that name in Kansas. In a town called Corning. Which, you know. It’s there in the name.”

			“Corn.”

			“Yeah.”

			“And it’s the real deal? This diner?”

			“There were photos online. Quinn recognized it.”

			She heard Mourning draw a deep breath. “And they think the tower is there.”

			“Near to it, somewhere.”

			“And you think that’s where we should go.”

			“I think it’s where we’ll find the tower. Maybe your father.” And who knows what else.

			He paused. “Yeah, but do you think that’s where we should go?”

			She paused, too. Dead air. Finally she said: “We don’t have a lot of other options. Quinn feels like they need to go there and if this helps…”

			Now Apple the cat had completely dissected the frog into its parts. Limbs and guts separated, like it was organizing them, categorizing them. Then it batted them all away with a vengeful swipe. Frog parts splashed into the lake.

			She went on: “And at the very least…it’ll answer some questions.”

			“Do you believe that?”

			“I—I don’t know.” The words were coming out of Key before she even realized her mouth was open and her lips were moving: “Do you think we should?”

			“You’re asking me?”

			“I…am.”

			He grunted a small, ego-fed chuckle. “Are we becoming friends, Key?”

			“We are not.”

			“But you at least trust me.”

			“I do not.”

			“Fine, so you don’t want to know what I think. Great.”

			She sighed. “Look, baby, sweetie, yes, I’m asking. Okay? I’m asking you because I…want to hear what you think. I’m lost, too. Maybe together we can be a little less lost through all of this. Just answer the question. You don’t have to make a whole fucking meal of it, okay?”

			Somehow, Mourning seemed to restrain needling her about this. Instead, he just said: “I don’t know. I just know I don’t like any of it. Callahan is interested in my father’s whereabouts—but he’s also interested in the Configuration. He’s been dreaming of it. Thinks we can…I don’t know, work together to unlock it, whatever that means. He’s convinced it’s this reservoir of power. Some opportunity even he doesn’t seem clear on—or that he’s keeping close to the vest. Maybe my uncle set him up for it, or maybe Julian is just following along, same as the rest of us. But if Callahan is interested—”

			“Then maybe we should get there first.”

			Another deep exhalation of breath from Mourning. “Yeah. Shit. Yeah.” Moments of silence passed between them. A widening chasm where strange thoughts roiled down there in the dark. He said, before she could, “If there is power there, I don’t trust anyone else with it. Maybe if we find it, maybe if we can claim whatever is there…that’s better for everyone, isn’t it?”

			She couldn’t help but hear it in his voice: a touch of hunger. A taste of what-could-be. Power was enticing. It was attractive. She felt it, too. That pull.

			“It’s offered us all something,” she said.

			A hesitation. Then: “Yes.”

			“What if…” She hesitated to even say it aloud. “What if this hurts them? Quinn, I mean. What if it kills them? What if this isn’t the right thing to do?”

			“Everything costs something, Key.”

			“You’d be willing to do that? To them?”

			Another moment of hesitation. She heard him breathing through it. “Now, I didn’t say I would. I’m only saying, what each of us wants, whatever it is, it won’t come free. And when the time comes to pay that price, we’ll have to decide if it’s a debt worth picking up or putting down.”

			Lucinda. Quinn.

			She suddenly imagined a scale, each weighted with the people in front of her and around her. It was a scale she feared would not balance.

			“Let’s say we do this,” she said. “Do we trust each other?”

			“I trust you.” That, he said without any hesitation.

			She believed that.

			“I trust you, too.”

			“All right. So what next?”

			“What’s next is, I guess we find a tower. So come on home, fuckboy.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				62

				Fuckboy Goes Home

			
			
				They call us broods. It’s a pejorative term. Broods, like animals meant for breeding. Broods, like cicadas. Broods, like the action of a moping teenage boy. I think of us as something better than that. We’re not just aggregations of genetic material—no mere clusters of demonic heritage. We aren’t even families. We’re enclaves. Enclave—from the French. Enclaver—to enclose. From the Latin, clavis, meaning key. Perhaps we—if we allow ourselves to be—are the key to unlock a greater, brighter future for humanity.

				—Gunnar Kipling, in a 2019 speech at the Valefar Foundation winter retreat in Banff

			

			It was a long fuck-all of a night. Mourning had been shown to his room by Annalisa—she explained to him that he could just give her his clothes and that they would be laundered for him overnight, and then she plainly said, “And if you want company from me or any of the other staff, we are open and amenable to providing you with a most pleasurable experience. Callahan informed us that you enjoy playing with the staff, perhaps exclusively, and so we are on offer. His only caveat is that you must not spill your seed into any of us, but rather, must collect it in an approved vessel so that it may be ingested and reabsorbed to loop your strength, your honor, and your virility.” He laughed, but saw she was serious. He wanted to ask her, Are you suggesting I pull out and eat my own cum? but instead, he just said, “Dinner was plenty.”

			She said she would remain on call if he changed his mind.

			As she left, her phrasing, you enjoy playing with the staff, stuck in his head like a knife stabbed into a table. Everyone knew about him and Sophie. He hated that. And now, hearing Callahan say she was Father’s plaything? Was it true? Was his cousin fucking with him, or just wrong about this as he was about so many things? Thinking about Sophie made him clench up. Made him hungry. Made him almost want to call Annalisa back. She could be your Sophie, just for tonight, a voice inside him said.

			Instead, he called Key, and she told him all that had happened there. Quinn had maybe found the location of the Configuration. And then Key asked him that crucial question: What if it hurts Quinn, or kills them?

			A dark part of him thought: We all sell our souls to something.

			Of course, a further thought: But we don’t have souls, do we?

			

			—

			Mourning tried to sleep.

			The crucial word there: tried.

			Outside, Callahan put on loud music—the worst loud music, music that pinballed between shitty pop-country full of fake bravado-having beer-swilling tractor-men and Eurotrash dance club dub-step for dumbfucks, and all of it was giving him a fucking arrythmia in his chest. And then he remembered having a snake pulled out of him and that just spread the roots and shoots of anxiety through every corner of his body. That’s when the shotgun blasts started. Boom. Boom. Boom. Sometimes Mourning swore he heard animals crying out in pain. That just made him tuck in tighter into himself. A horrible sound, one he hoped he was imagining—but once upon a time, hadn’t Lachlan told stories about how Callahan had a thing as a kid for torturing small animals? At the time it was easy to dismiss as Lachlan just saying mean shit to say mean shit—but now, Mourning wasn’t so sure.

			That was the sound outside. Retreating inward didn’t help—Mourning just fell into his own mind. Spinning into a spiral of guilt and shame. Guilt over the question Key had asked him. Shame over having perhaps been fooled by Sophie. Then after all that, anger, too. Anger at himself, but anger at his father, his siblings, at all the fiends in all the blooded broods. So much anger a little part of him wondered, Is Callahan right? Is Silas right? Should we burn it all down?

			And should I just burn along with it?

			Eventually, at some point, the clamor outside ended, and by some miracle Mourning snatched a couple hours of sleep from the jaws of anxiety.

			

			—

			Mourning in the morning. Time for the send-off. Waiting for them was a different vessel this time—not Captain Vick on his reskinned lobster boat, but this time a sleek speedboat captained by Olle the golf-cart driver.

			Callahan, despite having been up most of the night shotgunning rare birds or puppies or whatever it was (Mourning did not ask), looked fresh and clean as if he had just been birthed from some 2011 Abercrombie catalog. Not a line out of place in the slicked-back LEGO shell atop his head he called hair. He was alone.

			“Where’s Julian? And I don’t see the twins…”

			Biting his lower lip like an eager kid who couldn’t keep a secret, he clapped Mourning on the shoulder. “Eh, who cares about them?” But he must’ve clocked the worry on Mourning’s face. He rolled his eyes. “Julian said someone new was fucking with his house? I dunno. He seemed alarmed and left around midnight. The twins are just sleeping it off. They’re going to stay another night, have Olle cart them back tomorrow. You sure you don’t wanna linger?”

			“As I said, duty calls.”

			“Gods. Look at you. Way more on the ball than anybody ever gave you credit for. I really figured you for some woke hipster cuck, some spent-up gooner party boy hungrily sucking at Daddy’s flappy man-tits. But now? Now I see myself in you, Cousin. And together we’re going to do great things. Me and you. Not the twins. They’re—well. You know.”

			Mourning sighed. “I know all too well, Cousin.”

			“They’re in it for themselves. But I’m in it for something greater. A bigger vision of the future. I have faith, great faith in the ones beyond the—” He halted his words. “Well, that’s a conversation for a different time. Let’s just say for now, my faith is also placed firmly upon you. I know you threw something away with Uncle Hadrian when you chose Sophie. I assumed initially you were just following the scent between her legs, but now I see. I see.” He tapped two fingers against Mourning’s forehead, like he was trying to poke out an unseen third eye. “It was principle. You’re a fiendish man of principle, and in our world, that’s a different animal. We are different animals.”

			“You can count on me.”

			“I know I can. I know you’d never fuck me. I have an eye for quislings.”

			There was a part of Mourning that felt—and this shocked the shit out of him—bad. Yes, Callahan was a vapid dipshit, some ego-fed misogynistic bro-fluencer who just wanted an excuse to make it all about him. At the same time, he really did seem to believe in something. And further, he seemed to really believe in Mourning. That, or it was just a good act—but Callahan did not seem to be that good of an actor. That twisting pang of guilt didn’t last long, though, as Callahan smashed his forehead against Mourning’s, and then grabbed his balls hard—a movement that Mourning initially felt was an attack, but he swiftly realized was some kind of fucked-up gesture of manly camaraderie. He kissed Mourning’s forehead as he gripped his package and said: “Keep your seed on the inside. Retain your power out there—don’t let anyone take it. We’ll run things soon enough, Cousin. We’ll run the Mayne family. We’ll run Agares House, Oriax, we’ll grudge-fuck the Dantalion. We’ll run it all.”

			Mourning winced uncomfortably; Callahan let go of his balls.

			Then he got on the boat and was glad to feel Shearwater at his back.

			See you, dipshit, he thought. Even as that little bit of guilt broke off inside of him and went around and around and around again.

		

	
		
			
				Part Nine

				Into the Heartland
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				Did the Devil Fall, Did He Jump,

				or Was He Pushed?

			
			
				We have no evidence of one God, just as we have no evidence of a singular Devil. No Yahweh. No Lucifer. Nary a glimpse of an Adversary or Demiurge. We are the Demiurge. We are the Adversary. Each of us, a god and a devil, and as a whole, divine.

				—Aurelius Mayne, in a handwritten letter to the families of Agares House, 1869

			

			They came back together at the lake house only to leave it again the next morning. Mourning wanted to fly; Silas was partial to trains. But Key demanded that they drive. She had a lot of reasons, and they were all difficult to argue with:

			First, being in a plane or a train was akin to being trapped, and should the Watchers or the Dantalion or whofuckingever find them, it would be them caught in the grip of whatever metal tube they’d chosen. A car was more flexible. And they controlled it. Which wasn’t nothing.

			Second, those other forms of transportation would be easier to track. Not just from behind—but from ahead, too. A plane had a destination and if you could figure that out? They could be there waiting for them. Car, on the other hand, well, that could be going anywhere, couldn’t it?

			Third and, to Key, the most important: Quinn was okay for now, but if they ended up not being okay again? Then it would be easy enough to pull off the highway and find a safe hiding spot to weather that storm. But if they were on a plane thirty thousand feet in the clouds when Quinn decided to lose their shit? That was dangerous. They’d end up on the ground. On fire. In pieces.

			To her shock, nobody fought her on it.

			Quinn even said, clear as day, “The drive might be nice.”

			So they drove.

			

			—

			Key did a lot of the driving, but the driving didn’t feel much like driving. It felt like being pulled, from a distance, a great distance. Some invisible chain wrapped around the front of the car, a faraway hand drawing it toward something. The Configuration. It felt horribly inevitable. Like they’d made these choices and now they were locked into them, and whatever happened, happened, and all they could do was keep going. She’d talked to Lucinda last night. Told her where she was going. Lucinda said, Take me with you, and in that request was something both desperate and sweet, something that felt like it came from a person with their soul still intact—someone who needed others, someone who could feel and give love. And it broke Key’s heart to tell her no. I can’t, baby. I got something to do first. I’m going to go get your soul back. I’m gonna save you. Lucinda didn’t believe her, screamed at her, called her names, hung up.

			

			—

			Mourning sat in the passenger seat and it wasn’t until Key asked him what was wrong that he understood what was wrong, or even that something was wrong at all in the first place. She said, What’s wrong with you? and he asked her why she thought something was wrong with him and she answered, I can read people same as you can, and it’s not just written on your face but spray-painted there like a damn Banksy. He told her he was fine, and it was only then he realized that no, he absolutely was not fine. He was angry.

			He felt like a fucking chump. Sophie lied to him. Father lied to him. His brother and sister lied to him. The Oriax killed his friend—“friend”—and then shoved a serpent in his heart, somehow. Who else was lying to him? Callahan? Probably—then again, he seemed utterly earnest. The people in this car?

			Gods, he hoped not.

			Then again—

			They were like him.

			They had those old demons in the blood, same as he did.

			No angels on their shoulders. Just devils. Sitting there like a line of crows, chattering and cawing in their ears. Whispers from ancient Agares, old Dantalion, strange Gremory. And whatever it was calling from Quinn’s own blood.

			What did Mourning’s own demon whisper to him? It told him that the only way through the anger, to make good on it, to make it right? Was to tear it all down. Claim all the power he could. Show them all that he wasn’t some fool, led around by his heart and his cock, his nose dusted with coke, his eyes bloodshot from whatever he’d drunk, snorted, injected, swallowed, the night prior. He’d help get Quinn to the Configuration, whatever the hell it was. They’d open it up or tear it down or climb to the top—anything to get the power that it had offered him. He’d claim this family. He’d kick Father to the curb. And Sophie—

			He just wanted the power to forget her.

			Because no power in the world would help him forgive her.

			

			—

			Silas sat in the discomfort of his dishonesty.

			He’d been so happy this whole time about so many things—he’d gotten away from the Gremorys, he’d been allowed to feel like himself (his old self again), he’d met these messy awful people who despite their mess and their awfulness felt like they fit with him, as discards, as outsiders, as failures. And above all else, he’d found Quinn. Quinn, who truly felt different. Quinn, who was the harbinger of something—not just of this Configuration, but as Silas believed, of a great and necessary breaking. A shattering of the old ways, the old world. Silas had himself sought the breaking of the world, but just inside himself, for himself. This was bigger. This was for them all. The axis upon which they were bound would stop its turning and crumble. They would be plunged into sweet chaos, and in that chaos, they would remake the world.

			And he was glad to be a part of it.

			Though perhaps best of all, Silas believed this tower—this Configuration—would restore to him what was lost.

			He would truly be free.

			But he’d lied to these people.

			People he thought of as friends, such as their kind could even have friends. Perhaps friends was too twee a word. These were his kin. They were bound together. Freak shows shackled by fate and by destiny!

			And he loved them because of that.

			One shouldn’t lie to those he loved, he knew.

			And yet, he had. He’d come back to the lake house late the night prior. He’d taken a shower in Julian’s house first—after all, his time in the archive of flesh had left him soaked in the room’s blood. (And even now, he found a visceral thrill at the memory of carving into the meat of those walls. Oh, how it screamed. How it moaned. At one point he sliced through a tongue, and the mouth around it laughed and wept in simultaneity, and that sense memory would remain with him for the remainder of his life, of that he was sure.) He’d told them he wasn’t able to learn anything useful from the Flesh Room. A lie. One that slipped so casually from him, but that has haunted him since. It left a bitter taste.

			Silas wanted to cleanse his mouth of that bitterness, and so it was around Chicago that Silas spat out the truth.

			(Or, at least, some of it.)

			He reached for Quinn’s hand and held it gently as he could—the cat underneath him pressed its head against the inside of his wrist, purring—and then he confessed: “I lied to you all last night. I know what Quinn is. I know what the experiment was that made them—that made you.”

			

			—

			Quinn listened intently as Silas held their hand.

			He explained, Us in the car, we’re born of our families, we’re all bound to our supposed ancestors—the old demons that made us, so long ago. But you’re not like that, Quinn. They made you to be of many lineages. Maybe all of them. You’re Agares, yes. You’re Dantalion, too. Baalial and Malphas, Valefar and Ashtoreth. Focalor, Gremory, Amaymon, Forcas, Sabhnag—all of them. You don’t belong to any. You belong to them all. They made you in secret, not even knowing why they were doing it. It was an act of cruelty and caprice—no hypothesis, no theory drove them to it. They did it because they believed they could. They didn’t know anything about a tower, about some Configuration, they didn’t know you’d be an artist connected to something greater than yourself. They made you just to make you, just to see what you’d become, and then to torment you. You were born to a vessel, not to a mother. They let you go without becoming not just because they didn’t know what would happen if they did awaken your blood, but because they enjoyed the game of it. See how long you’d last before bursting like a grub in a microwave. They did it because they’re monsters. And they’re just now catching up to what they truly made.

			Quinn sat with that for a while.

			It wasn’t all new news. They learned as much in their dream from the smiling man in white. They were part of an experiment, one that seemed aimless. But that perhaps was not.

			I’m not like anybody else.

			What of their parents?

			They remembered them—sort of. There were people there, that were their parents, right? Was that just a trick? Some kind of illusion? Or were their parents convinced of this lie?

			Did it even matter? Quinn could barely remember them. Whoever they were, real or imagined, they were horrible, and Quinn was glad to be shut of them.

			This was, to their mind, good news.

			Quinn, creature of sin.

			They will be what they will be.

			And they will be free.

			

			—

			Mourning tried to follow it. Tried to piece it together. Silas told them what he knew—and even as Key chastised him for not telling the truth, and even as Silas apologized earnestly and humbly—Mourning couldn’t help but think about his father. Hadrian Mayne knew about this. It’s how he was connected to it. To the drawings. To the tower. He helped create Quinn, whatever Quinn was. And then decades later, that mad orchard began to grow strange fruit. Quinn saw the tower. Felt the tower. Drew the tower. And those drawings made their way to Hadrian Mayne, to Caetano Adamastor, to whatever other families and broods were in on the action. Who else knew? Who else had drawings of the Configuration?

			And how many of them were now starting to look for it?

			We need to find it first.

			So close now.

			So close.

			

			—

			Sun up, sun down. Rain, but no bad weather. No tornadoes this time. Highways and byways, trees and fields and flat nowhere nothings. Wheat, soy, and, soon, corn. Outside, the heat rose higher and higher. A wave of heat. A crushing tsunami of it. They each took turns driving. They each took turns sleeping. And as they drove closer, they all started to feel it in their teeth. Like a radio signal captured in fillings. A buzz—a static hum. That pull that Key felt at the start, they all started to feel it by the end. The vault rises. The pit beckons. The Configuration called to them. And whether they wanted to, or not, they called back.

			

			—

			There was one more piece of truth that Silas did not share with the others—would not dare to share, because it felt like something only he was to know. Something that brought him closer to Quinn than any of these other revelations.

			The archive of flesh understood the Configuration. It knew it—not because it had been fed information by Julian, but rather, because the Configuration itself was calling out to any who would listen. And, as it turned out, a miserable room made of psychic meat was a very good antenna. It’s how the room knew that the Configuration existed. All of the archive’s meat was laid across the pulsing nerve bundle that led to the Configuration.

			It understood something about the structure and the power it contained. The archive of flesh told Silas in a thrumming, drumming song:

			A SACRIFICE WILL BE REQUIRED.

			Which he took to mean one thing:

			Quinn was that sacrifice.

			Though they were not made with purpose, a purpose was made for them when they were born. They were what was to be sacrificed. The artist was, in a sense, their collective soul, and it was what they would have to give up to access the power within the Configuration.

			It pained him, of course. He loved Quinn. Quinn and he were kin. But most of the souls he cleaved were from those he loved. It was not an alien thing for Silas to sacrifice his love—it was what he saw as the ultimate expression of that love. Love itself always required a sacrifice, and sacrifice was then an act of love. There was no greater intimacy. No greater kinship. He’d never felt closer to someone as when he was tearing them open, cuddling their viscera, and sucking the soul from the wet chambers of their still-beating heart.

			So. For Quinn to die out there—

			It would be brutal and it would be sad.

			But it would also be lovely and it would prove true the love he felt for them. I love you and I am giving you to this greater purpose. And I am losing something, too. I am losing you. Giving you to the universe. Ah! How noble. How pure.

			In the car, he looked to Quinn and smiled.

			Quinn smiled back.

			The cat purred.

			

			—

			And then, just like that—

			Corning, Kansas.

			Cosmos Diner.

			We’re here, Key thought.

			It begins.
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				The Cosmos and the Configuration

			
			
				I have found that the telluric currents—the Heilige Linien, or holy and sacred lines—can be made to transit more than just the positive and negative energies of the earth. Other energies have been detected. Some say they may be used to some manner of quintessence, or the prima materia of the universe—perhaps even the prime material of the human soul itself. What could these energies do for us? Could they be made to unlock at key junctures? What waits at these crossroads to be revealed? Perhaps even released?

				—Richard Ledesma Torres, Transmundane Architectonics

			

			For Quinn, it was like a gathering of sensations rising all at once—a ring of tinnitus in the ear, a pluck-and-tickle across the skin, a shimmer in the air, a murmur of voices rising in volume out there amidst the corn the car passed. They couldn’t see the tower out there, but they could feel it. The rising heat of the summer outside felt deeper, here. Thicker, hotter, hellish. They were close now.

			

			—

			It hit Quinn like a fist to the middle, seeing the shiny train-car diner again. Silver as a chrome bumper, the bright noonday sun trapped in its metal. In the parking lot waited pickup trucks, a few cabs without the trailers, a couple motorcycles, even a John Deere tractor. It looked busy in there. Bustling. Already they could imagine the scrape of forks on plates, the smell of good-bad coffee filling the air, the sizzle of meat on a griddle.

			But there was something else, too, that Quinn could imagine—

			They could imagine themselves here, on the ground, all parts of them broken and shattered, barely contained inside the sock that was their skin as a smiling man and a char-black beast stood over them.

			Their stomach lurched at the memory.

			It was hard to reckon—they’d seen this place in that vision, and now here it was in reality. Except, only problem was, the vision had felt like reality, too. It never felt unreal. It felt like it had really happened. Yet they also knew they’d never been here before, which made them feel like they were straddling two different realities. Or like they’d somehow manifested it from their own mind.

			But this is where I need to be, they told themselves.

			Because it was, wasn’t it?

			It felt as right as it felt wrong.

			“You all right, my friend?” Silas asked them, taking their hand.

			“Yeah. I—yeah.”

			“Is this it?” Key asked.

			They nodded, gawking at it.

			Mourning yawned, having slept the last hour or so in the car. He came up and said, “I’m famished. Let’s get food before I eat one of you.”

			

			—

			Blur. Itch. Agitation. Quinn sat there feeling restless, like their skin was crawling. Didn’t help that they had to leave Apple in the car, with the windows down. Every time they blinked it seemed like a little time slipped away—more than the half second it took to close their eyes and open them again. A tiny fast-forward button, blink, blink, blink, a minute gone, now two.

			And in every gap between every moment, they felt it out there:

			The Configuration.

			Tower, pit, antenna—

			Doorway—

			Out there.

			Somewhere. Somewhere near.

			The diner was hot inside, even with three different air-conditioning units running. Over that white noise sound, Quinn caught snippets of conversation all around them as they ate—conversations between people in the diner, and also between Key, Mourning, Silas. Just casual no-nothing conversations, the kind meant to fill space rather than convey any meaning.

			Quinn felt compelled to ruin that.

			“Do you all feel it?” they asked.

			They felt suddenly present at the table. Like they were anchored to the moment. The way you suddenly went from drunk to a moment of sobriety—the world rushing up on you, pushing the fog away with a brutish shove.

			Everyone looked at them.

			“I can’t feel anything,” Silas chirped. “Dead inside, I’m afraid.”

			Key said, “It’s there. I feel it out there.”

			“At the back of my neck, base of my skull,” Mourning said.

			They don’t feel it same as I do.

			If this thing truly was an antenna of sorts—it was broadcasting to an audience of one. Quinn FM 666 on your radio dial. The others were just catching static.

			“Why are you all here?” What Quinn wanted to truly ask them was, Are you here to help me or to hurt me? But at the same time, that question didn’t seem fair.

			“We’re here for you,” Key said plainly.

			“No,” Quinn said. “You’re just using me as some dowsing rod. To find the tower. Because you don’t feel it like I feel it. You dream of it. But your compass just spins. I do more than dream of it. I see it. I’ve been called to it.” Called by it. “Do you care about me, or do you care about the tower?”

			“It’s not like that,” Mourning said. “Okay, it’s not just like that. The tower is calling out to you and—Quinn, you’re not something we understand. You’re impossible. And here’s this other thing, this structure that no one knows about but you, a place that is simultaneously a tower, a—a fucking castle parapet, a Jersey City tenement, and also it’s a pit and a vault and, ooh, a mysterious Configuration. We can either take you to it or we can keep you from it—or we can just walk away and let it be what it’s going to be. But it feels like it’s calling out to you for a reason. So, we want to help you. We can care about you and the tower. Seems to me you’re kind of a package deal, Quinn.”

			Silas said: “I think you’re meant to go to it, Quinn. Look. You’re different. Differently different than me, or the others, but we’re all exiles and fuckups. The tower has offered us each something, that I can tell you. And I do believe that offer is in exchange for us bringing you to it. But you also want to be here. We didn’t have to tie you up and throw you in the car. But if you don’t want this…”

			“Silas is right,” Key said. “You don’t want this, you can go.”

			Quinn watched them then.

			Really watched them.

			They were suddenly anxious. The others offered them a way out…and were worried they would take it. Quinn was tempted to. Just to see. Would they really let Quinn just go? Would they so easily let go of the tower and whatever it had promised them? Quinn doubted it.

			Even so, just thinking about abandoning the Configuration now—

			It made their guts curdle.

			You can’t. You can’t. You can’t.

			You want this, same as they do.

			You need this.

			“Fine, let’s go now,” Quinn said. “It’s close.”

			“Hold up,” Key said. “I think we should check in to our motel first.”

			At that, Quinn stiffened. “I don’t want to wait.”

			That, they said firmly. Darkly. As if in it were laced a threat—even though they didn’t mean for it to sound that way, exactly, they were glad it did.

			Mourning added: “Key’s right, it’s the smart play. We want to go poking around fields, we might want to do that under cover of darkness and not at high fucking noon. Plus—it’s hot enough out there to turn our brains to crème brûlée.”

			Silas put his hand on their shoulder. “Let’s get settled in, okay?”

			The desire to bite through their own lower lip was suddenly overwhelming. To chew it off, to spit blood at them in anger. They willed themselves to calm down. They’re right. You’re being impatient. And paranoid. Calm down, Quinn.

			The Configuration wanted them to find it.

			Which felt right. Right and righteous.

			And yet, maybe that was the trap.

			Maybe that was the thing they shouldn’t trust.

			They felt sick with confusion. Anxiety worked through them like a bundle of rain-drowned earthworms struggling to get above the mud.

			“Okay,” they said finally. “We can wait till tonight.”

			They felt on fire with impatience.
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				Like Roaches When the

				Lights Come On

			
			
				Naberius: sigil of a dog and a raven. Well-dressed. Cunning and mad, but always smiling. Foolishly confused with Cerberus, the three-headed hound, Naberius is no keeper of passageways, no guardian, but rather, a guide to goodly living, and a restorer of lost dignities. But in true infernal fashion, his mission has become twisted. He has lost his way. If summoned, he will light his lantern and lead you into the deepest dark and leave you there. Do not summon.

				—The Compendium Singularis, a book that does not exist in this universe

			

			“It’s the corn sweat,” the woman behind the counter of the Homestead Motel said. She had this sludgy, melted candle vibe to her—a mound of flesh in a pink blouse, jowly not just at the jowls but all over, all parts of her a droopy-dog-droop. She was fanning herself from the front with a tented-up takeout menu even as wind from a portable fan billowed her hair up from behind.

			“I’m sorry?” Mourning asked, as Key slid over her card.

			“You wiped your brow. You look hot. It’s a heat wave, sure, but made all the worse by the corn sweat.” She must’ve still seen his confused look so she explained it, slowing her voice like he was a fucking idiot. “Summer corn performs evapotranspiration—kind of a perspiration thing. You know, sweat. It pulls water from the soil and up to its leaves, and then that moisture enters the air around us. That’s fine if it’s just one field but here, boy, it’s all corn, all directions, and that means it just adds to the humidity. Corn sweat.”

			“All right,” he said, forcing a smile. “Sure.”

			“Anyway, y’all got air-conditionin’ in the rooms, just window units, and they don’t keep up perfect-like, but it’s good enough to keep you sane.”

			“I don’t think any of us are particularly sane,” Silas said with a smile.

			“True that,” Quinn mumbled.

			

			—

			They agreed to meet back out front of the motel after dark—10 P.M.

			Mourning went to his room, found it grotesquely spare, stinking of must and old cigarettes—boxy, wood-paneled, thin carpet, but wasn’t a rat box, at least. He’d had a few drunken nights in his life where he’d stayed in places far worse than this. One night he woke up in a Seattle alley not far from the university, found some poor schizo fucker next to him, nude from the waist down, masturbating and screaming while he did it.

			This was an improvement over that, even if it was about a thousand steps down from the luxury he was often accustomed to.

			Mourning dumped his suitcase—really, just a small bag he’d found at the lake house, packed now with a handful of cheap-ass amenities nabbed at a Walmart along the way.

			He cranked the white window unit—the AC blew air that was somehow both cold and damp. Corn sweat, he thought. A thing he never needed to know but now there it was, stuck in his head like a seed between his teeth.

			Checking his watch, he had some hours to kill.

			On the car ride, the scenery had just been a bland regurgitation of itself, all of it on a loop. The fields, the barns, the silos, the little nowhere podunk cousin-fucker towns. As such, he was tired. No, he was beyond tired: He was weary.

			So: Mourning took a nap.

			

			—

			The dream crashed into him like a bodying wave. It was as if the world spun fast, throwing him off the bed, through the wall of the motel, even up out of his own flesh suit and bone cage—ripped asunder, he lifted up and slammed down hard on his heels. Around him the corn thrashed in a hard wind as the massive stone tower, the stairs spiraling around its exterior, rose up and up and up, like a living thing. Endless things chanted and shrieked beyond dark windows—many-eyed things, things with gleaming teeth and hungry grins, flesh wet with clotted red, and soon their mad chants resolved into a single statement, one that roared louder and louder as the tower bent to meet him: Bring them to us, bring them to us, BRING THEM TO US, BRING THEM TO US, BRINGTHEMTOUSBRINGTHEMTOUSBRINGTHEMTO—

			

			—

			Mourning lurched out of sleep, feeling drunk and sick, soaked in sweat. The air conditioner chugged and groaned. Outside, the day had dimmed as the sun died and evening rose. The heat and humidity in the room was cloying—it grabbed at him and held fast in its slick and implacable grip.

			One thought crossed his mind:

			We shouldn’t find the tower.

			Whatever power waited there was—

			Was not for them.

			Was not safe.

			Was not sane.

			(“I don’t think any of us are particularly sane,” Silas said with a smile.)

			Mourning knew he was way out of his depth. This was not for him. This was not his life. He had to get the fuck out of here. Get Key. Get Silas. Get Quinn. And get out, out, out. He stood, and it felt like he’d been on the ocean for days even though he was as landlocked as you could get—his knees felt rubbery, and the room seemed to wobble and dip as the dream held tight.

			And then—

			At the foot of the bed, where his phone rested—

			The phone vibrated.

			A text.

			Probably Key.

			He grabbed it, felt his heart leap out of its space and lodge in his throat like a piece of ill-chewed meat.

			

			—

			Sophie:

			I’m here in Kansas. Meet me at Caddy’s BBQ, corner of Seneca and Red Rock. I’ll explain everything. <3

			

			—

			Fuck, fuck, fuck. Fuck me. Fuck my life. Fuck.

			Mourning paced the room.

			Sophie. Sophie.

			He looked at his phone for the fifth time since receiving the text. Was it really her? Was it a trap? A ruse? It came from her number—even though her phone was long gone, back at the Mayne family lake house. So, this was a ruse, right? Someone fucking with him? Another Lachlan-Lorelei special?

			Then again, if it was her…

			After all this time…

			He felt the cruel pull at his middle. Like a claw reaching into his heart, snatching a nugget of its meat and dragging him forward. Sophie. Sophie!

			He had to know.

			He had to know.

			And he couldn’t tell the others. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

			“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath—

			And then walked out the door.

			

			—

			Silas was not a creature of great rumination—at least, not in the sense of being someone who vacillated on his decisions. Uncertainty did not drive him. While not capricious, exactly, once his mind was set on a course—a course driven by logic or by his urges or by some alchemical combination of both—he tended to stick to it. Not out of stubbornness, but simply because he viewed himself as an arrow that had left the bow. When in his past life he’d found someone whose soul he wanted? The urge took him. It guided him. The arrow was free—and it always landed in the heart of what he most desired.

			And the soul always became his, cradled in his messy red hands as honeyed elixir bled from his eyes, his ears, the tip of his cock.

			But now—

			Now, Quinn.

			Quinn, Quinn, Quinn.

			Something about all this stuck in his craw as—not wrong, exactly. But off-kilter. The tower had offered him something. He wanted what it had offered. And he was willing to pay the cost: Quinn.

			So simple. So elegant. The perfect offering!

			But now he worried.

			He had feelings for Quinn. No, no, not those kind of feelings—but he found kinship in them. They were a demonic curiosity. They did not belong. They were a precious thing, and for most of his life, his joy was taking the precious things and breaking them and eating up the pieces, yum, yum, yum.

			But those precious things had never been kindred creatures. They had always been objects and prizes and prey. Was Quinn one of those things? What he’d done and taken in the past was not a part of some foolish bargain. He saw. He took. The end. But now what was on the table was a bargain. A pact, an offer, same as selling the soul and hoping to reap a taste of the benefits.

			He rejected such bargains. Always a bad deal. Always.

			And yet…behind it all, the siren song of getting himself back.

			Truly becoming the Cleaver anew.

			But—Quinn! Quinn.

			You’ve gone soft, Silas! he chided himself.

			He needed to take a walk, so he took a walk.

			

			—

			Every time Quinn blinked, they felt it out there. A great pulsating darkness, throbbing at the margins. A hole in the universe—and at the same time, a protrusion into it, a herniated push through forced by raw unmitigated power. A cacophony of voices—singing in distorted choral tones—called to them. Come to us. Find us. Find your place. Be with us. Let us free. Let yourself be free. Some of the voices, they recognized from their quote-unquote dream. Let my people talk to your people. Open up your heart, Quinn K. Let loose the LEGION.

			“Mrwww,” Apple the cat said, held tightly in Quinn’s arms as they paced the motel room.

			“I know,” they said to the cat. “I’ll be good. I’ll stay. Till it’s time.”

			Already outside, evening was creeping in. Sky of smashed grapes, soon to be wine. They gritted their teeth, trying to drown out the overwhelming feeling of the configuration out there—tower, pit, church, cavity, void, protrusion, intrusion. It felt so deeply present. Like it was here in the room with them.

			Come to us come to us come to us COME TO US

			“You should go, you know.”

			Quinn gasped, startled. Half because they thought that voice came from the cat—impossible as that would be. They spun, realizing it had come from across the room, and there they found out that they were very much not alone.

			Sitting on the corner of the bed was the man in the white suit.

			The smiling man.

			Those gleaming teeth. His glittery eyes.

			“Get the fuck out of here,” Quinn hissed.

			The cat jumped out of their arms, suddenly, and they felt immediately vulnerable—naked without the animal. Apple slinked over to the man and stropped up against his calf, and with a thumb he rubbed little happy circles atop the cat’s head, and the cat closed his eyes and leaned into it, purring. The man’s white pants showed a growing stain of orange hair from the tabby.

			“Quinn, do you feel like you belong…anywhere? To anyone? Do you have a people? Do you have a place? Besides, of course—” He scratched under the cat’s jawline. The purring deepened. “Your friend, here.”

			“I have other friends. I’m here with them. I’ll scream for them—”

			His smile widened. His teeth shined brighter. “You really believe that? That they’re your friends? Come, now. You just met them, my dear. Self-deception—such a dangerous trait, I say let’s be shut of it, now. Let’s be clear with ourselves and the world who we are and what we want.”

			Quinn seethed. “Fine. You first. Who are you, and what do you want?”

			He stood, suddenly, offering a hand. His hand was pale pink. His fingers long—too long, like they seemed almost to grow toward them even as his hand remained still. “Besides a friend from your dreams? My name is Edward Naberius. My work in this world—and all the worlds—is to restore dignity to those who have lost it. You, of course, are a special case, aren’t you? Because your dignity wasn’t lost. Not precisely.”

			“I don’t understand what you mean—”

			“It was stolen.”

			They froze. Quinn stared at his hand like it was the head of a serpent, ready to unsheathe its fangs and take a bite.

			“Stolen,” they said, quietly.

			Naberius smiled bigger and bigger. His smile seemed to grow larger than his face when he said, “Yes. And do you know who stole it?”

			Quinn didn’t even bother answering. Because of course they didn’t know. They didn’t understand any of this.

			Now, Naberius’s smile had torn his face in half. All teeth. Wet and shining and white. Lips stretched wide. Wider, widest, a mouth to swallow the world, and then the teeth parted just a little and the lips pressed together to whisper one word:

			“Me.”

			

			—

			Silas’s father had been a Brisbane barber, a randy philandering pill-popper who, despite everything, remained a loving and sometimes lovely man, and on a day like today he’d say, Hotter than an unlubed arse-fuck bent over the belly of an old coal stove, or hotter than a budgie-smuggler full of boiled beans, or, a truly puzzling one, hotter than a fucked koala.

			Out here, in town, even as evening soaked the sky, the heat remained—and the humidity worsened, thickening the air like hot treacle.

			As such, Silas decided he wanted something to drink.

			He wanted an orange soda.

			Kind that looked unnatural. Carbonated inside a nuclear reactor.

			That, not a memory of youth, but one from when he came here, to America. At eighteen, Silas’s blood cried for awakening—him, a mutt like Key, found by a fiend named Panatier in the heart of Brisbane, took him down to the Skulligans punk club, took him through his becoming. Found out his blood sang the song of Marchosias, the Wolf. Not a Gremory, not like everyone seems to assume—they may have bought him, but his blood was not the blood of that Archfiend.

			And thereupon, Silas was shipped off—sent to Austin, Texas, to serve as a mutt and a mule of the Crokell family. Ranchers, who also ran most of the Marchosias. Abusive, carnal fucks, all of them. Wealthy inbreds and horse-humping brutes.

			Silas ended their line eventually.

			Them, and all the Marchosias.

			(Though he supposes the blood may have sprung up again somewhere since then.)

			While he was there, knee deep in the blood-soaked fount of those cunts who had treated him so poorly, he planned his journey home only to find that while he was gone, his sister Mamie had passed—Mamie, struck by one of those triple-trailer trucks while crossing the road to head to Macca’s, drawn under not eighteen wheels but seventy-two, ground to a butcher’s paste.

			He never got to see her again, his sister. And he would’ve done anything for that chance. Because Mamie was kin. And Quinn was kin, too.

			Those whose souls he took—

			They weren’t like him.

			They didn’t understand him.

			But Quinn did. Or could.

			Which meant—

			He had to go tell Quinn he believed they were going to die if they went to the tower. And there had to be a better way with a different outcome because by gods and by glory, he wanted to keep them around. They could be quite the pair, the two of them. Perhaps he could teach Quinn what he’d learned in that bloody fount of the dead Marchosias fiends. Perhaps he could awaken in them the same thing he had awakened in himself.

			Time to go back to the motel.

			Though, first: an orange soda.

			He’d bring Quinn one! As a treat.

			He spied a gas station in the middle of town, just a half block down from that diner. It was an old-timey kind: Cosmos Gas, with another sign underneath it, Carker City Gas Corp. Old rusted signs hung around: Mobiloil, Marlboro, Red Bird Chewing Tobacco, plus agricultural signs, too, from last century—Hiram’s Golden Delicious! Sweetest Corn You Ever Did Taste! or Ruby Slipper Apples! Why, There’s No Taste Like Home!

			Was two pump stations for four cars—all of those bays empty.

			Silas headed for the door—

			And that’s when he saw the child.

			Eleven, maybe twelve. Towheaded boy, freckles, bruised hands, scraped up knees. Sitting there on a bench with big aviator sunglasses on. The boy was trembling. Silas saw the raw red flesh puckered under those glasses, and the hint of a tip of a feather poking out on the one side, and a bird’s clawed toe peeking out the other. The boy was eyeless. And an eyeless child meant Watchers.

			

			—

			Key tried sleeping, but the dreams came up on her fast, like a shark breaching from underneath—she may not have felt the Configuration easily while waking, but the moment she closed her eyes, she felt it shifting and mutating over her: a tower of teeth, a spire of skinless muscle, a scaffolding of char-black bone and twisted antler.

			And inside it, Lucinda howling.

			Bathed in sweat, Key lurched out of bed, all parts of her snapping like a cut wire. She called Lucinda. Told her where she was, that she’d made it, and that it was almost done. “I’m so close, baby. So close to getting you back. I just need you to trust. I just need you to have faith.” But even as she made those promises, she couldn’t help but wonder what else she was really offering up on the altar.

			

			—

			In the well of Silas’s ear, a shrill tone rose. Anger and panic, shrieking. Sweat beaded and ran down to the end of his nose.

			He threw his gaze about, looking for Watchers. If the boy was here? Then those monsters were near.

			It didn’t take long to spot his foe.

			There, inside the gas station. At the counter.

			No. No, it fucking can’t be.

			There stood a bulging bald man in a black T-shirt. The back of his head misshapen, a raw, ruinous scar sealing the two halves of his skull that had—not long before!—been split apart by a fire axe wielded by Silas himself.

			He’s not dead.

			Quinn didn’t kill him. The fall didn’t kill him. The axe didn’t kill him.

			And now here he was—with likely others waiting in the wings—looking once more for Quinn. Silas would’ve been impressed, were he not so angry that somehow, the fucker lived.

			The Watcher looked over his shoulder, toward Silas—

			Silas ducked, dropping to his knee.

			If that grub-wizard in there was at the counter, it meant he was asking questions. Still on the hunt. Made sense—the eyeless boy wasn’t a GPS. That ritual would get you close, but no cigar. Hastily, Silas reached out and grabbed the sunglasses off the trembling child’s face, and dashed them to the ground—

			Revealing the two hollowed-out sockets stuffed with bird parts.

			“Hold still, boy,” Silas said, though it was an unnecessary request—the boy was frozen on the spot, except for the trembling. Grimacing, Silas got his fingers into the sockets and started pulling out the feathered bits, the claws, the shards of beak, quickly working them loose and throwing them to the ground—

			One last taloned toe clicking against the asphalt and the boy suddenly gasped loudly, lurching to his feet and bolting straight away—

			Into traffic.

			Of which there was very little.

			Except one SUV.

			A black SUV, shiny as volcanic glass. The boy did not run in front of it, but rather, directly into the side of it—whump!—and then fell over.

			The SUV didn’t stop. It kept going past with what one might say was some impatience. A lot of things gamboled and leaped through Silas’s mind at that moment: The boy won’t do the Watchers any good now. That SUV doesn’t belong here, and it’s headed toward the motel. I’ve got to get the fuck up out of here.

			The bell jingled as the door to the gas station opened—

			But Silas was not there when it did.

			

			—

			A great squirming anger surged inside Quinn’s chest. A nest of vipers, stirred to slither and snap. They felt countless eyes open inside the dark of themselves—slavering, eager shadows ready to rage. Legion.

			Their hands shook.

			Naberius watched them carefully, eagerly, hungrily.

			His smile had returned to its former self. Just a big smile—normal, white, broad. A smile of veneers behind pale pink lips.

			“You,” Quinn said. “You stole from me.”

			“Settle,” Edward said. “You don’t even know what I stole from you.”

			“Dignity, you said.”

			“Right, but what does that really mean?”

			It was an absurd question that Quinn had no answer for. The awkwardness of having no answer made them feel…small. And strange. And stupid. The vipers inside them calmed. The shadows retreated, though their eyes remained open.

			The man—if he was a man, and Quinn very much doubted that—went on:

			“What do you know about your parents?”

			“I—they didn’t want me to be me. They—they tried to make me go to church and—”

			“But who were they?” He was playing with Quinn now. Easy to see it in his eyes. “What were their names? What did they look like?”

			“I—my father was—I forget his name. But he was—tall? Tall.”

			“You seem unsure. What color was his hair?”

			“He had—” He was bald. He had red hair. He had gray hair. He had…

			“Your mother. Surely you remember her name? Her maiden name? Her hair color? Was it golden like flaxen wheat? Was it red like copper wire?”

			“I—she kept it hidden—” An absurd answer. It didn’t make any sense. Quinn blurted it out as an excuse, as a lie. “Her name was.”

			But no name bubbled to the surface of their memories.

			Quinn’s knees nearly buckled.

			“Are you all right?”

			“I’m just—” they started to say in a small voice. “I’m just having a hard time with this. You should stop asking me such questions. I could hurt you.”

			Naberius tsked at them, his tongue clucking at the back of those pretty teeth. Though even as he chastised them, his smile never faded. “Threats like that are beneath you, my child. And you are my child. Let me help you. You have no parents. You had people who played the role. Different people—a mother, a father, adopting those roles along the way. The first set, Joan and…I think, Ronald? You drove them mad. Mad as cats. You were mute for the first several years of your life, but you could wail and scream and gibber, and, well, whatever it was they heard, it made them pretty batty. No dignity for those two. She brained poor Ronald with an iron skillet, then closed her own head in the front door—multiple times, until her brains were coming out her nose, poor Joan. The next set, you killed—”

			“I didn’t—I wouldn’t—”

			“You did, you did. They were—gosh what were their names? Grayson and Pauline? No. No no. Grayson and Paula. Yes, that was it. Our mistake there, I think? They looked too different. She was much heavier than Joan. He was shorter than Ronald. Somewhere along the way, that triggered something in you. Some little breaking, a crack in the vase that was you. You went feral. Killed them both with kitchen knives. Simple, but it was messy. You didn’t know how to kill, only that you wanted them dead, and it was brutal—just a clumsy and relentless stab-stab-stab.”

			Quinn felt tears at their eyes. They backed away into the motel wall. Thud.

			“The next set we got to look more like the first. Jim was tall and bald like Ronald. Faye was thin but chesty and hippy—maternal, we called it—like Joan. You took to them a little better…in that you didn’t try to kill them. But you were cruel. A nasty little creature you were. At this point you were, what, ten, twelve? You said the worst things to them. Threatened them. I think the breaking point was when you killed a rat you found, and one night…well, Faye was a snorer. Mouth-breather, you know. And you took that dead rat’s dead rat head and popped it in her open mouth, face forward. Thing was, the rat wasn’t dead—either that or you somehow figured how to bring it back to life, which I suppose isn’t impossible—and it started biting her tongue and the inside of her cheeks and scrabbling its sharp little paws against her gums. So—” He still kept the smile, but he rolled his eyes. “Needless to say, they were done.”

			“None of this is true.”

			Quinn didn’t remember any of it, they swore—but even as they assured themselves of that, little flashes struck them like quick slaps to the face. Squealing rat. Bloody mouth. Knife in hand. Blood on the kitchen floor. Shriek and howl.

			“The next set, well. Mixed blessing, there. Earl and—oddly, another Joan. Second Joan, we’ll call her. They went against their purview. They had”—the smile wavered, though it did not fall—“an agenda. Thought they could give you a little of that old-timey religion—as if you were not yourself a nascent little god all your ownself.”

			A nascent little god?

			What does that mean?

			“They decided to take you to church. Church! With Jesus and all that self-righteousness. Can you imagine? What a fool’s crusade. Why would one take something so beautiful and so vital only to pump it full of such dull pomp and lifeless circumstance? Like trying to teach manners to a tornado. Still, there was an upside—it calmed you down. And it gave you something to fight against. Something that included them, but was not only them. Maybe a little godliness stopped you from stabbing them, or shoving rats in their mouths while they slept? Who can say. But I’ll give it to them: They lent you some civility. Dare I say it, some dignity. Though of course once we discovered their transgression, Maydock had them killed. Nothing so brutal as a kitchen stabbing—just simple bullets to the backs of their heads before dumping them in a Superfund site.”

			Quinn wanted to throw up.

			In part because—

			It was all true, wasn’t it?

			It felt true.

			It felt real.

			“I’m a monster.”

			“Yes. A glorious, fantastic monster. You’re special, Quinn. Deeply, impossibly special. We made you to be.”

			“I’m a demon, like the others….” Quinn said.

			Naberius laughed. “Oh, Quinn. You’re nothing like the others. You’re so much more. It’s why they brought you here. They understand, implicitly, unknowingly, that you’re different. They’re here to use you. Because they are lesser. Weaker beings rallying to destroy a much greater one.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“I do. And you know it, too, somewhere down inside you. You have dignity yet to reclaim. But that’s a choice you get to make. You’ve had a lot of decisions forced upon you—but this one is yours. I want to show you what you really are. I want you to become the fully formed glory that we hoped you’d be—we planted a seed and you can choose to grow up, leaf out, and darken the world with your shade. But that means leaving this place. It means going now, and going alone. They brought you here. And now it’s time to leave them behind. It’s best for them. And best for you. You’ll see. If you want answers—”

			And like that, he was gone.

			But his unfinished words lingered in the air, like eye-burning smoke.

			Then you’ll go to the tower.

			Quinn scooped up Apple the cat and marched out the door.

			

			—

			Her conversation with Lucinda was one-sided. Mostly just Key apologizing again and again. Saying sorry for how this all happened. Promising to fix it all. And Lucinda ignoring her. Or making little snort-laughs. Or reminding her that she’d fucked up and owed her a fix. Toying with her. Being cruel to her. The monster I made, she thought. The monster I deserve. When the call was over, she felt the need to wash everything off of her—the road, the sweat from sleep, the shame from her call with Lucinda. And just as she was finishing up, turning off the water—she saw the shadow darken the gap between the bathroom door and the floor. Someone was in her room.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				66

				Blood in the Drain

			
			
				The Dantalion is here! Hail, hail to the great Dantalion! Take heed of her counsel whispered behind an infinity of masks. Carousel and chariot! The book in his right hand contains all the writing of you. The Dantalion has read this book; she knows all of your secrets, so do not bother to hide them from him. Your lies will only displease the Great Dantalion!

				——Liber Progenies Daemonicarum by Anton Nauendorf, 1845

			

			Key’s arms burned at the shoulders as she hung nude from the shower fixture in her motel bathroom. Blood oozed from her split lip and broken nose, rivulets of red traveling down her naked body, circling the drain.

			It was three of them. Three Dantalion pricks. Two big fuckers in black T-shirts and gray tech pants. And one pale little goblin man with a nose flat to his face, and a widow’s peak so sharp and so pronounced you could use it to plow a field for planting. The big fuckers—one blond, Nazi-looking asshole, the other some bald, blunt-faced Portuguese dude—gave her a fast work over. Fist to the side. Smack to the face. A headbutt crushing her nose. And that’s all it took to knock everything out of her. They manhandled her, strung her up in the shower, and now here she dangled, bleeding, dizzy, uncertain if she should call for help or let this play out as far as she could. Calling for help meant others would come, and then what? Throw them into the woodchipper? No, you gotta get out of this all by your lonesome, Key.

			The short prick introduced himself. A ghoulish smile oozed across his face as he said, “Kioni Simone. I’m Ivo Cantor, eirenarch of the Dantalion, liaison to Theodora Adamastor, daughter of Caetano Adamastor, and formerly, the censor of the Family Cantor, Teeth of the Grave.”

			Her mind flashed to the image of Adamastor’s head coming off his neck.

			White Rabbit mask…

			She pursed her lips to clean them of blood. “Nice to meet you,” she said, working hard to steady her vision. “I didn’t kill him.”

			“I know you didn’t. There’s footage.”

			“So you know I’m clean. I’m clean, I’m clear, I didn’t—”

			“The assassin didn’t kill you. Took one look at you and went the other way, continuing their grim work through the rest of the room. Spilling blood left and right as you…fled. And your flight continued. New identification. A literal flight back overseas. You tried to disappear.”

			“You killed my—” Lover. Friend. Girlfriend. “Lucinda.”

			“Almost killed her. You dragged her back from that edge, did you not?”

			Her heart suddenly sank. Was…Lucinda responsible for this? Had she thrown Key under the wheels of this truck? Maybe I deserve it.

			“I did,” Key croaked bleakly. She needed to know: “How did you find me?” Did she—? Did Lucinda—?

			“Easy enough. You made calls to your once-dead girlfriend. We tracked them, following along.” Ivo stood suddenly, changing tack. “You were given a task by the Dantalion. To make right your lies to the brood. To find Mourning Mayne. Yet what happened, Kioni?”

			“Key,” she said, blood oozing from her numb lip. “I prefer Key.”

			“And I prefer to not be in the epicenter of the worst country on Earth, Kioni. We are not all granted the favors we seek. I ask again: what happened?”

			“I don’t kn-know what you mean—”

			“Drawings,” he said. “You stole some drawings.”

			“Yes.”

			“And did you…?”

			“Did I…?”

			“Did you find the tower?”

			Here she felt like a moth pinched between his fingers. Surely he knew more than he was saying. He was leading her to something. At the same time: She had no idea how much he knew. Which meant he was hoping she’d feel exactly like she felt right now and would give him a lot of things he already knew—but tucked in there, something that he did not. Which meant the only option was to lie.

			Even though he would know it was a lie.

			And would punish her accordingly.

			“No,” she said.

			“You never found the tower. No sign of it.”

			“No.”

			“Did you find the artist? Of the drawings. The sketches.”

			“No.”

			“So, you found nothing.”

			“I had no time. I was on the run. Not thinking about Dantalion bullsh—business.” That, she worried, was the wrong way to play it. She maybe, maybe could have spun it as, Oh, I ran only so I could find out what you wanted me to find out. But that would mean she had to offer them something. Some kind of concrete information. And a small voice inside her piped up: You could do that. You could give them everything and maybe, just maybe, they’ll let you walk out of here. Give them Quinn. Give them Mourning. Give them the whole tower.

			But then what?

			And would they really let her walk?

			At this point, she doubted it.

			Ivo reached behind him and withdrew a small phial of scintillating amber liquid—elixir. He held it up in front of her and gave it a little twirl, like he had a wineglass and was trying to see if it had legs. “You don’t partake, I hear.”

			“I don’t.”

			“I admire that. But it’s strange.”

			“My mother was—” An addict, she was about to say, but she cut her words short as he uncorked the bottle and drank the elixir. His jaw cracked and he shuddered. For a moment, the whites of his eyes flashed like light off oiled bronze.

			“Where is the artist? You found them, yes? We know you did. Three of the five Watchers watching over them were dead. The one said people came for them. She looked out the window. Saw someone who matched your description.”

			They don’t know where Quinn is.

			Not yet.

			“I don’t know,” Key said.

			Ivo nodded to one of the men, who powered a fist into her side. It crashed into her ribs like a train. She cried out in pain. The whole center of her radiated with misery.

			“You don’t know?” he asked. “Mm. Tsk. You must know something.”

			He gave a short glance to the man nearest to her, and he cocked his fist back again—Key blurted out a quick answer:

			“They-they-they didn’t want to be with me, they were—they were unawakened, going mad, and-and-and they were dangerous so I ditched them in Pittsburgh and—”

			A nod from Ivo.

			Another fist in her side.

			She felt something give way.

			Bones, caving.

			Tears blurred her vision. Her mouth was dry. Everything hurt.

			“Lying,” he said. “I can smell it on you. In part thanks to this.” He held up the empty phial, then turned it upside down again to make sure he had every last drop. “Take enough of it, you develop new gifts. Not that you’d know. You deny yourself.” Ivo opened his jacket coat, showed three more phials stitched into the inside—little holsters for little bottles. “You know, someone took the elixir. That was the thing that day. You showed up. Then suddenly—an attack. Someone in a rabbit mask appears, causes all this chaos and spills all this blood and, sure enough, what happens? The elixir of the Dantalion is gone. All that was left was what had already trickled down to the family founts, or what was kept on our persons. This”—he shook his coat and the glass bottles tink-tink-tinked together—“is too little. Someone’s been stealing the honey from the hive. Killing for it. Hoarding what they take. Why, I don’t know. But you were there. There at the center of it.” He sniffed. “Who is the person in the rabbit mask?”

			The other man—not the one who had been hitting her—handed Ivo something. A paper. No—a photo. A photo that Ivo then held up to her. It was a blurry photo from that day in Portugal, in the barrel room. There, she saw the masked killer. The rabbit face looking up, right at the camera.

			As if wanting to be seen.

			Taunting, perhaps.

			“I-I don’t know…”

			I wish I did.

			“Charles Larage. Your patron in this life. Paterfamilias of the family that took you in, the blood you possess—”

			Because I had his blood. It wasn’t his choice.

			But she dared not say any of that.

			“He said your first deal—your prima nexum—went poorly. Did it not? There was a boy. Seventeen years old. A victim of sexual abuse, molested by a local pastor. George Jackson Cash, the young man’s name was. And you thought you could offer him something. You could empower him to get revenge. To end the abuse without anyone stopping him and the authorities never catching him. A freebie. Kill your tormentor, and be thou free. Yes? But that’s not what happened, is it, Kioni?”

			“No,” she croaked. “That’s not what happened.”

			The pain radiating from her surely broken ribs was nothing compared to the pain she felt reliving that day. George Cash—GJC—did not do as she had hoped and go to eliminate the monster who abused him. No—his soul was already worthless, shot through by years of abuse perhaps. When he sold that worthless thing to her, the darkness found him quickly. He saw a better way to torment his tormentor—so he walked into the Lighthouse Baptist rec center during a potluck dinner, while Pastor Gary Pliachuk was saying grace for the hundred or so people in attendance. He brought a military-style black rifle, taken from his father’s gun cabinet. And he started shooting. He shot everyone he could, quickly as he could, with the exception of the pastor. No, the pastor he left alone. The pastor, found quaking in a puddle of blood that was not his own, the bodies of families and children around him, some still alive—but barely. And George Cash told the pastor, God has punished you for what you did to me, and then he walked out.

			Key had heard the gunfire. She raced toward the rec center as he was coming out. George saw her and gave her a pleasant little wave. And then he was gone, leaving behind carnage in his wake.

			And because she granted him a gift—

			He would never be caught for what he’d done.

			Further, he was unburdened by a human soul, also thanks to her.

			He had no guilt, no shame, no worry.

			He had done what he had done and he was free.

			“And what did you do then?”

			“I…” I killed him. She tracked him down six months later and shot him in the head. She didn’t even finish her sentence. Because Ivo surely already knew.

			“You killed him. Or so the story goes. Your prima nexum, a boy in a rabbit mask. And now, that day with Caetano Adamastor? Another White Rabbit mask. Curious, don’t you think?”

			“It’s—it’s someone messing with me. Someone—I—” Her voice broke. “Please. Please.”

			The man next to her tightened his fist again, but Ivo gave a brusque shake of his head. The fist uncoiled, and Key let out a desperate breath.

			“What a fascinating mix,” Ivo said, a lift to his voice as if he was being honest about being fascinated. Again his eyes flashed with burnished bronze—the shine of elixir. “Regarding some things, you’re lying. Others? I detect the truth. You don’t understand what happened that day in the barrel room, do you? You weren’t responsible. You were simply present. Sure, sure. Sim. But—when we talk of the tower? When we speak of the artist who drew those sketches? That is when you’re lying to me. You are withholding. Unacceptable.”

			“I’m not—I—” But she knew it was fruitless.

			Ivo knew.

			“The time for you to tell me something true is over. I suspect the artist is here with us now somewhere in this motel. Am I wrong?”

			He’ll know.

			Whatever I say, he’ll know if it’s a lie or a fact.

			Say nothing, and he cannot know.

			“Ah.” His ghoulish little nostrils flared. “Well. My boys here will just have to go door to door until they find the artist, yes? In the meantime—” He held up both hands, and she watched as the fingertips bulged and split. Black claws, slick with clots of blood, pushed free from the flesh. “I must ensure that your treachery can gain no further foothold in this organization.”

			He lunged.
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				The Fix

			
			
				HERSCHEL KEENE: I’ll spill. Everything’s going to shit anyway, you might as well know the full of it. Gimme your notes. <sound of rustling papers> Yeah, see, look. Some of these guys, they use a lot of old-sounding, even Latin, Roman titles—Sella Curulis, eirenarch, censor, stuff like that. This group, the Dantalion, really loves that shit. Rolls around in it like a dog in stink. The American families, not so much—less formal these days. But whatever terms they use, just know this: these, uh, crime families, if that’s what you’re calling them? Or terrorist organizations or whatever? They don’t run everything. They just run the people who run everything. And that’s how you gotta go after ’em.

				—transcript from Herschel Keene to the Central Intelligence Agency

			

			But then—

			His lunge halted.

			From the other room, a crash.

			Ivo wordlessly signaled to his two thugs, who pushed past him and out into the bathroom, the door shutting behind them.

			Mumbles arose from behind that door.

			Then: a moment of silence.

			But just that moment. Once the silence blinked, there came another crash, and a miserable bleat of pain—

			“What have you done?” Ivo hissed at her.

			Key had no idea. But she summoned a grin with blood-smeared teeth just the same, if only because this man seemed frustrated as fuck, and she enjoyed that.

			He turned to leave the bathroom—

			His hand on the knob—

			Fuck you, Key thought.

			She got her feet up on the edge of the tub, then kicked them forward with as much of a little hop as she could muster. It was enough. She got her legs around his neck and pulled Ivo back, drawing a gargled cry of surprise from his throat.

			One problem: As she pulled him back, it put more weight on the rain-shower fixture from which she was hanging. It was not a nice fixture. This was not a nice motel. It groaned as it buckled and sprang loose from the wall—

			Which meant she was no longer suspended from anything.

			In theory, that was good.

			In practice, though, her legs and feet—as in, the things that would support her—were not on the ground, but around Ivo Cantor’s neck.

			Key fell immediately downward. And landed not on the ground, but rather, the lip of the tub. Spine first. Right in the middle of her back. Fresh pain pulsed up and down her spine, bright and terrible, a nuclear flash. Key slid off of it, moaning in pain as Ivo scrambled on top of her, catching his breath in keening gasps—

			As he plunged one of his clawed hands right into the same spot that thug had punched. Claws slid into her flesh. Past her shattered ribs and into her meat. Everything hurt. Pain blossomed like a wretched flower, all consuming. Through the haze of tears, she saw Ivo bare his teeth—teeth that were now sharpened needles—and raise his other clawed hand.

			Key was dead.

			She knew it.

			Unless—

			She lunged upward—

			Driving his claws deeper into her—

			But giving her a chance to grab him by the head—

			And slam that head down against the side of the toilet.

			He made a sound, a sort of meek, mewling eeuuugh and he blinked as she slammed his head into the toilet again, then slammed the lid down on the other side of his head again, again, and again. His eyes bulged. Blood popped from his nose. She saw something thin and yellow piss from his ears.

			Another eeeuuuggghhh slipped free from his lips, quieter now, and ending wordlessly, soundlessly—just a gassy hiss like the last air leaving a slashed tire.

			Key fell back on her ass.

			Everything hurt. Blood gushed from her side. The claws did damage. She could feel it inside of her. Dug in. Got me in the insides. Kidneys, maybe.

			Shit.

			And her back was fucked up, too.

			Her legs, falling numb.

			Shit, shit, shit.

			In the other room, the ruckus continued. Slower, now. A thud, a thud, a crash. Pause. Beat, beat, something slammed into something else.

			Key felt weaker and weaker. Her side throbbed until it didn’t—and it didn’t seem good that the pain was fading.

			I’m dying. Or simply rendered useless. Quinn needs me. Lucinda needs me. I’m here to see this through. And if they sent these people, they’ll send more. And I’ll just be here on this bathroom floor, bleeding out, can’t move my legs, can’t do shit.

			She looked over at the man whose head was sandwiched between the toilet lid and the porcelain bowl. Ivo Cantor. His jacket lay flopped open over the middle of his twisted torso—

			And there gleamed several glass vials of elixir.

			The magic juice. Soul distillate. What couldn’t it do?

			I can’t.

			I shouldn’t.

			I won’t.

			But even as she was thinking that, she found herself looking down at the phials. Because they were in her palm. Even without thinking, she’d pilfered them from his jacket. The amber liquid sloshed around in them. She felt all her muscles tighten like a choking noose. Her mouth watered. Her body ached in a way that went beyond the damage done to her—it ached because it wanted.

			It ached because it craved.

			But Key was better than that. She took them, reared back her arm, and threw them at the wall—glass shattering, amber splattering everywhere. That’s what played in her head, at least, a fiction, a mini-movie of rebellion and principle, as she uncorked each of them and poured them into her open, bloodied mouth.

			She drank. Greedily. Eagerly.

			

			—

			It was funny how it happened. The capitulation, then the justification. Lips smeared with elixir, wound slathered in it, too, Key felt airy and light—her thoughts about this not dire, not shameful, but rather, entirely buoyant. Like, ha-ha, what? What had she been worried about all this time? Elixir was the legacy of her kind. It was what the blooded were owed. All the deals she’d made and no taste, not one, not ever, and now she gave in and—and it felt great. Normal great. Good great. She didn’t feel lost to it. There was no sense that it commanded her. She commanded it. She drank it because she required it. Same way as if you were thirsty, you’d drink water. There’d be no feeling of, Well, I’m addicted to water, I can’t give it up. Water wasn’t harmful. Water was life.

			Elixir was life.

			Beyond the door to the bathroom, all was quiet.

			Then, slowly, it opened.

			As it did, it revealed Silas, who stood there spattered with blood. His fists dripped red. In his left hand he held a broken remote control, shattered to sharpness, and sloppy with gore.

			“Hello,” he said, vaguely cheerful.

			“Silas,” she said, and started to stand. To her delight—and yet, not really her surprise—the feeling was back in her legs. And once she stood upon them, she lifted her shirt and saw that the blood had stopped flowing from the claw wounds. In fact, the holes in her had already started to pucker shut. “Oh my God. Goddamn. I’m good. You good?”

			“Golden,” he said, forcing a smile. Then the smile died on his face as he said: “Quinn’s gone. Those your boys? They look like Dantalion cunts?”

			She nodded.

			“Got Watchers in town, too. And at this point—who knows who else. I figure they’ve been following us. We led them here.”

			A sickly feeling in her stomach arose swiftly, doing combat with the feeling of elation that coursed through her. The elixir promised her: Things will be fine. You can fix this. You are powerful.

			“We can fix this,” she said, almost dreamily.

			“We need to find Quinn.”

			“Then let’s find them.”

			Let’s find them.

			Let’s save them.

			Let’s save everyone.

			She felt empowered. She felt powerful. The pain in her side and her back felt less like limiters now and more like motivators. Quinn. We’re coming.

			They left the bathroom and for a moment she halted her steps, seeing the chaos in the bedroom. One of Ivo’s thugs was facedown on the bed, his jacket and the flesh of his back beneath it flayed. His spine gleamed amidst the meat of his back. Blood soaked the bed beneath him.

			The other brute was in the opposite corner, smashed through the sliding door closet. His throat was open. His face, also vented with erratic slashes and punctures.

			A part of her saw that this wasn’t the work of someone simply capable.

			It was the work of someone who was—

			Angry?

			Or who simply enjoyed what they did?

			Or maddest of all, who enjoyed the anger that drove them to this?

			She chuckled, uncontrollably. It was a light, effervescent laugh. A little tinkle-chime of bells.

			Silas turned toward her and got right up in her face—his eyes staring at hers. He squinted and shuddered. “You’ve had elixir.”

			“Maybe,” she said. Coy. Not meaning to be playful but there it was.

			“Good,” he said. “You’ll need it to heal. Never be ashamed of it. It’s part of us. It’s what we need. We should be able and willing to do whatever it takes to get it. You understand me?”

			Another giggle that she didn’t mean. “Aye-aye, captain.”

			“Hey. Hey. Keep your head on straight, yeah? We need to find Quinn. I think they’ll die if they go to the tower. We need to be smart here.”

			Key closed her eyes. Felt the throbbing pulse at a distance. The elixir tuned her to it—she could feel the throb of the structure beneath her feet. Like something was stretching underneath the floor, the dirt, something wanting to wake.

			“I’m smart,” she said. The world shimmered. “Smart enough to know they went to the tower without us.” Key made a pouty sad face as she thought, We need to be there when they get there. A madder thought: We need to be seen by the tower. Doing its work. Serving it. That felt fucked. Was that who they were? Servants of the Configuration? You made a promise, bitch. Another strange laugh bubbled up out of her. They left the room, headed to Mourning’s door.

			“Key. Listen. Look. We’re trying to help them. Quinn. Okay? That thing—it’s an altar. They’re the sacrifice. A key that opens the door.”

			“I should be the fuckin’ key. Because…” She rolled her eyes. “Duh.”

			Silas shook his head and knocked on Mourning’s door.

			Nothing. Another knock. Nothing.

			“Well, shit,” Key said. “Where’d fuckboy go?”
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				Where the Breadcrumbs End

			
			
				To you your father should be as a god,

				One that composed your beauties, yea, and one

				To whom you are but as a form in wax,

				By him imprinted and within his power

				To leave the figure or disfigure it.

				—William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream

			

			Caddy’s BBQ, corner of Seneca and Red Rock.

			The barbecue place was closed down. Looked like it had been for at least a couple seasons. The picnic tables out back were overgrown with weeds and moss. The ground was a mess of overgrowth, too. The building—a stucco building cracked and stained—was more a grave marker than an operating business. So it is with the Heartland, Mourning thought. This town and what was in it was a dead and dying place. Entropy radiating outward.

			A small part of him wondered: Was the Configuration having an effect?

			He closed his eyes for a moment—

			Felt that fluttering inside his chest. Like an esophageal spasm.

			It’s out there somewhere. Somewhere close.

			But that wasn’t the point.

			It wasn’t why he stood here right now.

			Sophie.

			Inside, the restaurant looked dark. Mourning cast his gaze around, trying to see what might be waiting for him. It was a trap. He knew it. And yet.

			Fuck it.

			Mourning walked to the front door, tried it—and it opened right up. He set foot inside, walking into the half dark, and as the door closed behind him—

			He saw the person sitting at the table all the way at the back of the restaurant. A commanding shape. Was that someone giving off a faint amber glow? Mourning thought that he was. But only when he squinted his eyes just so.

			That was not Sophie.

			“Father,” he said.

			“Son,” said that old block of knives. “Come. Sit.”

			But Mourning just stood there. Frozen in place. He wanted to reach out and hug the old man. And crush his windpipe. And cry in his arms. And scream in his face. And most of all, he wanted to turn around and leave the way he came, never to look back, never to return, never to think of the old cruel sonofabitch again.

			“Where’s Sophie?” he asked.

			“Where she needs to be,” Hadrian Mayne said.

			Mourning’s heart rotted in his chest like foul fruit on a sick branch. “You took her soul for yourself, didn’t you?”

			“You didn’t want it, Mourning. Didn’t clean your plate.” Father shrugged dismissively. “Her family is bound. Why let that go to waste?”

			What was all this? Sophie had been stringing him along this whole time. All for Hadrian Mayne. Was this where she—really, he—wanted Mourning to end up? Given that Father was sitting right here, it seemed like it. Still. He didn’t understand it all. Not the shape of it. Not the depth.

			“I said, come sit.” Those words struck Mourning like a heavy wave at high tide. They were spoken at normal volume, but something between the words, or behind them, carried unlimited power. Mourning nearly lost his footing.

			It was a command, and he felt nearly powerless to resist it.

			So, Mourning went and sat.

			I would’ve sat anyway, he lied to himself.

			To his right was the counter. Behind, just a few tables, the time-worn chairs piled atop them. Beyond them was a door, its frame blackened with soot and smoke. Probably where they had the barbecue pit. That was a thing, wasn’t it?

			From here, he could see that the old goat had regained some of his vitality. Some of his bulk had returned. And again, if you squinted—

			That glow. At the edges of his eyes. Glistening between his teeth.

			His father clasped his hand.

			“You did it,” Hadrian said with pride in his voice.

			“What?”

			“You did it, Mourning. You found the artist. You guided them here. We have the key. We almost have the tower. We’re close now. And it’s all thanks to you. I knew you were my son. The only family of mine worth a good goddamn.”

			A war went on inside Mourning then. On one side: the valiant shouts of triumph from a side rewarded, finally, by their commander—you did it, the battle is won, your heart is lifted, all is golden and all is glory. But the other side, scrappy and vengeful and ready to stab horses and fuck corpses: the barbarians of anger, broken-toothed and bones in their beards and braids, raging at the world, ready to burn every square inch of it down. And that rage won.

			“You—you took everything. You drained the fount. All the elixir—ours, but for all Agares House. They wanted to fucking kill me. The Oriax tried—”

			“Fuck the Oriax! Pissants and striplings.” He grasped his son’s wrists and held them tight. An attack? An act of love? Or both? “You survived, son. You persevered in the face of futility and horror and abandonment. I left you alone with nothing on a mountain and you came down from it not just alive, but with the fur and blood of the beast in your mouth. You conquered, Mourning.” Father let go of his wrists and spread his own hands wide. “And now here we are.”

			Mourning wanted to laugh. Something erupted out of him that was a simulacrum of one—but it was humorless, incredulous, and downright angry. “And here we are for what? What the fuck is happening, Father? What is the key? What is the tower? Why is any of this necessary?”

			Father leaned in. His breath smelled crisp, sharp, like ozone. Like the air before a lightning strike. Elixir. He’s still full of it. All that he took. It’s still in him. Filling him up. Roiling around in him like quaking magma.

			“Because, my son—the end has come. And we can be drowned by the storm—or become riders upon it.”

			

			—

			Under the blood-dark sky, with the sun a lit fuse at the horizon, Quinn walked through the corn, the cat in their arms. The cat purred, as if pleased that Quinn was taking this journey. The animal seemed content.

			No tower rose above them.

			No tenement, no church, no lighthouse, no antenna.

			Just the blank and bleeding sky.

			But Quinn knew they were heading toward it, just the same. They could feel it deep within themselves—like there was this great hum inside them, a throbbing song that grew louder as they stepped forward. When they stopped and stepped backward, or to the side, the song wavered—a tremulous wobble, a weakening. So they continued where they knew they needed to go. Where the song grew louder.

			Minutes added up to an hour.

			An hour in a wide-open nowhere field of corn, gently swaying.

			Somewhere, thunder tumbled across the sky. A distant flash of lightning lit the darkening horizon, like a carnival waking up at night—the rides revving up, the carousel starting too, the games ready to be played under spotlights.

			Then, a hard wind arose—a rough bully pushing on them, almost like it didn’t want them to continue. And it did give them pause, a moment of uncertainty: You could stop. You could turn around. You could go back.

			But could they?

			Something was wrong with them.

			They felt it under their skin—that itch, that fever. Ready to sweep over them again if they let this quest go fallow.

			They had to move forward.

			Had to.

			And it was like the man in the white suit—Naberius, who Quinn knew was no man, no human—told them. If they wanted to know who they were, what they were, then this was the way. Forward. Onward. Through.

			So they pressed on—

			And only three steps later did they find it.

			They stepped forward, their foot finding not the rough earth between rows of corn but rather, hard cement. Here, the corn ended, and opened up into a space lit by the moon and stars above—

			A concrete platform home to a low bunker with a rusted metal door.

			As Quinn walked toward it—

			A single light, jaundiced as if filtered through a jar of bile, turned on.

			It buzzed and clicked.

			And inside Quinn, the thrumming hum was so deafening that they almost couldn’t hear or feel it anymore—it had become so much, that it seemed to be a part of them. Singing into the chambers of their heart. Howling through the twists in their gut. Apple hopped out of their arms and sauntered to the door. As lightning flashed again, the ghost of the tower—in all its shifting forms, its bones breaking and reknitting, its steel and stone and branch shudder-cracking and shifting—appeared, overlaid upon the world like it wasn’t here—

			But like it was trying very hard to come through.

			On the door, Quinn saw a sign bolted to the door, rusted and corroded but still legible in the piss-yellow light:

			Atlas Haven

			And then the door drifted open, its hinges moaning in misery.

			A black void awaited.

			Quinn walked into it.

			

			—

			“We didn’t know what we had made,” Father said, eyes wide and alive, “and by making it, what we had summoned. We made a key for a door we didn’t know existed. Then one day, the dreams began—dreams, telling me of this structure, strange, mysterious, and calling to me. I feared it a siren’s song: Follow it and I’d crash into the rocks. But I wasn’t alone. Others had the dreams, too. Old Edgar Malphas, haunted by nightmares and visions—and dead soon after. Beaten to death. Fount, drained and destroyed. That’s when the sketches showed up, given to the heads of some of our broods by the Watchers sitting on their little nest. These drawings—you know them. You know who did them. It took me long, too long, to realize that those drawings were the key reaching out for the door even as the door called to the key—and once I sensed the power, I knew our family needed the power contained within to not just thwart attacks against us by our endless foes but for us to conquer, to siege the ramparts of the other, lesser bloodlines—to draw them into our belly same as I had the Oriax…” Here, his voice broke—not with grief, but with something approximating wonder. “But I had no idea. No idea what it really was. What was coming. I wasn’t alone—”

			“Father—”

			“Others were already crawling at the margins, wanting to find the structure. They didn’t know the scope of it. Not yet. And your fucking cousin Callahan! That venal little cocksucker. Plotting to steal and hoard the elixir of souls—that, done with the help of my own fucking brother, Julian. I confronted him. Found out my own driver had been back-channeling with him—a betrayal that I made him pay for with a bullet.” A smile spread across his face. “I have my own tricks, of course. Tricks my smug brother has yet to see!”

			“Father. This is deranged. You sound deranged.”

			Hadrian hissed at him, baring his teeth. “I am more together than I’ve ever been. And you should be thanking me for putting the path before you, you child. Now we walk the path together. Now we get to open the—”

			“Vault,” Mourning said. The pit.

			“Yes. Yes. The reckoning.”

			“What does that mean, a reckoning?”

			“The reckoning, son. The culmination of a grand experiment and a powerful reward. The Configuration is…a puzzle. A lock on a door and the door itself, Mourning. A gateway to another, deeper, more terrible place. A distant one where our true forebears have been trapped for millennia.” Elixir now oozed from Father’s lips as he spoke—slick, firelit syrup. He caught it in his hands. “The first of us. The progenitors. True demons. Not the ones we thought we knew, the Archfiends we took in name, for family and brood and blood. But ones that came before them. And they want to come here. They want to come back. To come home.”

			“I don’t—I don’t understand—”

			Father grinned big, his mouth brimming with wet, glowing elixir.

			“Then let me show you,” he said, swiping a hand messily across his mouth before grabbing Mourning by the back of the head—

			

			—

			Into the dark, Quinn went.

			But it did not stay dark for long, oh no. As they went, more lights flicked on—a tick and a buzz and then the next ten or twenty feet would be illuminated in hazy yellow light. The way in took them forward across a floor of metal grating, with rooms branching off to the left and to the right. But this hallway did not go far before it dead-ended at a set of stairs orbiting a defunct elevator. (And despite the lights working, Quinn poking the Down button summoned no elevator, so going down the spiral would be their only way to descend.)

			They stopped first to look into the rooms, and two things became very clear, very quickly:

			First, Atlas Haven appeared to be a decommissioned missile silo in a cornfield in Kansas. Quinn could not be certain precisely how long it had been abandoned, but the answer was easily decades. Everything was corroded, bent, half collapsed. Roots had pushed panels out of the ceiling and the walls. Two rooms had computers—not industrial nuclear console computers but straight-up personal computers, and though Quinn had no actual idea how old they were, they suspected with confidence that they were from before Quinn had been born.

			Second, the first floor of the silo was full of dead people.

			Not recently dead dead people, either.

			These corpses were near to skeletons. Skin still on their faces, shrunken to the contours of bones, hair wiry and bent.

			They had not gone quietly into that good night.

			They were murdered.

			One didn’t need to be a detective to determine.

			That body was slumped over a console, a hunting knife in its back.

			Another was on the floor of an office, hands frozen in rigor mortis claws at their throat, which had been opened, the inside of it looking like beef jerky. A circle beneath them was darkened with old blood bubbling like bad paint.

			A third sat at one of those personal computers, hands at the keyboard, back perfectly upright in an old, wheeled office chair. They were headless.

			Quinn trembled at the sight of them.

			Whatever happened here happened a long time ago, they told themselves.

			It doesn’t concern you.

			Keep going.

			“Only way out is through,” they said to Apple.

			The cat mrowed back at them.

			They descended.

			

			—

			It was as if his eyes were on fire. Burning in their sockets like freshly lit coals. In the curtain of flame, Mourning saw things. He saw naked human bodies, ecstasy on their faces as they pawed at monsters and beasts and nightmares—things with wings, with horns, with fang and claw, yes, but stranger configurations as well. Shimmering, puckered flesh. A thousand human teeth laid across them like dragonscale. Clusters of eyes rolling over one another like fish eggs. Flailing flagella whipping disclike bodies into a spurting, spinning furor. The humans begged and worshipped at feet that might’ve been talons or hooves or slime-slick stumps. They sang and ululated. They bathed turgid tubules and wet clefts with their tongues, nestling, nuzzling, desperate to crawl upon—or up inside—these present, looming gods. They laid down on slabs of shiny black stone, bent over vents in the earth—they offered up their flesh, allowing themselves to be taken in every way imaginable. Yowling and gibbering. Teeth chattering. Eyes rolled back so far in ecstasy the pupils never returned; the whites bursting to red and then to black as the eyes ran like runny eggs. They were writhing, the bellies of men and women alike swelling. New things burst from them—monsters but with human mien. Still there were horns and claws. Still there were mandibles, and too many joints, and mouths bristling with teeth like black needles. But they walked on two legs and had two arms and some of them were beautiful, even in their alienness—skin like porcelain or obsidian, eyes shining with colors that had never existed before, long fingers like the legs of delicate spiders. They coupled—writhing together, thrusting. But these new gods—half demon, half man—taught the humans, too. Taught them art and song, word and war, farm and fire. They curated, cultivated, and sometimes culled the humans—and in that, they curated, cultivated, and culled the souls within them. A glow in each—liquid fire. They could be torn open, the souls squeezed like juice from a piece of ripe fruit. The True Demons saw humans only as resource: rip them apart by the hundreds, bathe in the elixir that poured forth, with no care given to cultivating the tenor or righteousness of the souls stolen. But the Archfiends saw a better way. The souls, like all fruits, could grow ripe enough—if the soul was allowed to thicken, to be enriched by life and its many choices, given texture from all that art and song and word and war and farm and fire, then the souls would be all the more precious to take. (And to taste.) Further, the True Demons recoiled from such righteousness. Humanity was anathema to them. They withered in its presence. The Archfiends saw this. They arose—and pushed the True Demons from the world, cursing them and casting them out through holes worn into the universe. Plunging them into a distant realm. A place of darkness and hunger. A cold land, sharp and cruel and never-ending. Humans rose. The Archfiends and their children with them until they could no longer abide humanity’s taste, either—poisoned by their efforts, they left the world to their children: those of the fiends.

			

			—

			The things Quinn saw on their descent as the lights came on one by one:

			They saw messages painted on the walls in blood, feces, hair. Some of the messages were just strange symbols, with sharp bends and dizzying curves and configurations of dots and stars—an alphabet uttered in Hell. Others were in English: They just want to be free. And: They won’t stop calling. And: There is no God, only the Below.

			They saw more hallways—spokes off the spiraling stairwell down, and in these hallways they saw more corpses. Lights clicking on over them, as if to illuminate them: the tricks of a haunted house. One corpse lay on his back, pinned to a painted circle with spires of iron rebar holding him in place. His face was…open. The skin peeled back, revealing the musculature and skull underneath. The eyes were shriveled fruits. All of it, gone brown and black, like leaves in fall. The teeth, though, still so white.

			They saw names etched in the metal: Uthuthma, Ashtoreth, Abugor, Mathokor, Pelsinade, Berith. Other names, painted in blood and old clots of gore and hair: Lith-Lyru, Orcobas, Morquin, Hyor-Ka, Ashmodai. Some, just titles: Lord of Teeth, The Living Spiral, The Library of Flesh, The Eloquent Sepulchre.

			They saw the channel where a single LGM-30 Minuteman III nuclear missile was once housed. The chamber, though lacking a missile, was not empty—that channel was now a charnel house filled with bodies. Not just human bodies, but cows, pigs, dogs, birds, layered in, dead and desiccated.

			Quinn wanted to shut their eyes to all of this, but something compelled them to keep them open—

			And to keep going.

			To keep descending.

			

			—

			Mourning, without even realizing it, was on all fours on the floor of the derelict BBQ joint. Hands pressed into the greasy dust. His mouth tasted of souls—on his tongue danced their hopes and fears, their grief and their joy, their dead dreams and infinite regrets. All of it wordless—he couldn’t pick any one piece out of the other. But they were all there. A mad mélange.

			His father offered him a hand.

			Reluctantly, he took it.

			He realized he could see perfectly now—through the dark. All things lit by the fireglow of the souls smeared into his face.

			Mourning felt alive. Electric. Bursting at the seams.

			“That was”—he swallowed hard—“a lot of elixir.”

			Father chuckled. “I am home to a great deal of it. Ours—and more.”

			And more?

			“H-how? How do you have it all? Where did our elixir go?”

			Father sat back down in a chair as Mourning stood there. “The will of Agares is not merely in us as genetics, Mourning. Some remnant is literally within us. A shred, or slip, of living consciousness—threads of the demon, alive and aware. Separate from us but also inextricably a part of us. We are literally demon-blooded. And that demonic remnant can hold a great many things for us inside. I asked it to hold the keystone to our fount and all the elixir that came with it.” Father sighed contentedly. “And it so gleefully agreed.”

			Mourning’s head spun. All the things he’d seen—and now this? He wondered, was that how someone stuck a fucking snake inside his chest? With elixir crawling through him, he thought, I am a maze, my heart is many chambers, I am home to a demon and the demon is home to me. He wanted to laugh. Cry. Vomit. All of those feelings galloping through him like a frothing, rabid horse.

			

			—

			The nadir.

			Quinn’s descent was complete.

			They had arrived at the bottom.

			The stairs ended. They opened up into a space that was once below the missile that sat docked here. A space underneath a ceiling, or floor, of metal grating—Quinn couldn’t see through those grates, since they were stacked with carcasses. Human and animal alike. Beneath that, the space was nestled down one more set of steps, with twenty feet at least between the grating and the floor below—and that floor, once concrete, had been dug out. Carved out.

			Crudely, but not hurriedly. And not without purpose.

			The floor was carved into a stepped pit.

			It called to mind a pool—with the requisite slow steps down and into it. But this pool was empty. And at its center was a small hole—big enough for a fist, but not much else. That hole was dark and seemed troublingly deep.

			Like a drain, Quinn thought idly.

			As they stepped closer, the hum inside them became a song, and the song turned fast to a howl of not rage, but delight, excitement, impatience. They felt suddenly like a cage full of beasts—screaming monkeys and starving tigers and shrieking birds, all seeing something beyond their margins that they dearly wanted. The tiger seeing a child they wanted to play with, then eat; the monkey seeing another monkey they wanted to fuck, or a little baby they wanted to dash against the rocks; the bird seeing something shiny they must must must have.

			Something is inside me.

			Not one something.

			Many somethings.

			A crass menagerie trying so hard to get out.

			But why? To what end?

			The cat stropped up against them.

			The pool (the pit) called to them. In there were whispers that promised answers. If you want to know who you are…

			

			—

			The elixir was doing a number on him. Mourning felt eerily elated—he wanted to hug his father and clasp his hands and follow that man into Hell, even though he knew intellectually that wasn’t right. He was angry with him. He didn’t want to be here. He didn’t understand what was happening.

			The elixir didn’t care.

			He wanted to run out and sing and scream and fuck the world.

			“The artist,” Father said. “They’ve gone to find the pit.”

			“What?” Mourning said, a grin spreading from ear to ear without him wanting it to be there. You’re not happy. Stop smiling, you fucking asshole. But there it was. Big grin. Like he’d just popped a line of cocaine and couldn’t help but feel giddily unhinged. Still—what did that mean? He asked again: “What?”

			“The artist has gone. They’re headed to the Configuration. They may already be there. Which means it’s soon time, my son. We must go.”

			“Time,” Mourning said, repeating that word. “Time. Soon time. Soon time for what? Where are we going?” He gritted his grinning teeth. A new question pushed through the high. “What are you planning to do with all that elixir?”

			Why did Father steal all that elixir? Just to protect it?

			Why bring it here?

			You can be swallowed by the storm—

			Or be riders upon it.

			That killed the grin.

			“The True Demons are coming back,” Father said. “Don’t you see? The ones our Archfiend progenitors banished to darkness before they themselves withered and died? The world is weakened. We’ve weakened it! The bulwark of human souls has eroded. There is no righteousness! All is corruption! And they are coming home, and we are well-placed to open the door and heap gifts upon them! Gifts and laurels and a gush of glorious souls!”

			Father spoke with a cultic zeal. His eyes wide as moons. Slick amber-glow spit rimming the sides of his mouth as he raised his hands in gospel praise.

			Mourning took a step back.

			The realization hit him—

			The oldest monsters—

			These True Demons—

			They were going to come through the Configuration.

			The tower was an antenna calling to them.

			The pit was a gateway to another world.

			The True Demons wanted out—

			And Father not only wanted to help them—

			He wanted to give them a gift.

			All that elixir from their fount? He wanted to present it to them.

			“You—you stole all of it to give it to-to them? To these ancient monsters?”

			“Yes. Yes. Now you see.”

			“They don’t—they don’t need our gifts. They don’t even need to be freed—”

			Father launched toward him, grabbing Mourning by the sides of his head in a plea that was both desperate and angry. “You don’t get it. They’re going to be free one way or another. And we can be the mud under their hooves, the charnel stench filling their noses, the entertainment as they fuck us, their seed filling our throats till we drown in it. Or—or!—we can be their friends. Their kin. We can offer them a bounty. We can show them that we are useful—and that we deserve to be by their side in the coming world.”

			“You want to appease them.” You want to serve them.

			“I want to please them. For if they are pleased, then we can be more than just peasants and jesters in their court, or a scrape of shit under their hooves. Surely you see that? I didn’t raise a fool, did I?”

			Mourning felt tears burning at the corners of his eyes. Tears that glowed just slightly. Elixir. Still filling him. Still crawling through him, a frenzy of serpents. Or maybe that’s my demon. The fragments of a demon, crawling the walls inside me, licking the elixir from every nook and cranny.

			“And what happens to the others? To Quinn? To my friends?”

			“You don’t have friends. We don’t have friends. We have allies, assets, tools. These people you call your friends will be toys. Not for us. But for the True Ones. The Ancient Beasts. And the artist will die, for they and the host of demons inside them are the key that opens the door. The lock destroys the key.”

			Quinn…

			

			—

			Quinn hesitated.

			The cat seemed to sense their uncertainty. “Mrow?” Apple asked inquisitively.

			“I don’t know,” Quinn said, a tremble in their voice.

			They could feel the roiling within them. A tide of living things swarming, pushing from the inside out.

			And among those things also swarmed questions. Questions of who or what Quinn was. Where they came from. What their place in this world was.

			The smiling man in the pristine white suit was not here.

			But they could hear Naberius in their ear, just the same:

			You can leave if you want. It’s fine. Just know that if you do, you’ll never have the answers. And the things inside you that have quieted? You can feel it now—they’re waking up again. They’re chattering and frothing and ready to chew their way out of your blood. If you want answers, and you want to stick around for a little while longer? Keep going. But if you’re too scared, and if you don’t mind expiring in a feverish gush of your insides becoming your outsides—turn back. I can’t tell you what to do, Quinn. I can only tell you the consequences. Serve the Legion. Save your dignity. Take the fucking step.

			Quinn caught their breath and turned toward the voice.

			No one was there.

			“Mrow.”

			The cat sounded…worried. Or mournful.

			This was it.

			They had to do this.

			Whoever they were, this was where they ended up. Quinn wasn’t sure if this was them taking control or giving it up—was it giving in? Or saving themself?

			Could it be both?

			No way to know unless…

			They stepped forward.

			

			—

			A hitch, a blink, a sharp inhalation of breath. Mourning felt this surge of something come over him—thinking about these people he traveled with all dying? Quinn. Key. Gods, even Silas? It felt insane. He shouldn’t care. I don’t care, he asserted to himself. And yet, he did. It horrified him. Sickened him, made his marrow twist, turned his blood to slush. Didn’t he want power? He did. It’s why he came all this way. But…at what cost? The thought of giving themselves up and over to…what? These True Demons? Monsters coming across some gateway? All that elixir, just as a gift of appeasement so they didn’t end up impaled on spikes, their bodies set aflame, after having been toys that were all used up? None of this was inevitable. It couldn’t be. They could stop it. They had to stop it. Mourning found himself saying these things, jabbering them, a furious gabble of pleas to the old man that turned to demands, to commandments. This isn’t inevitable, this isn’t inevitable, this isn’t—I can’t—I don’t want—

			All the while his father stood there, close, so close, his mouth working soundlessly. His eyes searching and finding nothing.

			“I don’t want to fucking do this anymore,” Mourning hissed.

			A line of blood pooled at the bottom of his father’s lip.

			Mourning looked down, saw his hand had shed its skin. He saw glistening black flesh, slick with red strings of tendon, that disappeared into his father’s middle. He searched out with his mind for the sensation at the end of that arm, and found the fingers tight. And warm. And nestled in his father’s chest cavity, long fingers and hooked claws buried in the meat of Father’s heart—but also around something else. Something with hard edges. Like a stone.

			Like a keystone.

			Belonging to a fount.

			Elixir pulsed around his hand.

			Then—his father snapped to. His eyes focused. His mouth twisted.

			And he began to change.

			His eyes bulged, fit to burst. Elixir rimmed the blistered orbs, dripping down from the swollen folds around them. His mouth distended—a forked tongue licked at a nest of razor-blade teeth. The skin around his hands peeled loose like steamed wallpaper, revealing glistening claws—

			Mourning knew he was well and truly fucked.

			His father pulsated with elixir.

			And Mourning had no idea how he turned his own hand into a claw-tipped thing—it just happened. Mourning didn’t control shit. Father controlled everything. He had this whole time. Leading to this moment—Mourning was just a fish on the line, dragged through the muck and the weeds to this place, this time.

			And that was how it was going to end. Him fished up out of the water. Wriggling on the hook. Bleeding out. Eaten and discarded.

			Father opened the nest of teeth he called a mouth.

			Clutching the heart—and the keystone—Mourning did the only thing he could do. He pulled his clawed hand free.

			That, while still holding the keystone.

			A keystone still wreathed in the meat of the old man’s heart.

			Father’s face shifted back to his human mien. Everything else did, too—and he looked soft and small and weak. Mourning had never seen that before. Sadness overtook him—a face like a gray sky overtaking the sun. The old goat looked down at the raw, gaping crater in his chest.

			He burped a little.

			An oily black gush poured suddenly from the hole like a waterfall of projectile vomit. It spattered at Mourning’s feet.

			“You’re not my s…” Father started to say.

			But he didn’t finish. Because he fell over, a sack of wet, dead meat.
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				Legion

			
			
				And he asked him, What is thy name? And he answered, saying, My name is Legion: for we are many.

				—Mark 5:9

			

			One step forward is all it took. Quinn’s foot fell. The cat hopped out of the empty pool as if it had turned to hot lava burning his orange paws. And then the chorus of voices and screams inside Quinn became a singular shriek—they felt fervid, wild movement just under their skin, just beneath the layer of bone. Their innards were flailing arms, whipping tendrils, and kicking legs. It was endlessly squirming cilia, lashing flagella, and licking tongues. Pushing out from within.

			And then they were more than just a feeling.

			They began to burst forth from Quinn’s body.

			A multi-jointed arm with arthritic, black taloned fingers—

			A bent leg with a hooked foot, all of it bristling with the glistening hairs you’d find on a tarantula’s limb—

			A throbbing tube slick with mucus, lined with human teeth and sprouts of dark human hair—

			A fat tapeworm, blind, its puckered mouth searching—

			A cock like a serpent, spurting—

			All of these limbs and appendages reached down for the ground. They pushed down against the concrete—then into it. The concrete turning liquid for them as they bore down, thrust inward, and anchored themselves. They pulled Quinn flat to the freshly wet cement, their cheek pressed into it as they cried out.

			And now, here he was—

			Apple the cat hopped up into the arms of Naberius.

			Standing by the side of the empty stone pool, looking down at Quinn as thrashing limbs sprung from their body fixed themselves into the wet cement, holding Quinn fast. They tried to scream, but their lips sputtered against the wet gray ooze their face was half sunken into.

			“I see you met your demons,” Naberius said. “What a beautiful thing. They are both your children and, in a sense, your parents. You kept them, and they keep you. And now their purpose is being fulfilled. How glorious. How dignified.”

			“I don’t—I don’t understand—” That, muffled. I don unnershtan…

			“Twenty-two years ago, in anticipation of this moment—this opportunity!—I completed a ritual upon your mother, your actual mother, whereupon she was, mm, let’s say infused with the seed and egg from all of our infernal inheritances. A gorgeous mélange of demonic mess, blessed by ceremony and ritual. When one of the blooded arises, they contain a single piece of the fiendish progenitor from whence they came—a living thing, a partnership with a parasite. But you, dear Quinn, are blooded differently. You belong to none because you belong to all. You are Legion, as the man in the good book once said. That makes you special. Your friend might be called Key, but you? You’re the real thing. This place, this Configuration, is a lock. Wretched things happened here, forming a spiritual canker. Weakening the skin between worlds. Thinning, thinning. Enough to reveal the door. A door that needs a key to open. You’re the key. And you’re now opening the door. Almost, anyway. There is more needed, after all, to grease the hinges. Still! What a privilege for you. What a great dignity this will be.”

			“Please—” Pleash. “I don’t want this—” I don wan thish.

			“What you want is irrelevant. What you’ve wanted this whole time has been irrelevant. You’ve always been part of something greater than yourself and there’s no way to escape that. The snowflake that starts the avalanche cannot undo the locomotive of crushing snow, my dear. And really, why would you want to?”
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				Vessel

			
			
				I have come to believe through my research that this world is not the only world, but rather, one of many—a panoply of them. Dozens of worlds. Perhaps more. Perhaps hundreds, thousands, even an infinity of worlds or whole universes. But I believe the map of telluric currents—the spiritual circulatory system upon it—remains true in each, perhaps even serving as a constant. Which means it could be possible to open doors to those other worlds at the proper junctions. Or, perhaps, into other layers of reality itself.

				—Richard Ledesma Torres, Transmundane Architectonics

			

			Crash. Mourning barreled through the door of the defunct BBQ joint, staggering half-assedly into the night. The wind shoved him, and he was not ready for it—he fell onto one knee, then bent over, pressing his forehead to the cool sidewalk. Through the corner of his eye he saw his right hand tucked underneath him, tight to his chest—four fingers and one thumb, each black as night, tipped with a gleaming claw, all of it soaked in his father’s blood. His hand clutching a palm-sized keystone—the one taken from the Mayne family fount, the fount that held the elixir for all of Agares House. Mashed into the keystone was bits of his father’s heart, clinging to it, quivering like thick gelatin.

			I killed him.

			I killed my father.

			Then he heard the old man’s words:

			I watched these hands, not human hands, but black, shining hands, hands tipped with the sharpest claws—each a yellow hook—pulling themselves free from her folds, like something erupting from inside a pomegranate, and I wept and cried out…you killed her, you know…

			He killed her.

			And now he killed his father, too.

			To complete the set—a deranged thought. He almost laughed.

			He threw up instead.

			Elixir burned his throat. Seared the edges of his eyes.

			He could taste it. Smell it. Even in the bile it thrilled him grotesquely.

			And then again he looked to his hand—and to the keystone. It has all of it. It contains the elixir. I have to protect it.

			I have to keep it.

			A smaller voice slithered into his ear:

			I want it.

			Why shouldn’t he have it? His father had stolen it. It was his to inherit. And he would return it to the fount from which it had been taken.

			(Probably. Maybe. If he wanted to…)

			He clutched the heart-smeared keystone tighter and, unsure of what exactly to do, pressed it hard against his own chest. Was there a ritual? Was there some way to absorb this? Had Julian instructed Father on how to properly steal this? On how to correctly commune with the-the demonic vestige inside him?

			Fear lanced through him. Fear and disappointment and then, immediately in their wake, anger. I can’t do it. I don’t know any fucking rituals—

			His chest cracked with the sound of a marble block splitting: a deep, tectonic crunch. He felt his breastbone go soft, give way, ease aside like invisible fingers were brutally violating a Thanksgiving turkey. He felt the wind blow upon his own heart—My heart, what the fuck, MY HEART—and then he pushed up, up, up, until the keystone was somewhere inside his chest cavity—

			Then he fell over onto his side.

			Moaning. Weeping.

			His chest was sealed. His shirt, never disrupted.

			But the keystone was gone.

			That’s when he felt it inside. It was there, in him, like a stone—a heavy weight, but one that was as bright as a newly formed sun, burning effulgent at the center of his own internal galaxy. Bronze light in a dark void. Hands turning it over and over again like a child examining a Rubik’s Cube.

			I did it. I fucking did it.

			He cackled.

			Fuck the old man. That old goat. Piece of shit. Stealing their elixir. Stealing Mourning from Seattle. Sending him on this madhouse shithouse crusade? Thief. Thief! Fuck him. Mourning was glad that bastard was dead, and he was glad he got to be the one to do it.

			Still laughing, Mourning stood up—

			And found himself looking at three people approaching.

			“Cousin?” he asked.

			Callahan marched toward him. On his left: Uncle Julian. On his right: that weird fucko in the rabbit mask. They came at him in lockstep.

			“Naughty naughty, cuz,” Callahan said, shrugging as he lifted a long-barreled revolver and—boom!—shot Mourning in the head.

			

			—

			The gunshot—distant, but not too distant—rang out. Key paused, hesitating. Silas threw her an annoyed look.

			“We’ve got to move,” he said. “We don’t know where Quinn has gone—”

			“To the cornfield,” Key said idly, her voice soft as she stared off toward a town poorly lit with streetlights. A town mostly dark. The wind was really kicking now. Somewhere far away, thunder formed a steady growl. “But that gunshot—”

			Silas tensed up. “You think Quinn?”

			“I don’t know.” She tried to steady herself. The elixir in her had quieted a little. But she still felt like she had a couple bumps of snowflake—all parts of her felt twitchy, like an electrocuted rabbit. Her hand drifted to her side—where Ivo Cantor’s hand had pierced her side was now totally unpierced. No injury to be felt. It was still sore. The bones still felt…soft. But she was healed. Her tongue snaked out over her lips, too—no cleft there. Only the lingering taste of old blood. “You go to the cornfield. I’ll check out the gunshot.”

			“You sure?”

			Implicit in his question was, she felt: You just got your ass kicked.

			“I’m cool,” she asserted.

			“All righty,” he said, forcing a fake smile and a thumbs-up. Silas gave the sickle a little shake, and then hurried off in the direction they’d been heading—to the edge of town, where the corn rose in a green wall.

			And Key?

			Key followed that gunshot.

			

			—

			All sound, wobbling. Light, pulsing in and out. Darkness, pulsing too, with its own presence and pressure. The gunshot still rang in his ear. Whoom-oom-oom-oom. Mourning lay there on his back. He swiped a maladroit paw at his head, found a soft, messy spot—a spot like a fried egg where his skull should be, up and on the left. Broken mess. Blood and goo. Bits of hard stuff. Egg shell. Skull shell. Deep fried brains in butter.

			Shot in head.

			Shapes and shadows moved about. Voices, mumbling—

			“—Uncle Hadrian is in there, on the floor. Dead as a donkey. Wow. Wow. Amazing. Truly amazing.” A blurry face loomed into view. Callahan. Loud as he yelled. “Didn’t think you had it in you, Cousin! Consider me deeply impressed!”

			Mourning wanted to reach out, choke the douchebag.

			But his arms wouldn’t move.

			Legs, too, were unreachable. They weren’t just numb—he couldn’t feel them at all.

			More of Callahan’s melting moon face hovering above him. “Mourn, you naughty little goose. I knew you’d fuck me. It’s why I had you tracked. Not even some fancy snake in your heart business, either! Just an AirTag in the heel of your shoe. Such a beta cuck, Mournie. No match for a sigma like me. You had to know I was gonna Lone Wolf this shit, right? Please.” Then, to someone else: “Hey. You two. Hurry up. Grab his legs. We need to move him.” Someone else said something. Mumble mumble. A man’s voice. Then a woman’s. They’re familiar. Who? Callahan again: “Yes, you move him. I’m not going to get my shoes messy. I mean, for fuck.”

			Someone pushed in—a new face. Familiar.

			“Oh fucking fuck, part of his skull is gone—”

			Lachlan.

			Mourning tried to say, Lachlan, you monster, you traitor, you—but not only did the thought fail to complete, the only sound he could manage was a dull guhhhh groan. Still. It was enough to make Lachlan jump.

			“He’s alive. He’s alive, the unholy prick. Good for you, Mourn!”

			Callahan: “Of course he’s alive. We didn’t kill him. Look at him. He’s brimming with elixir.” He laughed. “We never had to steal the Agares House elixir. We just had to steal what Hadrian stole.”

			“Shit. You’re right.” Lachlan, even closer now: “Sorry for this, little brother. Times are a-changing, and you were always too much of a naïve little horndog dum-dum to really follow the changing current, mm? Love you, though. Truly.”

			Then: a scream.

			Lorelei.

			Through her shrill banshee’s wail, Mourning heard her lamentations—“Father’s dead! He’s dead, he’s dead, why, whyyyyy—”

			Callahan: “Well! Your brother here ripped his heart out. Which, to give him credit, was more than I figured him capable of, the little pussy—”

			More movement. A ghostly shape, swiftly descending upon the Callahan blur. Whap. The sound of skin on skin, hard. Lorelei struck him, Mourning realized. Then the two of them moved away, grappling.

			Lachlan followed.

			Mourning tried to get up. Tried to move. Tried to move anything. A twitch of his nose, a tap of his toe on the inside of a shoe, a brush of his tongue against the backs of his teeth. Almost there. It was so close now.

			Then: a new face.

			The White Rabbit mask.

			It hovered. Eyes stared through the mask holes.

			I know those eyes.

			Mourning didn’t know from where.

			And maybe it was just because a part of his brain had been blown out with a bullet, but—

			He was sure of it.

			I know those fucking eyes.

			But who?

			

			—

			Key was not a particularly angry person. At least, in the sense that they did not let it define them, did not let it control them. They experienced anger, yes, but they were not angry—that is to say, not consumed by it. Key’d always thought of emotions the same way she thought about drink and drugs and even elixir: better to go in cold, like a monk, just let it all flow past you. Do not indulge.

			That would no longer be an option.

			Because right now, Key—who was herself still feeling the twitches and tugs of fresh elixir in her, elixir that she hadn’t touched in literal decades—was staring not only at what might have been a dead Mourning Mayne, but there, standing over him? Was the motherfucker in the White Rabbit mask. She saw this from her vantage point hunkered down behind a half-dead shrub next to a bent mailbox in front of a dark house, peering out.

			Rage ripped through her, a flash flood of wanting to tear heads off shoulders.

			I can do it. I can kill them all.

			She had no idea how. But she crushed the head of Ivo Cantor, right? With a toilet? And somehow Silas was a brutally efficient murder machine. Why couldn’t she be the same? My anger is my power. My rage is cleansing. There were others there—Callahan Mayne. Julian Mayne. Mourning’s own twin siblings, Lachlan and Lorelei. All blooded like her. All better than her. And still, they can’t stop me.

			I’m going to kill them all.

			Then, through that red mist in her mind, a single thought ringing like a little bell, ding-a-ding—

			That’s fucking stupid.

			Key let out a breath. It was fucking stupid. The idea that she was evenly matched here? That Callahan wouldn’t shoot her in the face, or that the fucko in a White Rabbit mask wouldn’t cut her head off, same as he cut off the head of Caetano Adamastor? There was no way. She had no advantage here.

			Her only advantage was to watch and to wait.

			She overheard them say Mourning was still alive—good.

			Key would find her chance.

			And then, then she’d kill that monster in the mask.

			

			—

			It flickered in the dark, half ghostly image, half hologram—

			One second, a cathedral.

			The next, an ancient ziggurat.

			A skyscraper.

			A craggy fingerlike rock pointing to the sky.

			A lighthouse, not like the ones his master and his mistress lived in, but rather, taller, white as bone, the light coming from its eye a dark beam.

			It kept flickering like this—as if it were struggling to be born.

			Silas stood there amid the windswept corn—the hiss of the wind through the stalks louder than a sky full of cicadas—and he realized, no, it’s not struggling to be born. It’s struggling to be reborn. This thing was ancient. Primeval. Its age bled off it like fever heat.

			Some part of Silas understood.

			I’m trying to be reborn, too.

			But first, Quinn.

			Then: voices behind him. He recognized one of them: the grub-fucker, the cunt Watcher whose head he’d (cleaved ) bisected. The Watchers were here. Off in the distance, he heard other voices, too—ones he didn’t recognize.

			He had to move fast.

			Silas bolted toward the flickering tower.

			

			—

			Movement. They were dragging him. Not even carrying him. The back of his head thudded and scraped against asphalt, against grass, and eventually, against the hardscrabble dirt in a cornfield. Lorelei was weeping all the way. Consoled by soft mumbles from Lachlan—Lachlan, who had one of his feet, with his other in the hands of the White Rabbit. Callahan was just spouting off like a cokehead at a party: We’ve got the elixir, we’ve got it from the Mayne fount, the Adamastors’, from old Malphas, it’s enough—it’s enough! It has to be enough. They’ll see. They’ll see that I’m like them. They’ll want me. They’ll need me—I mean us, obviously, us!—by their side. This is it. This is going to be so fucking amazing. A changed world. All the old ways, thrown out with the rest of the garbage. Souls for the offing. A new future for us with all the old elixir hoarders put in the ground. A new day! A new age! The wheel turns, my friends! The wheel turns!

			All the while, all Mourning could think about was how he killed his father. How he killed his mother. How Sophie betrayed him. How his friends were going to die. How he’d been shot in the head. How he was just a useless, fruitless party-hard fuckboy who’d failed his family, lost his way, and had little to show for any of it. And now how, at the end of everything, as he was being dragged through a cornfield toward an uncertain demise, there were ancient beings from before recorded history trying to break through from their—what? World? Prison? Hell?—and return to this one as bringers of doom, as emperors of all. And Mourning had helped it all happen. It was hopeless. At least it’d be over soon, he thought.

			But then—

			Well, then his pinky twitched.

			

			—

			As the elixir in her settled, Key followed them through the corn at a distance. She wouldn’t be heard—Callahan was ranting and raving, mouthing off about shit. Most of his words were lost to the wind. That was the other thing covering her tracks: the distant thunder, the wind scouring the corn. It was like the whole world knew something bad was coming.

			Key didn’t know what the bad thing was—but it was in the air. That sick, sour feeling. A vertigo, like standing on the edge of a crumbling cliff.

			Ahead, the thing they called the Configuration flickered. Like someone was flipping a light switch on and off. It was insubstantial: a phantom. The ghost of a tenement. The specter of a radio tower. A wraith in the form of a parapeted spire. Like a bug zapper fritzing in the dark. And we’re the bugs. Headed right for it.

			She wanted to dart forward, catch up, save Mourning.

			But there were too many of them.

			And the elixir in her had faded to a low thrum—enough to now convince her she could take over the world with one hand cut off.

			She watched as they closed in on a concrete platform upon which stood a stump of a bunker with a wide-open door. Wan yellow light emanating from within. Directly above it, the flickering tower rose high in the air, toward the heavens, like a spear aimed at God’s heart. As if God were up there.

			Key watched from the darkness of the corn as they disappeared into the doorway of the bunker. She had no idea what this place was. Was Quinn in there? Had Silas found it? Only one way to find out, she thought.

			She gave it a few beats, then bolted toward the platform.
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				The Configuration

			
			
				It is strange, albeit glorious, to be doing God’s work from the other side of Him. It seems impossible, to serve Him by opposing Him, by opposing the existence of His creation; though one supposes it is only opposition to those naïve enough to believe God to be a servitor of human morality, which He most certainly is not. His will is divine, and it is not for us to question or even comprehend. What I know is this: it is long written that the End Times must come, and so it becomes clear that we must hasten them. If I must partner with the Devil to do this, then that is what will be done. We design our end in His name, amen.

				—the Apostle Alden Maydock, in a letter to his family

			

			They always said that Silas was a monster.

			That was what the Watchers spat at him as they castrated him—cut him off from the elixir, from the taste and the power of human souls. They treated him like he was this powerfully unique horror. One of them called him a beast, and that, that was closer to what they saw in him: They did not see a monster, oh no. They saw a beast. An animal who had no interest in their foolish rules, their ceremony, their grand propriety. He had forgone their ways. Circumvented their pomp and circumstance. They elevated the simple act of taking human souls to a circus of byzantine, labyrinthine bullshit—a convoluted process that served those at the top, those who wanted to keep power entrenched for themselves and who wanted to lord that power over all those beneath them. The only horror Silas presented was not to the world, but to them: the horror of choice. The terror of someone who had simply taken the shackles and shaken them off his wrists. The nightmare of someone who was free to do as they pleased.

			Like a beast, free from its cage.

			And he was so close to being free from his cage once again.

			Quinn.

			Silas descended and found Quinn at the bottom of this place—this madhouse missile installation, long-shuttered, and home to some atrocity that remained plainly unremembered. The nightmare of it, buried. But now, a new nightmare: under buzzing yellow lights, Quinn looked like a spider trapped by its own web. They were fixed to the floor of a shallow cement well—like a pool, or fount, and it was only then Silas realized that’s what this was: a fount.

			An empty one.

			Empty and waiting.

			Quinn’s frame was pushed into cement that looked almost wet—a tangle of inhuman limbs grew up out of Quinn’s body. An insect leg emerged from one side. A tangle of oily tendrils from the other. A fist of squirming cilia held them fast to the ground. Dozens of other appendages tightened, holding them down.

			Apple the cat hopped up onto their back, licking his paw. Casually, like none of this bothered the cat at all. Or worse, as if it pleased the orange dope.

			“H-…help me,” Quinn said, their mouth half lost to the cement muck.

			Again, the choice presented itself—a temptation that pushed into him like a starving screwworm.

			Silas knew he could just…let it happen.

			Quinn was here. They came of their own volition. They would open up this Pandora’s box, and the promise of the tower would come to be—Silas would be returned to form. Made whole again.

			That was the choice the monster would make.

			But was it the choice that the beast would make?

			He thought about his sister, Mamie.

			About Key, Mourning, but especially, Quinn.

			Kin.

			And then, the strangest thought:

			I am tired of being alone.

			Quinn, here, a beast like he. As caged as he.

			That broke his heart.

			So the choice was no choice at all.

			Silas was going to save Quinn.

			

			—

			Mourning didn’t count how many steps they dragged him down—metal steps, no less, grated and rough enough that they tore the clothes at his back and elbows ragged, before tearing the skin ragged, too. What he was paying attention to was how much feeling he was getting back. Every few steps, he felt his body reclaiming itself—which, he prayed, meant his skull coming back together. It was not a great time to yield to vanity, but he couldn’t help the pit in his stomach that told him when all was said and done his head was going to look like a melted candle that had been hit with a broomstick. Deformed and hideous.

			The descent was dreadful—a corkscrew turn, dizzying, ever downward.

			It seemed to go on forever.

			Until it stopped.

			They dropped him like a sack of rocks.

			Callahan laughed until he wept. “This is it. We’re here.”

			Mourning managed to lift his head to see what it was that inspired such feeling inside Callahan—and he was horrified to find Quinn here, down at the base of this concrete pit. A pit that looked not unlike a more deeply dug fount. Above them was a mesh ceiling that held back a terrine press of bodies: human forms, raccoons, dogs, a deer. All of it dead, dry, bleak, black. And Quinn, poor Quinn. Mourning could not even reckon with what he saw there. Those limbs. Those appendages. At first he thought they belonged to Quinn—as if they were new, having sprouted up. But they weren’t attached. They came from within. Pushed out, punching through them. Pinning them there. As they softly sobbed.

			“Fucking grisly,” Lachlan muttered.

			“Shhh,” Lorelei hissed at him. “Have respect, Brother.”

			A rare rebuke from her to him.

			Callahan squatted next to Mourning, grabbing the hair at the back of his head and turning him so that the two cousins faced one another. “Mourning, I’d hoped you and I would be allies in this. We’ve both brought gifts for the Alphas.” Of course that’s how he’d think of them, Mourning thought. “But yours I’d hoped would be given by you to them. Instead, I’m giving you up—you’re just a treasure chest of gold coins I will spill at their feet. And they will see my value. They will laud me. They will see me as an equal. And you? You’re just a seed-spiller—a weak-kneed low-T exile, soft and precious and they will use you as a rag, a shoe, a rug-munching fuck-puppet, and I will clap as their cocks tear you in half.” He made a fake-sad sour face. “Sorry, Cousin.”

			Mourning sure hoped he had all the feeling back.

			Because he moved fast—hand darting out, snatching the revolver out of Callahan’s waistband. Tit for tat, Cousin. He pointed it at Callahan’s head—

			And pulled the trigger.

			But. The gun was heavy.

			And his movement, just a hair too slow.

			The gun roared and bucked in Mourning’s grip. Callahan’s ear disappeared in a red mist—he launched to his feet, cupping the injury, staggering away. The recoil shocked Mourning. Guns were his father’s thing, and he wasn’t ready for it. And it damn sure didn’t help that the surge of energy he’d had was fading fast—

			His hand closed, finding the gun had already left his grip. He didn’t even know where it was. Half dizzy and delirious, he wondered: Did it dissolve?

			He tried to stand, looking for the gun. Where had it gone?

			Then: a shrieking sound coming at him fast.

			Mourning barely got to his feet just in time to see Lorelei careening at him, like a vengeful specter. She leapt for him, crashing upon him—

			And together, the two of them fell backward into the pit.

			

			—

			For Key, everything felt like rope slipping through her hands—any grip she hoped she had on the situation was gone the moment she reached for it.

			As she crept forth in her descent, trying to leave enough space so that they didn’t hear her feet echoing on the metal stairs, she heard Callahan down below her, laughing boldly and then—sobbing? Stranger still, Key had to work very hard not to be distracted from the sights all around her: blood on the walls, cryptic messages and ancient names, and also all the dead bodies. When she heard Callahan sobbing, she tried to move a little faster—and a little quieter, too, kicking off her shoes to go barefoot. As she neared the bottom—

			She saw Silas.

			He sat crouched ahead of her on the stairs, looking down and around the bend at whatever was happening below.

			A wave of relief flooded through her. If Silas was here—it felt like things might be all right. It’s good to have a monster on your side, she thought.

			Then came a booming gunshot—

			It echoed through the missile silo, roaring up past her, leaving her ears ringing—

			And Silas moved fast, descending into the fray. She wanted to call to him, to pull him back so that he knew she was there, so that they could coordinate—

			Like rope slipping through her grip.

			Key didn’t know what to do. Stay back? Wait and see? Pick her moment? Or rush in, ready to crush White Rabbit’s head in a toilet? The elixir was still in her. Cooking in her, a boil gone down to a simmer, but still forming her own voice in her ear: You got this, you can do this. And so Key moved fast as she could, following Silas—

			And as she reached the bottom of the stairs, she had to stop and take it all in. Chaos reigned. Where to go? What to do?

			She saw Lorelei crash into Mourning—

			The two of them fell backward into some kind of pool, some fount, right next to—

			Quinn?

			Quinn, fixed fast with spider legs, tentacles, pulsating tubules.

			A sharp ringing in Key’s ears. Panic, coursing through her. And then, rage, too. Because the White Rabbit was here. Standing next to Callahan.

			Callahan, who cradled a bloody ear with one hand—

			And was stooping to pick up a handgun with the other.

			Key had nothing. No weapon. No way to do anything meaningful here. But she still found herself striding forward, buoyed by rage, urged by the elixir, a crazy laugh bubbling up out of her as she moved toward White Rabbit.

			The gun went up. Callahan pointed it at Mourning on the ground as he struggled beneath a clawing, scratching, hissing Lorelei, who screamed so loud it bypassed the ringing in Key’s ears—You killed him, you killed Father, I hate you I hate you I hate you! Meanwhile, Silas knelt by Quinn, a penitent bent as he talked to them.

			

			—

			And then, a lot of very strange things happened at once.

			

			—

			Callahan curled his finger around the trigger.

			Key rushed toward White Rabbit.

			White Rabbit reached out with a shining blade—and brought it down fast, a lightning swipe of gleaming steel. The pistol, and Callahan’s hand still holding it, fell to the ground. Blood pumped.

			Then the masked freak grabbed Callahan Mayne, drove a knee into his back, and shoved him forward into the pit, as well.

			And through all of it, Key didn’t see Julian Mayne coming. He pushed into her, grabbing her by the neck, a wildness in his eye as he barked at her: “This needs to happen! Go back! We mustn’t stop it now! They’re coming! It’s happening! Don’t you see?”

			She did see. Over Julian’s shoulder, she saw Mourning begin shuddering.

			Mourning.

			Quinn.

			Lorelei had him on his back in the pit, and even she looked horrified as elixir began to bubble up out of him—pushing up out of his mouth, from his ears, oozing from the corners of his eyes. His body shook with a seizure as the amber fluid began erupting from him.

			A sudden shove as Lachlan pushed past her and Julian. Lorelei shrieked, calling after.

			“Fuck all of this,” he said, bolting up the stairs.

			Julian called after him, and Key took that moment to power a knee between his legs. The air went out of him and she slammed him into the wall, continuing forward—a part of her wanted to jump into the pit, to save Mourning, to save Quinn, to help Silas, but there he was: White Rabbit.

			Key had to know.

			Had to know.

			She stormed forth—

			And ripped off the rabbit’s mask.

			

			—

			The moment Mourning’s back hit the concrete, he felt it—this grievous pull, like the keystone inside of him was subject to a deeper, meaner gravity than the one to which his flesh was yoked. It sank within him, drawn downward with nauseating force. He felt the elixir within him stirring, agitated, spinning. Lorelei was atop him, screaming at him, scratching at his face, and he couldn’t even think of that—he was numb to her attack. Like it was some distant distraction, happening to someone else, somewhere else.

			And then he tasted elixir on the back of his tongue. It burned at his throat.

			His ears felt thick. His sinuses went to concrete. Then his vision turned to a burnished glow as elixir began to force its way up out of him—

			He gasped, choked—

			His body shook, seized in an invisible, jostling grip.

			Lorelei’s attack on him slowed, then ceased. She sat up, staring down at him in horror—horror that then turned to a kind of grim, happy satisfaction.

			“It’s happening,” she said, bright as a butterfly, before scrambling off him and clambering up out of the pit. Airy giggles in her wake.

			As she left him, Mourning saw through the amber glow in his vision that Callahan was here next to him. And Callahan, too, was now shaking and shuddering. He bent forward, the stump of his hand—When did that happen?—pushed to the ground, propping him up. His chest bulged. He vomited elixir. It was even pooling around the missing hand—though whether it came from the stump or was simply gathering around it, Mourning didn’t know.

			As he shook and shuddered, his teeth cracking together, he saw Key, too—

			She was up out of the pit.

			She was racing toward the White Rabbit.

			Hand out—a vengeful claw. It wrapped around the mask, fingers through the eyeholes, thumb hooked up underneath.

			Key ripped the mask off.

			And Mourning saw Sophie’s face underneath it.

			He tried to call out, but his voice was lost under the choking fist of elixir burping up out of him. And that’s when the ground started to give way beneath him.

			

			—

			The way Silas saw it, he had one job: to free Quinn. Whatever all of this was, he cared naught about it. Not one lick. Quinn? Quinn needed to be free. Then all of this would stop. And Quinn would be okay.

			(And here, the strange logic reached him, a logic that felt external, that felt insane: If Quinn is okay, then I’m okay, and we can be okay together.)

			So he went to Quinn, knelt next to them, and whispered to them that he’d fix it. I’ll make it okay.

			Then he started grabbing at the appendages, tearing them.

			He brought his mouth down on a wet tendril. His teeth bit through, and the tendril whipped about, bleeding thick oilblood everywhere. He reached for one of the coruscating tubules, twisted it between two hands like he was tearing a head of lettuce in half. It squealed like a stuck pig. Its lights dimmed as it gushed viscous black mess. Then, he raised the fists anew—

			But one of the insectile limbs flicked out, catching him on the wrist. Barbed chitin turned tendons into shredded pork.

			He howled in pain.

			The insectile limb thrust toward him again. This time, a stabbing motion.

			Again he sank his teeth into the appendage. The exoskeleton crunched like he was chewing through the hard shell of a live crab. Something gushed into his mouth—foul and bitter, foaming on his tongue and making him gag.

			Silas recoiled, spitting out the foulness.

			And as he did, he saw something.

			Elixir. Gleaming bright. He knew he couldn’t touch it. Couldn’t taste it. Couldn’t make any use of it at all. But that wasn’t what concerned him at the moment. No, what bothered him was how it moved. Because move, it did. It oozed in concerted rivulets, like it had a mind of its own. And it was running toward a hole in the floor of the pit. It oozed toward it—

			And then, gulp, started sliding down into it.

			…like some kind of drain.

			That’s when the ground shook.

			Quinn’s eyes bolted wide open at the tectonic feeling.

			A crack spread fast down the middle of the floor of the pit. It calved like part of an iceberg, broken in the middle, each half tilting downward. Like two halves of a breaking cracker, the topping upon it ready to slide into an open mouth.

			

			—

			Mask off—

			Key held the rabbit face in her hand—it dangled there, a deflated dream. She had no idea what to expect when she pulled that mask off—she certainly didn’t believe she’d know who was under it, even though she had this unquiet fear that the person under there was someone dead, a killer whose soul she took, a killer whose life she then took after. George Jackson Cash. Initials: GJC.

			But it was not him. Not even a man. A woman’s face waited there underneath. Or, at least, a woman once upon a time—

			This woman was wretched. Dark eyes lurked in shadow-limned hollows. Her skin, the color of marble—bone white and shot through with the hard, broken-lightning lines of veins; veins of dry, dead blood; veins of dark mineral. Hair, once blond and curled, was a mad, ratty tangle.

			It was then Key realized—

			She recognized this person.

			Sophie. Hadrian Mayne’s attaché. Mourning’s boyhood crush-slash-obsession-slash-fantasy.

			“Sophie Gireau,” Key said. “The White Rabbit. I don’t—”

			Understand was the word she would’ve said.

			But then from worm-pink lips, the Sophie-thing screamed—a truly inhuman wail, a howl like wind rising up from a blasted canyon—and pumped her fist into Key’s side, right where Ivo had crushed her ribs. A spot that had healed, but still hurt. Key’s world lit up in bright pain, and then just to bring it home, the wretch that was Sophie hit it again, then shoved her out of the way, bolting up the stairs with a long-legged run.

			

			—

			Sophie…

			The ground cracked again beneath him. Mourning tried to sit up, tried to call out to her.

			Sophie…

			He was sure that was her, standing there. But then his vision cleared and what he saw—how to reckon with it? It was Sophie, but harder, meaner, stranger—a version that looked like a shadow on an X-ray. Monstrous, like something had been stripped out of her. Rot settled in, rot that boiled and urged itself to the outside of her. Sophie, no.

			How was any of this possible? How was she the White Rabbit? Could she have been that all along? Had she been hiding behind the mask? Had she been hiding this second face—the porcelain face, the black eyes, the broken teeth? He tried calling to her again, reaching out—

			This monstrous Sophie hit Key twice, and as Key doubled over, Sophie pushed her away, toward him.

			Then Sophie looked to him.

			It was a strange, distant look. One where she recognized him—

			But definitely didn’t know him.

			How was that possible?

			Sophie—

			What did my father do to you?

			Then the floor of the pit began to crack in every direction. Callahan next to him was trying to stand, gurgling panicked, angry invective as he did—

			“Fuck, fucking, fucking betrayal, fucking bitch.” He turned and his eyes met Mourning’s. The two of them stared at each other, the distillation of souls oozing from their eyes, their nostrils, their ears, from the corners of their mouths—much of it now sliding between the cracks in the floor beneath them.

			“Cousin—” Mourning started.

			But Callahan interrupted him, coughing out in a sputter of elixir: “You blue-pilled androphile herbivore soyboy sob-story zeta traitor bitch.”

			Then the ground broke beneath him and he fell through, gone.

			Where he once was, he was no more. A hole remained. The light shining through was silver, almost black, light that ate the light, a sideways light of razors and broken mirrors and neon nightmares.

			Then the ground beneath Mourning broke, too. All of it broke. Beneath him. Beneath Silas and Quinn. The entire floor of the pit—the bottom of this fount—broke like a cookie, falling into nothing.

			

			—

			Key saw lines of shining elixir spilling through the cracks and her mind lit up with the great barbaric yawp of want. Want, need, urge. She pushed her fingers into the cracks, wetting them with the swiftly retreating elixir, pushing her wet hands into her mouth and relishing the small (but ultimately unsatisfying) thrill that shuddered through her—a meager paroxysm of fast-fading delight—just as Callahan broke through the fracturing shell, disappearing into nothing.

			Mourning shot her a panicked look—

			And then he fell, too.

			Or would’ve, had Key not reached out fast as she could—using what little oomph the elixir afforded her. Her arms tucked under his and she hauled back as the ground shattered entirely—his legs kicked out into open empty air as she pulled him toward the edge of the pit. She screamed for Quinn as Mourning cried out—a wordless, exhausted, terrified sound.

			Quinn and Silas fell.

			Beneath them: The true pit beckoned as the vault opened.
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				The Great Below

			
			
				There is a terrible place beyond us: the Great Below. The earliest monsters—the god-worms and reaper-cloaks, the burned beasts and child-drowners, the night-women and the blood knights—were cast to the Great Below because they were a plague upon our world. But they are still there and they forever conspire to be free. They want to come home.

				—from the Histories and Mysteries of the Great Below by John Atticus Oakes

			

			In that moment, as everything broke apart and they began to fall, Quinn understood that their purpose had been simple: They thought themselves a person with agency and identity and perhaps even a destiny, but the truth of it was, they were simply a tool held in a hand they could not see. They had been made to serve a singular role, to be a key that opened a door between worlds to let something, or somethings, back in, and now that their task was complete—

			They were done.

			They would be discarded.

			They would be pushed so deep inside the lock they could never again be recovered. The door would never close. The lock would never re-engage because they—the actual key—were lost in the pit that they had just opened.

			They felt sad and sick and demoralized as they fell.

			I made nothing. I left nothing.

			I am nothing.

			I ruined everything.

			No one cared about me. I died as no one’s child.

			They fell—

			But only for a moment.

			Something halted their plunge into the pit.

			Silas.

			He gripped the broken ledge of the cement above, his flesh rent, blood pulsing from injury. With his other hand, he held the chewed-apart insectile appendage that had pushed free of Quinn’s insides—they dangled from that as he held on.

			“I’ve got you, Quinn,” he said, spitting free shards of chitin shell. Black blood painted his mouth in a tarry smear.

			Quinn looked beneath them, into the great eternal dark.

			Oh, but that great dark did not remain dark for long—a steady light like a fire came to life, a glow steadily rising, thin and weak like a sunrise through storm clouds, but brighter and brighter. Eerie light, sharp and almost sickening, illuminating what waited below: not a tower, no, but the opposite of one. A great borehole, a carved-out channel going endlessly down. A hole chewed through the universe. The tower they’d dreamed of was a great spire, a stretched-out ziggurat lined with windows and a set of stairs coiling up along the outside of the stone structure. But this showed the windows on the inside, facing one another across the expanse of the pit. Windows spiraling down and down and down, into forever.

			All was still for a moment.

			But only for a moment.

			There came movement—

			Shapes and shadows coming to the windows. Figures crawling up onto the walls. Winged things. Many-legged things. Coal-eyes burning, wings weakened from disuse stretching wide, skin blistered and shining.

			They want to be free, Quinn thought.

			Free like I wanted to be free.

			Maybe that, that was their destiny—not as just a tool gripped in the cruel hand of a user, but as something greater than that. A key meant freedom. A key opened a prison cell, a key freed you from bondage, a key gave you back all that you had lost. They just want to be free. They’ve been gone so long. Quinn could give them that. Would that be a useful sacrifice? Could that be a noble end, them on this altar, giving themselves up—just one stupid human, or almost-human, or whatever-the-fuck-they-were—so that all these things could be free? These things with hungry mouths and armor of obsidian and searching eyes, climbing the stairs, climbing the walls, crawling free from the windows—rising, rising. It was something. It was not nothing. I made something. I opened the way. I am, to them, everything.

			“Silas, let me go,” Quinn said. Said it again, begging this time.

			“No fucking chance,” he said, gritting his teeth and pulling them up. “Come up, Quinn. Your hand. I need your hand. Reach up and grab my wrist.”

			“I can’t,” Quinn said. I won’t. An insane thought. Self-destructive. Maybe Quinn wanted to be destroyed. A key, lost inside its lock. How elegant.

			“Quinn,” Silas said through clenched teeth.

			But Quinn simply closed their eyes.

			They felt the shapes beneath them stir the air.

			Heard them keening, chattering, caterwauling in the half dark.

			Imagined them coming. I did this. I freed them.

			Then, from above, Silas: “Ah, fuck it.”

			He started pulling them up—grunting and roaring in some combination of anger and pain as he lifted Quinn toward him. And then, there was Key, too, above Silas at the lip of the pit—reaching down, clasping the wrist of his hand holding on to the ledge. Key started to pull, too—

			No, no, no, Quinn thought, just let me go, just let me fall—

			That, as the first of the returning nightmares emerged from the pit.

			

			—

			Mourning lay flat on his back, the taste of elixir still in his mouth—still burning his eyes, still singing its mad song in his ears. And worst of all, reminding him now of its absence: He’d been full of it, teeming with it, and it had all gone out of him. A gift for the dark entities below. He wept soundlessly at the great emptiness inside him: a chasm that threatened to swallow him up from within.

			Sophie…

			He had to know why she was here.

			How she was here.

			Move, Mourning. Move!

			He sat up, breath hitching, hands shaking, as he saw Key now moving to the edge of the pit. She was helping Silas, pulling him up even as he tried desperately to pull Quinn up and out—

			And that’s when a black, wretched shape launched free of the canker.

			A naked woman-shaped thing, her wings like chewed, callused leather—glistening thorns lined her sides. She hovered in the air for a moment, bursts from her wings buoying her, blasting forth with musty, tomb-scented air—she gazed at the pit with bright yellow eyes, feral eyes, and she ululated a terrible sound. Words were in there—impossible words, words that did not exist in English or in any other human tongue, yet Mourning understood some part of them. We are free! I am first to return! Then with a giddy crowing sound, she fired herself up through the grated ceiling. Like a fist, she punched through the metal, and was gone.

			Bodies began to tumble down from the hole she made.

			Dry carcasses. Human, deer, dog, bird. Like limp ragdolls, pinwheeling through the dark. Key and Silas cried out as they continued pulling Quinn up, up, up, even as the tumble of bodies crashing into them threatened to send all three of them cascading down into the pit. It took a full minute for all the bodies to finish falling. Some remained caught on the tangled, bent floor like lifeless puppets.

			Whoosh. Another winged creature arose from the pit—this one an owl-thing with a black beak and milk-white eyes, a set of long humanlike arms and hands instead of feet. It shrieked, flying up on wings of rotting feathers. It, too, screamed in an alien tongue: I am a curse upon this world, Stolas-Ka, soon I feast. Then it fled the silo—following its former escapee up through the center chamber, where a world-destroying missile once sat nestled and quiet.

			Mourning slid over to the edge of the pit.

			He tucked his chin over it and looked downward.

			They’re coming.

			Gravity had no sway for these beings. Some crawled up the walls but others walked fully upon them, all around the circumference of the interior. The laws of physical reality seemed to matter little in the great pit.

			At the fore of the wave of monsters: a red-armored knight riding astride a bloated, tumor-laden horse. It stomped at the edge of the stairs, frothing and spitting as he tugged the reins with hands gloved in clots of gore. Others lined up behind him and around him: a tall, burn-black skeleton with a nest of horns on its head and eyes like fire; a nude, milk-fleshed terror with two heads and a writhing eel-thing between its legs; a veiny, pulsating gristle-wad of skin with a hundred bat wings and a tail of a golden serpent; a tumbling giant head with red eyes and a broad blistered nose, the head forming the center axle to a wheel made of stomping legs and hairy feet. That, just the vanguard—the first of an endless parade. Not hundreds. Not even thousands. More—so many more. How many of these things were banished from this place long ago? Mourning wondered.

			The first full wave of nightmares would soon be here.

			They would soon be free.

			A horrible gray-cheeked grub-like thing—like a drowned infant with pebbled teeth launched forth on a dozen little bat wings, and it dug into Quinn’s calves with fat, claw-tipped fingers. It shrieked at them in that infernal tongue: You fuck! You wretch! You cannot escape! The key cannot flee the lock!

			The key.

			The key.

			Quinn was exactly that. Essential to this pit same as the stolen elixir was.

			Mourning looked to his right. The gun lay there—Callahan’s gun. Mourning took it in his hand. Felt its weight. Thought, Quinn opened this. He knew that now. Could see that Quinn opened the door, and he and Callahan poured in the elixir to summon the beasts—to feed them, to appease them. Currying favor with nightmares from beyond this mortal land. A land that once belonged to them.

			Quinn opened the door. And Quinn could close it, too.

			He pointed the gun at Quinn.

			Watched as Key lifted Silas. As Silas lifted Quinn.

			What have we done.

			We’ve ended everything.

			But.

			Maybe if Quinn dies, all of this stops.

			His finger tightened on the trigger.

			He tensed—

			But the truth of it was?

			Mourning didn’t have the stones for it. He heard Callahan in his ear: beta-cuck soyboy pussy.

			It just wasn’t who he was. None of this was ever who he was. Instead, he pointed the gun at the little grub thing—

			And began firing. The beasty shuddered as one bullet clipped a wing. A second punched through its back. A third dug a wet furrow in its mushy head. Then the hammer fell on a dry chamber: click.

			The creature turned toward him, hissing.

			It launched itself at him, gibbering, babbling—

			And found itself knocked out of the air by a gore-gauntleted fist—

			The beast announced himself, a booming voice in all the minds, ABUGOR RISES, while riding on his tumor-laden steed. Together they emerged from the pit, the mount snorting and stomping, one of its hooves clipping Mourning in the top of the head. He tumbled backward, away from the pit as the cankerous horse with rotten eyes struggled to go from the wall of the pit to the floor of the silo. Abugor dismounted, armored boots echoing with a bang as he landed outside the pit—he used his viscera-slick gloves to tug the reins of his swollen steed so that the beast could get up over the edge and join him.

			At that, the crimson-armored demon knight walked past Mourning, glancing down as he did. In that ancient tongue, he said, CHILD OF AGARES. YOU ARE SPARED FOR YOUR GIFT. YOU WILL BE SEEN AGAIN BY ABUGOR.

			Then the knight mounted the horse and rode it up the stairs—clumsily, crudely, hoofs banging on the metal.

			Key called to him.

			“Mourning! ”

			Dizzy and bleeding, Mourning stood, staggering around the edge of the pit—nearly losing his footing and falling in. Others began emerging from the pit. The milk-skinned two-face. The char-black skeleton. The serpent-tailed lump of featureless gristle. A dozen other chimerical entities—each a living trauma, a stain in the mind. They moved past Mourning like he was nothing. Like I’m just a mouse scurrying about their feet. They cared nothing for him. They didn’t even see him.

			He felt small and worthless in their presence.

			Still, he pressed on—

			Mourning dropped to his knees next to Key.

			He reached down next to her, grabbing Silas and pulling—

			As other nightmares exited the pit, climbing up through the missile silo or hurrying up the stairs, Quinn came closer and closer to the edge of the pit…

			Until finally, they pulled Silas out.

			And with Silas, came Quinn.

			And with Quinn—
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				The Way Is Shut

			
			
				Then the abominable Gallu said to the saints, “Saints of God, I beg you not to torment me so. Wherever this phylactery is placed, there I may not enter, and where it is read, I may not go into that place. If I see it, I will run a mile. And if someone writes out my twelve names, I will not harm their house nor will I have any power over their home; I will not destroy their animals, nor will I have control over their limbs or brains.”

				— “Saints in Pursuit of the Gallu,” from The Penguin Book of Demons, ed. Scott G. Bruce

			

			The moment Quinn’s foot was freed from the pit and over the edge of the shattered fount—

			The pit was gone.

			The way was shut.

			Door closed, they thought.

			There was no motion, no sound, no dramatic crush of stone and cement returning to close over the chasm.

			It simply wasn’t there anymore. As if the floor had never broken. As if Quinn had never been the key at all.

			They felt no triumph. They felt helpless and worthless. Like, all of this was for nothing. They were no one and nothing once more. Gazing down into the pit, they’d seen Legions of nightmares climbing up, toward freedom. None of them were free now. None of them would be free. Had it even happened at all? Those that did escape, were they still out there, free? And if they were, what did that even mean?

			Quinn looked down at themselves, saw no more limbs dangling free—no tendrils, no tentacles, no impossible appendages. They let slip a gasping sob and leapt bodily upon the concrete floor of the silo, trying to push into it with their fingers, pressing their mouth against it, tears pooling beneath them, snot bubbling out as the others gently pulled them back from the restored fount. They told Quinn, It’s over, it’s over, we have to go, and then as if to assert that truth, the whole silo shuddered. It shook, as if in a quake. Cracks danced up the walls like terrestrial lightning. Quinn wanted to stay here. Wanted to die with the silo, be collapsed beneath it. But their friends—if they were that at all—drew them backward, toward the stairs. And in that moment, Quinn saw the stairs spiraling upward, and felt a moment of buoyancy—a mad hope that they did not understand, and it erupted out of them in a strange half-sob half-laugh.

			And they decided to climb.

			

			—

			They all clambered free into the moon-gilded dark, helping one another out into the open—

			Just as the bunker collapsed. The ground shook and cratered, casting a cloud of dust and corn pollen into the night as the entire silo seemed to implode in on itself. The bunker was rubble. The doorway was gone. The lights were out.

			In the distance, the town of Corning burned. Whorls of it lifted into the sky. They heard distant weeping. Someone screaming.

			Then, just ahead of them, at the edge of the corn, they spotted a foul lump—a lump nuzzling against a larger black shape. Other dark shapes lay mounded about nearby. Quinn knew two of them: the bald fat man from their apartment, and the older woman. Watchers. Hieraaetus. Somehow left alive from their assault on them—but no longer. They were dead now, their bodies twisted into terrible shapes. The foul lump rose, the terrible carcass-baby with its wretched wings. It had a mess of flesh and capillaries hanging from its mouth.

			Fucking cunts! screamed the enfant terrible before it took flight into the sky, through a band of rising smoke.

			So, it did all happen, Quinn thought, almost dreamily. Silas pulled them close. Held them tight. It felt nice.

			

			—

			“What do we do now?” Mourning asked as they all stood there. Crater behind them. Burning town in the distance. Wind sweeping the corn, bringing the smell of char and, troublingly, the stink of death.

			Key said in a weary voice: “The better question is, what have we done? I mean that. What did we do here? What…what happened?”

			“We let something out,” Silas said. “Something far worse than us. Far worse than the ones that blooded us.”

			“We don’t know that,” Quinn said, pulling away. “Maybe the world deserves what we gave it. Maybe those things were more…honest, more true, than the monsters we have. Than the monsters we are.”

			“Do you really believe that?” Key asked, her voice cold.

			“I…I don’t know.”

			Mourning reached for his head, pulled a wet, red hand away—I was shot again. But no. Not that. The hoof. The demon horse’s hoof had struck him. “I ask again: What do we do now? Because we’re standing here in the middle of nowhere. Surrounded by corpses. And fire in the distance. I don’t know what we did but the only way we find out is by going out there to see.”

			“The motel was on the edge of town,” Key said. “Maybe it…didn’t burn.”

			“Did they burn it? The demons?” Quinn asked.

			“Stands to figure,” Silas answered. No trouble in his voice. No worry. Just a plain-as-day matter-of-fact tone. “I would.”

			“I’m going back to the motel,” Key said.

			“Yeah,” Mourning said. “Yeah. All right. Silas? Quinn? You coming?”

			“Sure, mate,” Silas said. In his eyes, the fire from town glinted bright.

			But Quinn just sighed and said: “Can I stay here for a little while? It’s quiet here. It’s dark. The fires scare me. The fires might’ve reached the hotel but they won’t come here and here is safe. And maybe Apple will come back and find me. But he won’t find me if I leave. I…” They drew a deep breath. “I need a bit of time.”

			“I don’t know about that—” Key started to say. But Silas interrupted:

			“Sure, kid, we’ll come back here to get you when I’m done,” he said.

			Then Silas went over to Quinn, put his head against theirs.

			Then the three of them wandered off into the corn, toward town. Toward fire.

			And Quinn—

			Quinn remained.

			In the dark.

			In the quiet.

			Near the crater, amidst the corn.
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				Small Reconciliation in the Shadow

				of Larger Reckoning

			
			
				The box. You opened it. We came.

				—Pinhead, Hellraiser

			

			They reached the motel, and the fire had not yet found it. Key was unsure what had even set the fires in town—presumably, the nightmares they freed from the locked vault had done it, though whether willfully or not, she didn’t know. The town was quiet, too—a few distant shouts here and there. A siren way off in the distance. But there was no sign of scourging nightmares laying waste to the town. Which made Key wonder—and worry—not just what they had released, but what the nightmares would do now that they were free. What was their wish? Simply to enter the world and exist? To claim it as their own? To feed on souls? Was humanity to them a toy? A roach infestation? A cult to control?

			Key did not know.

			She didn’t even know how many of them were free.

			A dozen? Two dozen? She’d been so busy trying to free Silas—and by proxy, Quinn—from the pit she didn’t exactly do a count.

			Back at the motel, they each went to their respective rooms, gathering what little stuff they had. Key’s room remained wrecked. Two dead bodies in the bedroom, but then—no body in the bathroom.

			Ivo Cantor was gone.

			Key wanted to be worried about that. Or angry. She thought she’d killed him, after all. But in this moment? After what they’d seen? After what they’d done? She couldn’t muster much feeling at all.

			Except one:

			She could smell in the bathroom the scent of spilled elixir—that, probably from when she’d taken his vials and downed them herself. It ran through her, that smell. An ache birthed deep inside her. It flexed under her skin, this dread hunger. Elixir. I want more elixir. I need it now. She had to shut her eyes and bite on her teeth just to force it back into the shadows. But that ache, that need, wasn’t gone. It was just there in the dark of her. Biding its time, she feared.

			Back out in the lobby. Empty there. Nobody at the front desk—but a smear of blood on the wall behind it.

			Mourning sat there, the small suitcase between his legs. He stared out over it. His head had been bleeding, but the injury didn’t look serious. The blood had gone black. What was perhaps more shocking was that where he’d been shot was truly healed over—only a puffy scar remained, barely seen under his blood-slick hair.

			“I killed my father,” he said, his voice a thousand miles away.

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			“Sophie was the White Rabbit.”

			“I know that, too. I…don’t understand it, myself.”

			“I looked right at her. It was like…like she barely recognized me.” He paused. “And I don’t even know if any of that matters at this point. I…I don’t know what happens next.” His eyes found focus and he directed his gaze—a spark in the dark of his piercing stare—right at her. “Key, what did we do?”

			“We let something out.”

			“A lot of somethings.”

			“But not all of them and that has to fucking matter, Mourning.”

			He nodded, slow but uncertain. “You know what they are, right? They’re not the ones we’re named for. They’re…from before them. These were our true progenitors. Not the demons our broods are named after. But the ones that made them. The precursors.”

			Key didn’t know that. But it felt right. In her gut.

			It made her want to vomit.

			“Silas?”

			“Got his, like, toothbrush or whatever the fuck he brought with him. Already off to grab Quinn to bring them back here.”

			Moments passed between them.

			“Where do we go from here?” she asked.

			“I guess home,” he said. “I need to—” He seemed to search for words, for an answer. “I need to see if the twins went there. I need to find Sophie. Is our fount even working? There’s no keystone. There’s no elixir. I…” He sighed. “Fuck.”

			“I don’t know if I can go home. The Dantalion…” She was going to tell him how they were here. How they tortured her. But she didn’t have it in her. It didn’t seem to matter at this point. “I have to find somewhere to go.”

			“You can come with me.”

			She nodded. “Maybe. Not yet, though. I need to see—” Lucinda. “I gotta apologize to someone.” I failed you, Lucinda.

			“We wait for the others, right?”

			“We wait for the others.”

			But morning arrived.

			And the other two never came.
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				Silas

			
			
				The soul is full of wailings hot and deep,

				Wailings, and wants, and woes that will not sleep…

				—Lizzie Marshall Berry (1847–1919), “Struggling,” Day Dreams: A Collection of Miscellaneous Poems, 1893

			

			Silas felt fucking alive coming out of that bunker. Every part of him was full-tilt pinball, a jukebox lit up playing Sabbath, a midnight carnival whirling and spinning with people screaming in both fear and delight. He was energized. They’d met the face of something far older, far meaner than they were, and it made him feel like a god. And it confirmed his path:

			He had to undo the ritual that bound him.

			He once again needed to taste elixir.

			But if those things fed off elixir—then he’d have to get it the only way he knew how, which was ripping it from the flesh of humans.

			There, though, he had that one pesky problem: He was still castrated. But he knew now a secret he’d cajoled from Julian Mayne’s room of talking flesh: there was a ritual to undo his condition. It was a long rite, unpleasant to him and to those whose lives it required. But it was a start. He just had to remain free long enough to put together the reagents necessary to perform it.

			And he had to get the fuck out of this town.

			Him, Quinn, the others, too, if they cared to join him on his adventure—

			Though he suspected they would not.

			But Quinn—

			Quinn would.

			He had come to care for them quite a bit, he realized. They were like him. He was like them. The two of them would be a force to reckon with. The monsters that came out of that pit would change everything, he knew, but a part of him believed that together, he and Quinn could change a whole lot more. None could stop them, if they chose the right path.

			Silas got what little he’d brought with him in his backpack and headed back out to Quinn, going a longer way back—skirting town, and bathing in the heat of its fires. It burned and burned. People yelling in the distance. He heard a fire engine honking its siren somewhere. Someone cried. Someone shouted a name—a Spanish-sounding name. Silas smiled. The chaos was good. He liked chaos. Chaos was how things changed.

			He felt amazing. He told himself:

			…You’re the fucking Cleaver, friendo.

			And you’re almost free.

			You and Quinn.

			But then: out there, two shapes.

			People.

			Dark against the fire behind them. Two shapes that came from the burning town, right toward him. Fear sang in him.

			Twin voices called out:

			“Silaaaaaas.”

			“Silas! ”

			“SILAS.”

			No, no, no, no. They never leave the lighthouse. They’re not supposed to—

			The Gremorys stepped toward him. Nils. Sascha. Each sooty with embers. Both of them looking horrified. They asked him what he’d done. He tried to tell them this wasn’t him, this wasn’t his fault, even though he knew in a way it was, it really was—they shushed him. Told him he was a bad boy. He tried to stand, but they commanded him to kneel. They castigated him. They pushed their hands in his mouth and yanked on his tongue and clawed at the insides of his cheeks. They pulled his hair. Slapped him again and again as the fires roared. He wept and babbled. Begged for their forgiveness even as his body fought against it. Even as he wanted to kill them, he did what they asked, and sputtered for them to help him, save him, be kind to him despite his transgressions. They told him it was time to come home. We should’ve never let you loose, they said, spoken as one. And we will never let you loose again.
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				Quinn

			
			
				Real magic can never be made by offering someone else’s liver. You must tear out your own, and not expect to get it back.

				—Peter S. Beagle, The Last Unicorn

			

			It was quiet, mostly, out here. The wind died down. No thunder. There was the sound of the crackling fire, yes, and the sirens, but mostly, it was silent. Quinn sat down on the cratered concrete, and held a cob of dried corn from which they plucked kernels, tossing them into the dark. Sometimes they tossed them toward the town, too, imagining in their mind they had enough power to throw them all the way into the fire, a mile off, and that the corn there would become popcorn. Pop, pop. Pop.

			Quinn waited for Silas.

			But an hour later, then two, then three—

			No Silas.

			They pondered getting up, going to the motel.

			In the distance, at the edge of the world, there was the faintest pink bleed. The world turning toward the sun. Soon the day would start.

			And then what?

			Where would Quinn go?

			What would Quinn do?

			Who even were they?

			They tried to look inward, to find the Legion of demons they supposedly possessed, but whatever it was, was buried too deep to discern. No movement, no agitation. Just sets of eyes inside the dark of their heart. Watching and waiting for the next thing.

			And the cat. Where had the cat gone? For a little while Quinn really wanted Apple to come back to them. But soon, bitterness replaced that longing. Quinn didn’t like the cat anymore. Apple had betrayed them. The cat loved the man in the suit—not a man at all, they thought—more than the cat loved Quinn. And the cat seemed mighty comfortable sitting on their back as they lay trapped against the sealed vault.

			Of course, even as they decided they were very mad at the cat—

			They still missed Apple just the same.

			Because really, weren’t cats just little betrayers? Wasn’t Apple just doing what cats did best? They’d trip you for a snack. Or for a laugh.

			A shadow passed over the moon.

			With it, the faintest rush of air.

			Then—that shadow deepened. It darkened Quinn directly.

			I’m not alone.

			They looked up from their place on the ground.

			There, the winged thing. The woman with yellow eyes and thorned sides and clusters of breasts hanging from her chest.

			“What?” Quinn asked, irritated. Or, really, feigning irritation.

			You are alone.

			“So?”

			You don’t have to be.

			“Maybe I want to be.”

			You can come with me. I can be your mother. You can be my children, all of my children. Legion. We have fallen together. And now we can rise. We can fly.

			Quinn stood, frowning.

			Would you like to fly with me?

			Quinn took a moment before nodding. “I would.”

			Then their new mother—who Quinn wanted to call Berith—took Quinn in her arms, holding them tight against her soft chest, before taking flight. Up above the corn. Across the moon. The fires of town burned below.
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				And Now, Mourning

			
			
				Sister. It is done. But now, the true work begins.

				All hail the Azag-zur.

				—Delphine Gireau in a text message to her sister

			

			Key was gone already. She bought him his ticket home, back to Philly. The two of them said goodbye before security. Their flights were at opposite ends of the airport—different gates. Key was going to head to Seattle, said that though she might be in danger there, she at least had a few caches around town with different passports and identities ready to roll. Plus she said it would buy her time to figure out what to say to Lucinda—who would meet her there days later. Mourning told her they’d see each other soon, that they’d find Silas and Quinn still—but he wasn’t sure any of that was true. He wasn’t sure what was true, anymore.

			He sat in the airport lounge. No phone, no credit card, gauze swaddled around his head, and a shell-shocked look slapped on his face like crude plaster.

			It felt like all of this was finally over.

			But it didn’t feel good.

			He killed his father. Got shot in the head. Helped open a portal to some Hell realm, loosing ancient nightmares upon an unsuspecting world.

			But not all of them, he thought madly.

			And for all of it, he got, what? Besides the dead dad, a pair of head wounds? Sophie’s betrayal and not one lick of advantage. No power. No gain. Mourning might yet sit on the throne of Agares House, but it was a dead throne, a chair of bones and dust sitting on a fount as dry as a years-dead cockroach.

			Time passed. He felt restless. Miserable inside and out. Lost, too—like he was unmoored from everything, floating in it, free but in the worst way.

			They called for boarding. Numb, he made his way through the gate lice. Ticket out, scanned, shuffle, shove, push. Everything and everyone around him felt like noise. Human blur. The smear of existence.

			No first class for him today. Just domestic—a fucking middle seat, no less—and he didn’t even care.

			Then, as he approached his row—

			He saw who sat by the window.

			His heart fell into his stomach, then kept going. All of him seemed to sink.

			He looked around. For what? Another seat? There weren’t any. They’d already announced the flight was oversold. He turned around—I can leave, I can get off the plane—but the river was moving one direction, and he was not going to be able to swim against it. Panic throttled him.

			And reality settled in as the line pushed him forward. A crew member asked him to take a seat. So Mourning took his seat.

			Next to Sophie.

			Her hair, in messy white-gold ringlets. She was made up. She looked soft and beautiful as a sunset, tasty as a cup of rainbow sherbet. No monstrous mien. No rabbit mask.

			“Mourning,” she said, smiling at him. She handed him a Starbucks coffee. She had one of her own. “Thought you might want this after the night you had.”

			“I—I don’t understand.”

			She reached for his hand, took it in hers. “You did it. You killed him. I’m free now. I can be yours.”

			Mourning scowled, pulled his hand away. In a voice too loud, he said: “What the fuck? Is that what all of this was? Just a—a ploy?” He saw stares pointing toward them. At first he thought, Good, yes, yeah, kick me off the fucking plane, but then he wouldn’t get any answers. He lowered his voice. “You took up with him and you wanted out so—” His head was a tangle of thoughts, little of it even made sense. “So what? Who was that at the vault? It looked like you but not like you—”

			“Mourning—”

			“You—how much did you know all along? Those things—the things that came out of the pit. Sophie…”

			“My family serves much older masters than yours.”

			Her eyes flashed with a kind of capricious cruelty then. A special madness. “I can’t do this. I can’t—”

			She grabbed his face, pulled it to hers, and kissed him. Her lips were soft. Breath and taste of berry. Her tongue pushed its way between his lips. He felt weak against it. This. After all this time. This. Most of him went soft. Except the parts that didn’t.

			But then he thought of the vault—

			Wretched appendages. Horrible things. Monsters robed in gore and char. And her. Behind the rabbit mask. A rotten, wrecked version of Sophie. A specter, a wraith, a wretch.

			Her kiss tasted suddenly foul and he pulled away.

			“I need you to get the fuck off this plane,” he said in a halted whisper.

			“I’m not doing that.” Sophie shrugged. “And neither are you. That’s okay. You’ll come around. You’ll have to. Things have changed and they’re going to keep changing and you’ll need someone who knows how Agares House runs. You can’t be rid of me that easily, Mourn.”

			“I don’t want you anywhere near me.”

			With a wink, she said: “Too bad. I’m on this flight. I’ll stop bothering you—for now.” She moved to put on a set of headphones. “We can talk more when we land. I have a car waiting for us. Not Verner, obviously.” That she said so light, so airy. Almost like it was a joke. “We’ll be together soon, Mourn. It’s what you wanted all along and now you have it. Thank you for doing all the things you did. I know you did them all for me.” She tousled his hair a little, and then popped the over-the-ear headphones on. She faced forward, smiling.

			Mourning faced forward, too.

			Trying not to scream.

			Trying not to weep.

			The flight pulled out of the gate. He felt cold and sick. The plane took off, into a future he did not understand, and did not want to face.
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Epilogue

				The Truth About Edward Naberius,

				Part One

			
			It was a curious thing, success. On the one hand: Success was success. You did it. You reached your goal. You hit what you were aiming for. Well done, you! Huzzah and hooray and all of that. But once again—

			This thought forcing him to clench his smiling teeth so hard they just might snap like brittle wooden shims—

			Once again, Edward Naberius, restorer of lost dignities, had failed to achieve perfection. He’d gone through the ninety-nine worlds, and he had worked very hard to end them—oh, not as a punishment. Not as castigation. But as the old book said: as revelation. A tearing-free of the scales from the diseased eyes of humanity. Humanity had yet to reckon with its reality: It had done so well, coming up out of the seas, coming down out of the trees, learning how to make fire and steam and spear. Spill blood and cook meat and split atoms and call each other on their little stupid fucking phones. But its potential was not met. Humankind had gotten too big for itself, had forgotten what it was to ascend into something greater and crueler—it had settled into this soft pattern, without urgency, without meaning. Endless dignities both lost and given up, a heap of dead dreams, an ever-swelling mountain of the ravages of ruined potential, a volcano ready to pop, the magma of mediocrity and meaninglessness burying all the dumb little people underneath. To return dignity to humanity meant unburying them—clearing the dead dreams and ruined potential. And that meant destruction. Destruction was part and parcel of the great universal pattern. The wheel turned until it broke and a new wheel was made. Good things were always born out of ash and destruction. A forest fire yielded new growth. A nuclear accident mutated new life. Blood spilled fed the ground. To fix, we break. To restore dignity, we first destroy. The only way out was through hell.

			This world had felt like the one.

			Of course, he’d thought the world of the orchard was the one, too.

			And before that, he thought the boy, Oliver, would do it.

			And the madhouse beyond time and space, the staircase as its angler bait, and the fungal plague and the unborn god of the forest and the thing-that-ate-faces and the artificial intelligence and the ants and the this and the that and all the failed propositions in all the worlds. Finally, this world, this world felt like the one, didn’t it? A world of demons—not his kind of demons, not exactly, for he did not come from this place. But these children of demons were of a kin, of a kind, and they seemed useful—fiendish calamities unleashed. Chaos reigns and all that.

			They got so close.

			The vault opened.

			The passage, revealed.

			And a great nightmare yawned wide, and Naberius watched at a distance as the true monsters—those ancient beings from before the time when man had learned of fire and song and flinted knife—emerged, like a brood of long-buried cicadas flying free once more.

			But only a handful of them escaped.

			Then the fiends slammed the door shut.

			They destroyed the way.

			Naberius did not know what would come of this incursion. Great nightmares were loose—but to his mind, not enough of them, not nearly.

			He stood there, in the midst of the cornfield in the light of day. In the distance, a town lay ravaged by fire. Its people, burned up, all dead. The ghost of the tower—the great antenna—was dead, inert, gone. But perhaps it was not over. There were other soft spots here. Soft like the spot on a human baby’s skull. That precious fontanelle. All he had to do was find one, just one, and figure out how to give it a little push. Perhaps the monsters would want to free the rest of their kin. Perhaps Naberius could be of service there. Restore their dignity, at least.

			He picked up the cat, the orange lump who snaked around his ankles.

			He held it close, made a pusspusspuss sound before the cat hissed and clawed him across the face, drawing black, greasy blood from the rent flesh.

			Naberius hissed back, then threw the cat to the ground as hard as he could. The cat bowled forward, landing on its feet and darting off into the stalks. That was fine. He dabbed at his broken face with a white handkerchief. Just one more dignity to repair. He reminded himself to kill that cat if he saw it again, and then waltzed off into the rows of broken corn, looking to find another way to ruin this world and return to it its dignity, as was his way, for he knew nothing else.

		

	
		
			
				Drawing Down the Demons

				Afterword and Acknowledgments

			
			I’m asked frequently why I write horror, and I’ve got two answers.

			The first is the, erm, sillier answer: because writing horror is fucking awesome. I like writing those scenes that earn me emails. You know the scenes. The ones where you write something dark, disturbing, twisted, freaky—a kid trapped down in a coal mine eating a human leg in the dark, a teenager losing his teeth and finding apple seeds sprouting in the moist gumholes—and you get the emails. The “what the fuck, dude??” emails.

			I love those emails.

			The second is the bigger, haughtier, more up-its-own-ass answer, though no less true because of it, and that answer is this: writing (and reading) horror offers me comfort, particularly in difficult times. And we always live in difficult times (though right now they are perhaps uniquely fucked). The comfort provided by horror works, I believe, in this way:

			Our anxieties, our troubles, our fears—big, small, personal, familial, global, etc.—are some of our demons. And like the Renaissance sorcerers of old, a good way to deal with our demons—or, sometimes, make a deal with those demons—is to conjure them into a summoning circle, a trap of salt and chalk and dismembered dirty birdy feet or whatever it is the magic dictates. The demon is summoned. The demon is trapped. And it is in that circle that we can reckon with the beast. We can interrogate it. We can torment it as it has tormented us. We can ask favors of it. We can even attempt to banish or destroy it.

			And I think fiction, horror fiction in particular, is a powerful summoning circle in which we can trap the demons of our anxieties and issues. This is a form of catharsis—a purgation of all that dark shit we get stored up inside of us. (And let’s note that Purgatory also comes from the same root—to purge.) It’s good for us. We can grapple with all this dark weird shit one step removed. Catharsis ensues. Comfort results.

			But of course you just read The Calamities, which I consider a horror novel—

			And I also consider a fantasy novel.

			Horror-fantasy. What might’ve once been called dark fantasy, as if genre terms are not an ever-metamorphosing and metastasizing thing.

			On the surface, fantasy does different shit than horror. Horror is often the antithesis to escapism—it’s running toward the danger to deal with it. It’s willfully summoning the demons. Fantasy is, or at least feels like, escapism. A doorway to another place, another time.

			So how can a thing even be horror and fantasy at the same time? How can a thing run toward the danger and away from it at the same time? The truth is, it’s because this isn’t literal—it’s literature. Shit gets weird in literary spaces. That doorway to another place and time is just taking you to a new, further-removed place to deal with the demons. Horror and fantasy are two great tastes that taste great together—just ask Clive Barker, V. E. Schwab, Christopher Buehlman, Scott Hawkins. Just read “Cabal,” the story Nightbreed is based on. Or read The Library at Mount Char, a book that essentially takes an urban fantasy conceit and treats it instead like it’s straight-up dark-hearted horror. Or—Leigh Bardugo’s Ninth House? Cassandra Khaw’s The Salt Grows Heavy? T. Kingfisher? Richard Kadrey? Hell, have you played Baldur’s Gate 3? Read Premee Mohamed’s Butcher of the Forest? Chris Panatier’s Daytide? Seen del Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth? C’mon. Each of these offers robust proof that horror and fantasy make excellent siblings—dark twins. Fraternal, perhaps, not identical.

			You just take that demon-summoning circle and you put it behind some portal, some magic mirror, you gild it with worldbuilding, you place it in your grandest, strangest room—

			But it’s still there.

			The demon still waits for you.

			And you still have to deal with it.

			That was my experience writing The Calamities. I wanted to write something that was a little more fun to write—particularly after the, oof, heaviness of a book like The Staircase in the Woods—and this book let me step a little outside of the whole directly confronting my anxieties and the world’s nightmares space, but not so far outside it that it’s not still buried in there. (After all, we’re still talking about a book where very bad, very greedy, very selfish, totally narcissistic monsters rule the world and fuck up so badly that they summon even worse monsters into the world to really ruin shit.)

			I wanted to enjoy the fantasy of it.

			But I also want to get those emails.

			So, send me those emails! Ask me what the fuck, Chuck?? all you want. Maybe it’s the skin-walled flesh archive that gets you. Maybe it’s the profane hell-baby. I dunno! You tell me. Enjoy the fantasy. Confront the horror. I hope you enjoyed meeting the very strange fiends and demons of this universe—with another glimpse of our old friend, Edward Naberius.

			(More on him in the next book.)

			As always, books like this don’t happen in a vacuum. Though writers are creatures of ego and novels appear the product of singular individuals, that’s far from the reality—my agent, Stacia Decker, helped to bring this book to market, a book then supported by the excellent team at Del Rey, including but not limited to my stellar metal editor, Tricia Narwani, as well as David Moench, Meghan O’Shaughnessy, Gertie King, Ayesha Shibli, Julie Leung, and more.

			Obviously, I have to acknowledge the work of the creators listed above. Plus shout-outs to writer pals like Delilah Dawson, Kevin Hearne, Paul Tremblay, John Scalzi, Chris Golden, Brian Keene, M. L. Rio, Erin Morgenstern, Eric Larocca, Hailey Piper, Matt Wallace, Stephen Blackmoore, Adam Christopher, Nat Cassidy, Clay Chapman, and more I’m surely forgetting.

			Thanks to Josie Friedman at CAA.

			Thanks to all the great librarians and booksellers out there—with a special shout-out to the fine folks at my locals, Doylestown and Lahaska Bookshops. (Krisy! Peg!)

			Thanks to my wife, Michelle, and my kiddo, also now a budding horror writer of his own. (And I say without any falsehood: too good for his age, far better than I was, then.)

			And above all else, thanks to you reading this.

			Readers are why I get to do what I do. Full-stop.

			Hope you had fun with the demons!

			Hope you didn’t give up too much of your soul!

			Love you bye!
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