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"Thiswholeworld'swild at heart and weird on top."
-- Barry Gifford, Wild at Heart

One

Auto da Fé

"They say that when your head gets chopped off, it can still see and hear for afew seconds, so I'll have
to go with beheading,” said Spyder Leeto Lulu Garou.

Spyder Lee was drinking shots of Patron Afijo tequilawith Lulu, his business partner, at the Bardo
Loungejust off Market Street in San Francisco.

Lulu looked into her empty glass and thought for some time, took adrag of her Marlboro Light and
winked at the woman tending bar. "Being beaten to death,” said Lulu. "Badly. | don't mean likewith a
basebd | bat or rebar so you're out cold, but something small.” She crushed out her Marlboro in the
ashtray the bartender did in front of her. "An eight ball in aswesat sock. That'd give your killer agood
workout."

"Not if the guy hit you in the head right off," said -Spyder.

"My mamawas pretty free with her hands. I'm afaster ducker,” Lulu replied. She grinned. Spyder could
tell she was unimpressed with hisargument.

"Burning at the take," he said.

"Drawn and quartered,” Lulu countered.

Rubi, the bartender, took their empty glasses away. "Exactly what are you two rattling about?"
"Worst waysto die," said Spyder. "Being covered in honey and staked out on ared ant hill."

"Dying of third. Likeright now," said Lulu.

Rubi did her hand across the bar and took hold of Lulu'seft pinkie. "Y ou parched, baby?"

"I'm drier than Candy Darling's cunt.”

"Candy Darling wasaman,” said Spyder.

"Exadtly.”

Rubi leaned forward and kissed Lulu's pinkie. "I'll get you both another round. On me." Assheleft to
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make their drinks, Lulu called after her, "That ain't al that's gonnabe on you tonight.” Rubi stuck her
tongueout & Lulu.

"Being crucified. That's supposed to be horrible," said Spyder.

"Y ou're only saying that 'cause that's how they talk about it in movies. Y ou ever known anyone who was
crucified? Or even heard of one? Hell no. Maybe being crucified isgreat. Maybe it's afucking hoot.
Maybeit'sablow job and ice cream on your birthday." Lulu took out another Marlboro Light and lit it
with apink fur Zippo. "Know what would redlly suck? Being force fed abucket full of black widows."

Spyder made aface, hdf frown and haf smile. "Jesus, girl," he said.
"Y ou're upping the ante on me."

It was the end of another day at the tattoo studio and piercing parlor Spyder and Lulu ran together.
Spyder did theink while Lulu handled the metd. It was a pleasant business. It let them both pretend to
be artists while making money and getting alot of taill on the side. Rubi, for instance, had been one of
Lulu'searliest and most regular customers.

"She's got about five pounds of meal over her dl thetime," Lulu liked to tell friends.

Rubi bought back their drinks and set them on the bar. "What time you getting off tonight?," asked Lulu.
"Early," sad Rubi. "'Bout an hour."

"Swveet."

"Being eaten dive, Night of the Living Dead-style," said Spyder.

Lulu turned to him. ™Y ou mind? Were having amoment here.”

"Wait, better than that,” Spyder went on. "Being starved to death, but given topical anesthetic and
surgicd equipment, so the only way you could stay dived be to amputate your own limbs and eat them.”

Rubi said, " ou two ought to get married. Moveinto the BatesMotd.” She went down the bar to serve
other customers.

"Now you ruined our surprise,” Spyder called after her.
Lulutook along pull on her tequila. "Hayed dive and drowned in pickle brine."

Spyder looked at his hands. The back of one was -covered in an intricate black tribal snake pattern
while the other hand sported a cartoon red sacred heart. MANS RUIN was tattooed across the
knuckles of both hands. Hed gotten the letters while doing ayear in reform school for car theft. They
were bullshit tats. Kid stuff. But they marked a period of hislife, so he never bothered to have them
lasered off. From his neck to the tops of hisfeet, Spyder Lee was an explosion of images and pigments.
Hed never felt norma until held been tattooed for thefirgt time. Theink felt like somekind of magic
armor. Histattoos, even the stupid ones, made him fedl bullet-proof.

He was one of those lanky Texas boys you see working on carsin oil-stained driveways, acooler full of
Coors, hisonly concession to the summer heat. A perpetualy messy mop of black hair and long arms
covered in grease working on the transmission of avintage Mustang of questionable ownership.

"Split open, your organs torn out with hooks and replaced with red hot cods," he said.



Lululeaned in close. " Sirapped to the front of aburning boat and driven through amile and ahalf of
electrified razor wirein a Tabasco sauce hurricane.™

They both broke up in drunken laughter, spitting and damming their hands on the bar.

"Y ou're both wrong," said awoman sitting to Spyder'sright. He and Lulu turned to look at the woman.
Shewas smdll, with fine features and the smooth grace of a dancer. The woman was drinking red wine
and was wearing sunglasses. In her right hand she held awhite cane, the sort used by the blind.

Lulu caled over Spyder's shoulder, "Okay Stevie Wonder, what's the worst way to die?"
The woman finished her wine and stood up. "To be betrayed by the one you love."

Sheturned on her hedsand swinging her canein smal arcsin front of her, pushed her way through the
crowd and out of the bar.

Spyder watched the door asit closed behind the woman. Lulu took adrag off her Marlboro. " Stupid
bitch," she said and dropped the butt into the woman's empty wine glass.

Two
The Great Divide

The Earth was born in afurnace. When the world grew strong enough, it crawled into the dark void to
cool and hedl itsdf. Soon, however, it grew too cold and shivered with ice,

The Earth looked around and found asmdl star to warm it up. Deciding it liked the neighborhood and
the climate, there the Earth stayed.

Life appeared across the Earth, splashed in the water and glided on thermals through the sky. It
didn't take life long to grow so abundant that it began preying on itself.

Crows, bats and eagles, the lords of the air, scooped up fish from the seas and dumped themin
the desert until the dry lands were piled high with their bones. These carcasses became the Earth's
first mountains.

Other animals learned to climb the trees and attack the birds as they hunted for food. The land
dwellers decorated the bare trees with the birds feathers and painted the ground with their blood.
The gray earth suddenly had color.

Every creature who lived in the sea--the fish, the whales, the seals, the crabs, the squids and the
rays--met in the South Seas and beat their fins, claws and tentacles, and raised an enormous tidal
wave. The wall of water shot across the earth, drowning millions of the land and air beasts. This
is how the many rivers and oceans of the world were born.

After an eon or two of mass murder, when the surface of the Earth was a stinking slaughter
house, the lords of the different realms of life met at the ancient human city of Thulamela to see if
they could end the butchery. Thiswasn't all that simple, since the many different creatures of the
Earth were going to have to live on the same planet, but give each other plenty of room.

They divided the world into three Spheres, with each Sphere being invisible and out of the reach
of the others. Humans and the most numerous animals of the land, sea and air were given one
Sohere.



A second Sphere was home to the rarest creatures--the phoenix, selkies, vampires, barbegaz,
corrigans, tengus, lamias, rompos, sylphs, gorgons, volkhs, wyverns, trolls and other exotic
beasts.

The last realm was | eft to the most glorious and dangerous inhabitants of the planet: angels and
demons.

So it was that each of these groups lived and grew old and died in its own Sphere, inhabiting the
same time and space as all the other Spheres, but rarely touching--unless a creature was power ful
or clever enough to learn the spells of crossing over. Because the town meeting that divided the
world had taken place in a human city, cities became the places where the creatures who moved
from Sphere to Sphere would meet up to talk, joke, eat, exchange spells and news, make love or
commit the occasional genocide.

Over the next few thousand centuries, the creatures who dwelled in the second and third Spheres
struck a kind of déente. Unfortunately for the beasts of in the first Sphere (which included
ninety-nine percent of humanity), they forgot about the other Spheres completely and only
glimpsed themin their dreams.

Or so they thought.

Three

Srange Attractors

Later, Spyder went out the back and into the aley behind the Bardo Lounge for aquick piss.

It wasn't Spyder's habit to urinate in public, but at the best of times the Lounge'stoilets were
questionable. Sometime during the day, Rubi told him, they had committed Harakiri. "One summer
during college | wastrekking in Nepd," Rubi said. "Firgt night out we cametothislittlevillageand |
asked thislady who ran the loca teahouse where the toilets were. In Nepali she said, essentidly,
"Anywhere but here," and pointed to an open field."

As Spyder unzipped in the aley, he consider the club's name and wondered if the redl afterlife would be
a dl likethis. A tab at your favorite bar. Pretty girlsto chat up. The occasiond pissin an aley next to
God's own dumpster. It didn't seem like the afterlife would be too bad a place. Spyder wondered who
the bouncer in the Bardo Realm would be. The Black Bhairab, he decided. Shiva's most wrathful form.
The six-armed, crown-of-skullswearing Mad Max of the afterlife.

Spyder zipped up and turned to reenter the club. Like abad dream, the Black Bhairab was right there
bes de him. Something big enough, strong enough and wild enough to be the Black Bhairab, though
Spyder knew that these qualities were also present in most of your dedicated crackheads, Spyder. This
particular crackhead grabbed Spyder by the front of his shirt and lifted him off him feet, tossing himinto
the trash cans and empty liquor boxes at the back of the dley.

Stunned, Spyder reached for his cash, hoping thiswould get the guy to back off. The mugger came up
and dammed his boot into Spyder's midsection, then kept kicking, even after hed snatched the money
from Spyder's hand. Spyder didn't even get adecent look at the guy and that really bothered him. He
wanted to see the face of the man who was about to kill him.

Asif the mugger had heard Spyder's thoughts, he felt himsaf being pulled up by his collar until he was
gtanding upright. Then Spyder'sfeet lifted from the dirty dley floor and he hung limp intheair at the end
of the mugger'sarm. "Y ou know how to whistle don't you? Just put your lips together and blow," Spyder



croaked as he hung there. He punched the crackhead as hard as he could. The guy'sface gave asif there
were no bonesin there, just alot of flesh-colored pudding.

The mugger's face began to change. His skin crawled in thejittery sodium light from a street lamp. The
mugger's eyes swelled and burst from their sockets, black and glittering with facets. His lips seemed to
melt, drawing down into along, twitching tube. Cracked, curved horns burst from the sides of his head.
The mugger exhaed afetid cloud of steaming breath. Spyder's brain was on overload. The adrendine
rush and oxygen-deprivation had him flashing on afrantic stream of schizophrenic data. Snakes. Insects.
Wolves. Angds. The mugger had asmell. Overwhemingly sweet. Vanillaroses. Rotting fish. The
perfume of dead school girls. Spyder thought of hisroom in high school. Hed had a poster on thewall, a
parody of the kind of out-of-date Civil Defense ingtructions they used to give kidsin case of nuclear
attack. Thelast line had read, "Put your head between your legs and kiss your ass goodbye.”

Spyder vomited on the mugger's arm. The puke seemed to have some kind of mysterious juju power
because at that moment the mugger's head sheered off and rolled to the aley floor. Hisbody, which il
had a solid grip on Spyder's collar, follow a second or two later.

When he could open his eyes, Spyder saw apair of shiny vinyl bootsin front of hisface. He closed his
eyesagan, reedy for thisnew intruder to finish him off.

"Get up,” came awoman'svoice.

Spyder looked up and saw the blind dancer he and Lulu had spoken to in the bar earlier that night. She
was holding along and bloody sword in her hands.

"I'm tapped out. The dead guy got al my money," said Spyder.

"I'm not mugging you, fool. I'm saving you. Not that you deserveit." The blind woman reached down for
Spyder's arm and helped him to hisfest.

"Thanks. What the fuck just happened?’
"A Bitru demon attacked you. | killed it."
"l don't believein demons.”

The woman nodded. "All right. It was ajunkie with the head of an insect and possessing superhuman
drength.”

"Okay," Spyder croaked.

Spyder looked at the body at hisfeet. He hadn't been hallucinating. The body wasn't even vaguely
humen.

"What the fuck... Why would ademon want me?"
"A Bitru doesn't just drop by for blood and crumpets. He doesn't come unless he's cdlled.”
"l did not call any goddam bug monster thing to kick my ass. | wouldn't even know how."

"Y ou must have hismark on your body. Near your heart,” said the woman. She ran both sides of her
sword across the demon's body, cleaning the blood from the blade. Planting the tip of the sword on the
ground, she gaveit hard shake. The sword blurred and when she stopped shaking, it had transformed
into the white cane she'd had earlier.



"Damn.” Spyder opened his shirt and looked &t hischest. "I have alot of ink on me. Geometrics. Tribal
work. Religious geegaws."

"Any runesor symbols?’

"A shitload."

"And do you know the meanings of dl those runes?'

"'Course. Some. InaTrivia Pursuit kind of way. They'rejust designs.”

"So says the man covered in demon blood.” The woman moved closer to Spyder. "Did it ever occur to
you that those symbols have meaning and power?"

"Where? How? I've done a thousand tattoos like that on people.”

"Some of them are probably going to have adream date like the one you just had." Shelaid her hand
over hisheart. "Y ou don't believe in demons, but you believe in magnetism, right? These symbols you put
on your body, like the Bitru's Sigil, these are akind of magnetism. Y ou don't have to understand how they
work. The demonsdo.”

"Whet can | do?'

"Takeit off. Changeit. All the sgnsand symbolsthat you don't know."
"What's your name?" asked Spyder.

The woman took her hand from his chest. "Mogt peoplejust cal me Shrike."
"Thank you, Shrike."

Sheran ahand lightly over Spyder's cheeks and jaw. "Good thing you're pretty. Y ou're not the quickest
little pony on thetrack, are you?"

"Y ou underestimate me," said Spyder. "Thiswas dl my clever plan to meet you. | think it went pretty
wdl."

"Take care of yoursdf," Shrike said, moving back toward the mouth of the dley.
"My nameis Spyder," he called to her.

"Take care of yoursdlf, Spyder." She waved without turning around.

"Wait. Do you have a phone number or email or something?1 oweyou."

"Y ou don't owe me anything.”

"But I'm madly in love with you and stuff.”

She turned gracefully and continued walking backwards, never breaking stride. "Not the quickest pony at
al”

She was gone. Spyder started after her, but when he tried to take a step, hislegs shook so much that he
fdl againg thedley wall. A few minuteslater, Lulu came outside looking for him. She helped him back
into the Bardo Lounge. Spyder noted that Lulu didn't seem to notice the large dead demon lying nearby
inthe aley. Together, -Spyder and Lulu got very, very drunk.



Four
Traffic Jam

It was light out when Spyder woke up, but his eyes refused to focus, so he couldn't read the time on the
Badtz-Maru clock-radio near the bed.

His head fdlt asif someone had scooped out his brains and filled his skull with broken glass and thumb
tacks. When hetried to Sit up, every part of hisbody ached. He rose dowly to his feet and walked siffly
to the bathroom. Spyder's shoulder throbbed and when he switched on the bathroom light he saw why.

There was along gash running across his shoulder and down his chest. He had ablack eye, aswollen lip
and hisarms and ribs were spotted in livid purple bruises. Spyder remembered the sceneinthe dley. It
wasn't adream. He had been mugged.

Blood from the gash had dried on his skin, gluing part of hiswhite wife-beater to his chest. Spyder stood
under the hot shower until the blood softened and the water soothed his knotted muscles.

When he stepped out of the shower, he left the wet shirt draped across the towel rack beneath the
framed Lady from Shanghai poster that Jenny hated. The gash on his shoulder burned and his headache
was com- ing on strong behind his eyes. Spyder dapped on some gauze squares and taped them down
with white medical tape.

Chrigt, he thought, | was supposed to call Jenny last night and tell | was going to be late. She must be
pissed. Thenit hit him, asit had hit him amost every morning for weeks: Jenny was gone. Sheld packed
up and moved the last of her stuff to LA. That'swhy he'd gotten so drunk with Lulu. It wasthe one
month anniversary of her desertion.

"No fucking way | can put ink on anyone today,” he thought. It was already after one in the afternoon.
Spyder didn't want to go the studio, but he needed to call his clients and reschedule. He dressed quickly
into battered black jeans, stedl-toed Docs and the largest, loosest gray Dickies shirt he could find in his
closet. A pile of Jenny's abandoned textbooks were stacked at the back, The Gnostic Gospels, Heaven
and Hell in the Western Tradition, An Encyclopedia of Fallen Angels. Spyder dammed the closet
door.

The warehouse Spyder rented was across town from the tattoo studio. He usually rode the Dead Man's
Ducati--the bike he'd bought cheap from ameth dealer he knew down in Tijuana; the previous owner
had gone missing and did Spyder want first dibs?-but he felt too shaky for two wheelstoday. He called
acab and waited by the curb in the warm afternoon sun.

"Do you havethetime?'

Spyder was s0 out of it, he hadn't seen the tall man in the gray business suit gpproach him. The man was
bald, but tanned and healthy-looking, with deep wind and -sunburn creases on his cheeks. It took
Spyder a second to answer.

"Uh, no. Sorry."

"Noworries," the man said with adight Shrimp-on-the-Barbie accent. "Lovely day."
"Yeah. Greet," said Spyder

"Youdl right, mate?"



"Judt alittle hungover'sdl.”

The business man laughed. "That's how you know you had agood time," he said and clapped Spyder on
his sore shoulder. "Cheers."

Asthe man walked away, Spyder saw something attached to his back. It was sort of ape-like, but its
head was soft, like adug's. It had itsteeth sunk into the man's neck and was clinging onto his back by its
twisted child-like limbs. Spyder wanted to cal out to the man, but histhroat was locked tight in fear and
disgust. The parasite's head throbbed as it durped something from the business man's spine.

Spyder took astep back and his shoulder touched a rough wooden pole planted in the ground through a
section of shattered pavement. Pigeons and gray doves were nailed up and down the pole. Animal heads
were staked around the top. An dligator. A rottweller. A horse. Other more freakish animals Spyder
couldn't identify. Each head was decorated with flower garlands and its eye sockets and mouth stuffed
with incense and gold coins, like offerings.

Acrossthe gtreet, agriffin, itsleathery wingstwitching, waslazily chewing on the carcass of afa, gray
sewer rat. Emerald spidersthe size of achild's hand ran around the griffin'slegs, grabbing stray scraps of
meet that fell from the beast's jaws. The spiders scrambled up and down the griffin's hindguarters. Gray
stingray-like things flapped overhead, like aflock of knurled vultures. A cord snake lazily wrapping itsdlf
around the sacrifice pole stopped its climb long enough to cal Spyder by name.

Spyder's head spun. He stepped into the street, flashing on the demon in the alley the night before. The
mugging had been red. Had the mongter part been redl, too? He leaned his head back. Spinning in the

sky overhead were angels with the wings of eagles. Higher still crawled vast airships. Their soft balloon
bodies glowed in the bright sun, presenting Spyder with profiles of fierce mythological birds of prey and
gigantic lotuses

A cab turned the corner onto Harrison Street and -Spyder frantically flagged it down. "Haight and
Masonic," he said to the driver, trying not to sound as deranged as he felt. Spyder did into the backseat
and asthe driver pulled away, he peered out the cab's rear window. The business man was on the
corner, talking to three pale men in matching black suits. Their clothes and generd formality reminded
Spyder of bankersin an old movie.

One of the bankers stepped forward, reached into the businessman's chest and pulled out his heart.
Turning siffly, he dropped the organ into an attachécase held up by another of the trio. That done, the
third banker used aknife to carefully ped the businessman's face off. The cab turned the corner and
Spyder lost Sght of them.

Five
Communication Breakdown
"How you voting on Prop 187

Spyder looked up. The cabbie looked -exhausted, Spyder thought. One of those guysin hisfortieswith
eyesthat make him look ten years older. His skin hung loosdly on agray, unshaven face.

"The companies make it sound likeit'll put more cabs on the street, but redly it's just going to screw up
the medallion system even worse and give dl the power to the big cab companies. We aren't employees,
you know. All us cabbies are fredlance. | owe money the moment | take my cab out. The moment |
touch it. A cab driver has the job security of a crack whore. Worse than daves, even. We're up at the
big house begging the master for more cotton to pick.”



"I'm sorry, said Spyder. "I don't know anything about Prop 18. | don't vote...ever."

The driver shook his head. Hisblack hair stuck out at odd angles, asif held been degping oniit just afew
minutes earlier. "Voting's not aright, you know. It's not aprivilege. It'syour duty. My daddy died in the
war so you could vote."

"Hey driver, uh," Spyder looked at the name on the man'staxi license, "Barry. Do you want to play a
game?'

"| don't think s0."
"Therésa$20tipinit for you. "
"Areyou acop?'

"No."

"Fag?

"NO."

"Y ou from the cab company?"
"No, Barry."

"What kind of game?"

"Don't rush getting me to the Haight," Spyder said. He leaned his head against the window. It was cool
on hisforehead. "Take your time. Let the meter run. Aswe hit each corner, you're going to tell me what
yOu See.

"What's on the corners you mean? Like buildings and people?’
"Exactly. Big or smdl. Whatever strikesyour fancy.”
"Givemeafor ingtance" said Barry. "Likethiscorner.”

"Okay," said Spyder leaning forward to peer out the windshield. "That semi up ahead. The blonde esting
ataco in front of bodega. The mailbox painted like aMexican flag. That blimp shaped like Garuda.”

"What's a Garuda?'

"A bird-beaked messenger deity from Thailand."
"| don't see nothing like that.”

"Tdl mewhat you see.”

Barry breathed deeply and craned his head on the end of hislong, doughy neck. "Some bumswith
shopping carts. Some hookers. Mexican or Asian, maybe. Can't tell from here. They got on high hedls
and the littlest goddam skirts. Y ou can see al the way to Bangkok when they bend over.”

"Keep going,” said Spyder.
"Jugt Suff?*



"Jud Suff.”

"A Goodwill. A closed down porn theater. Cholos drinking forty-ouncers by alow-rider. A cop car
stopping near 'em...," Barry fell into asing-song pattern, reciting asthey drove. "A mom with her kidina
groller. A couple adogs fucking. Get some, boy! Some dope dedlers. Bunch of teenyboppers cutting
schooal. Little shits. Don't learn to read and we end up paying their welfare so they can have babies.”
Barry glanced into the rearview mirror at Spyder. "Thisiskind of astupid game, buddy. Whenisit your
turn?'

"My turn?' Spyder lit acigarette, hisfirg of the morning. "Everything you saw, | saw. But therewere
other things, too.

"Dazzleme"

"A winged horse. A lion turning into agolden bird, then into smoke. An angdl sharing acigarette with a
horned girl whose skin'sblue and hard, like topaz.”

"Jesusfuck, man," said Barry. Spyder saw the driver's eyes widen in the mirror. "Are you on drugs or do
you need drugs?’

"There's anaked, burned man walking down the street. No, not burned. Cooked. Glazed and cooked
likeaham. Therésaswarm of little sort of bat things flying around him taking bites. He doesn't seemto
mind."

"I'm |etting you out at the corner, guy.”

"Keep going or you don't get your tip."

Barry shook his head. "Keep it. Getting stabbed by some psycho fuck isn't worth twenty dollars."
"Do | seem like apsycho to you, Barry?* asked Spyder.

"l dunno. Suretak like one."

"l understand. Thisisweird for me, too."

"Then maybe you just want to be quiet and not talk about it anymore," Barry said. "Anyway, were
amost to your drop."

"Do you seethat building on the corner?| can't tell what it's made of. It'slike pink quartz, but thewalls
are shifting likethewholethingisliquid," said Spyder.

"It'savacant lot, man.”
"Maybe I'm just dreaming.”
"If it'sadream, you can give me afifty dollar tip instead of twenty."

Spyder smiled. "Or | could stab you in the head, suck out your eyes and skull fuck you. | mean, if thisis
just adream.”

The cab screeched to astop. " Get out.”

"Let me get my money," said Spyder.



Barry turned around to face him. He had alime green windbreaker draped over hisarm to hide the old
Browning .45 automatic he was holding. " Get the fuck out.”

"Jesus, Barry. Tdl methat's not your daddy's gun,” said Spyder. "Pretty Freudian, don't you think?* The
cabbie's eyes narrowed. "I'm kidding, man. I'm just having aweird day. Let me give you some money."

"Keep your hands where | can see them and get out. I'll shoot you and tell the cops you tried to rob me.
When they find dl the dopein your blood, they'll believe me."

"Sorry | scared you."
"Y ou didn't scare me, you pissed me off," said Barry. "Can't you tell the difference?’

Spyder got out of the cab and leaned in the front passenger window. Barry kept the gun pointed at him.
"Funny, my ex said something like that when she split.”

Barry gave Spyder the finger, gunned his engine and shot straight down Haight Street before being caught
at the next corner by a half-dozen jaywalking punks.

That guy was going to shoot me, thought Spyder. He considered that as he walked the last half block to
the studio. Maybe it wasn't such abad option. The hallucinations weren't letting up. Maybe being shot
was what he needed to kick hisbrain out of the peculiar abyssinto which it had falen. Spyder had the
fedling that the day wasn't going to get any better.

Six
A Trick of the Light
Spyder walked with his head down, not alow-ing himself to look around no -matter how odd or enticing

thevisons. black hooves, crows chatting with rats, the suddenly sinister insect-slhouettes of panhandlers
he'd seen athousand times before.

He smelled musk and ambergris, cook fires and sewage. It reminded him of the Moroccan souks, but he
was very far avay from Morocco. Infact, very far away from anything familiar right now.

A sense of relief came over Spyder when he entered the tattoo studio and closed the door behind him. A
couple of college girlswere ingpecting the flash designs on the walls and giggling nervoudly to each other.
They didn't have wings or horns or extraeyes. They were abeautiful sight. Spyder could hear Luluinthe
back with one of her piercing customers. "Y ou'll fed alittle pressure and then adight sting, but that'sal,”
shesad. "Reax.”

Hungry for anorma moment he spoke to the college girls. "If you have any questions about the tattoo
work, that'swhat | do around here, so you can ask me."

The girlslooked at him and the taller one, a café2dau-lait brunette with bright green eyes, said, "How
much for the black panther? That'sared traditiona one, right?"

"Y eah. All the pieces on that wall go way back. And we charge by the hour, so the price depends on
how big and where you want it. We have ahundred dollar minimum.”

The girlswhispered to each other, then turned to Spyder. "Were going to think about it. Do you have a
cad?'

Spyder went behind the counter and found one of the studio's cards. He felt salf-conscious handing it to



the brunette. The card had a symbol on it. Spyder knew it was something Celtic, but he had no ideawhat
it meant.

"Thanks," said the dark haired girl, letting her fingertips brush against Spyder's as she accepted the card.
Under normd circumstances, Spyder would have taken that asasignal to go into his charming act,
complete with salf-effacing patter and a certain cal culated awkwardness that gave him the look of
someone who might need just alittle looking after. Today, however, dl he could muster was atired smile.
"Any time," he said and turned away from the girls, looking for his appointment book so he could cancel
everyone st for that day. Maybe for the rest of the week, he thought.

His head and body ached and his hands shook alittle as he leafed through the gppointments. "Every
rabbit hole has abottom,” he said quietly, remembering something that Sara Durango had told him after
giving him hisfirg hit of acid when he was fourteen.

Lulu and her female client were coming out of the back room when Spyder settled on the numbershe
needed to cal. He didn't look up, not ready to deal with the world, much less make eye contact with
Luluor thegirl.

"Remember,” said Lulu, "you're going to want to soak in aseasdt bath and use that antibiotic cream
every day."

"Every day," said the other woman. Spyder heard thelittle bell over the door ring as she lft.

Spyder had to concentrate to make his fingers punch the right numbersinto the phone. It rang afew times
then gave asubtle click asit switched over the voice mail. "Hi. Thisis Spyder Lee over a Route 666
Tattoos. Sorry, but | have to cance our gppointment for this afternoon.” He settled back in his set,
giving Lulu apained smile. "I'm not fedling that well and...holy shit...."

Spyder set down the receiver and stood up, coming around the counter. Something was terribly wrong.
Hetook Lulu gently by the arm. "Goddam," said Spyder -leading her to achair. "What happened to
you?"

Lulu looked at him, puzzled. "Nothing happened to me. Y ou're the one who got ssomped, 'member
sugar?' Shelaid her hand on his cheek. The hand was cold and the skin was tiff, like dried-out leather.

"What happened to you?' Spyder repeated moreinsstently.

Lulu kept smiling. She had to. She had no lips. All the flesh from the lower part of her face had been cut
neetly away, leaving her with a permanent leer. She wore alow-cut shirt and her dry white skin was
criss-crossed with old scars and stained stitching. Spyder thought of the cheap boots and vests held
bought on teenage roadtripsto Tijuana. Bad leather sawn together crudely and carelessly. Most
disturbing of dl were Lulu's eyes. They were gone. Over her empty sockets torn scraps of paper were
taped, each with asmeared, childlike drawing of an eye.

"What the fuck happened to you?"'

The exposed muscles around Lulu's mouth twitched alittle. She reflexively pulled away from Spyder and
covered her face with her hands, then quickly lowered them. "Oh my god, " shesaid. "You redly had
your brainsrearranged last night.”

"Tdl meI'm fucked up,” Spyder said. "I've been seeing the most horrible shit all day. Mongters. Buildings
that aren't there. Dead people.”

"Not dead, most likdly," Lulu said. "There'sawhole lot more range between dead and aive than they



taught us when we were kids, Spyder.”
"Wheat are you talking about?"

"Therésalot no one taught us. Deep, dark secrets. Other worlds. Other kinds of people. Hidden, but
right in front of us"

"Thisisamistake."

"l wish. Theré's monstersin the world. Some of ‘em were born and some were made. | was made.”
"Thisian't happening. I'm il in thedley. I'm knocked out and I'm dreaming.”

"I'm so sorry, darlin’. Y ou're not ready for this. Y ou were never supposed to see or know about it.”
"Know about what?' Spyder shouted. "What are you?"

"“I'm Lulu, baby. Just Lulu." She sat down next to him again, ahorrible, broken toy. "Y ou're just seeing
another part of me. And I'm so sorry for that." Tearsfell from her empty eye sockets, staining the paper
drawings taped there.

Spyder waked across the room and sat on the floor with his back against the counter. "I refuse to accept
any of this"" hesad.

Lulu got up and locked the door to the studio, then sat back in the chair in front of Spyder. "Darlin’,
we've known each other sncewewere six years old. You'rethe first person | cameout to,” she said. "l
guess'm coming out again.”

"Aswha?'

Lulu leaned forward and laid her hand on his knee. "Please don't touch me," Spyder said. She withdrew
the hand.

"I'm not redly amongter,” said Lulu. "I'm adamned fool, but I'm not amongter. | just got into something
alittle over my head."

"That part's obvious."

"l just had my eyes opened, so to spesk,” she said, -pulling her exposed musclesinto asmile. "Just like
you." She did down next to him on the floor, careful not to let her body touch his. Spyder shifted away
from her afew inches.

"Remember four, five years back when | was all strung out on oxy? 1 couldn't work. Couldn't do much of
anything but stedl and score.”

"You gill owemeaCD player,” Spyder said.

Lulu let out an airy laugh, like wind through akeyhole. "Rehab didn't work. Then, | met some people
through this dedler. They said they could get me clean. Make my hands steady, so | could work again.
Did | want to try it? Of course, | said Yes."

"When wasthis? | remember you getting better in rehab,” said Spyder.

"Jesus, Spyder. | didn't last aweek there" Lulu said. "'l wouldn't et you visit, remember? | dways called
you? | checked out and was on the street scoring until | met these people.”



"Who were they?"

"Red mongters. Born mongters,” she said. "But | didn't know that back then. They offered methe dedl of
alifetime. I'd get clean, get healthy and get my talent back. They promised they could make me better
than ever. Can you imagine what that meant to me back then?"

"How'd you end up likethis?'

"Y ou know how dedlers are. Thefirst one's alwaysfree. Then the price just kegps going up. You got a
cigarette?’

Spyder pulled apack of American Spiritsfrom his jacket pocket, took one, gave oneto Lulu and lit them
both. They smoked in silence for afew moments.

Lulu blew aseries of smal smoke rings through the center of bigger rings, something Spyder had been
watching her do since junior high. "The price for giving me back my lifewas my eyes" shesad, "They
said that Sght'smostly in the brain and that in this Sphere of existence, they could makeit so I'd see
better without them." Lulu took along drag off the American Spirit. Spyder wanted her to stop talking.
"They wereright, only they didn't tell meit wouldn't last. Every year or so, my sight would start to go and
they'd show up, ready to ded. They'd already taken my eyes, so they took something else each time.
Stomach. Liver. Skin. | don't know what al anymore. But not my heart. Y ou'd be surprised what you
can live without, but not your heart." Another long drag. A cloud of blue smoke. "Each time, they'd do
their little voodoo so my body'd keep going, till the next visit. No one ever noticed the difference. When
they took my eyes| saw awhole new world. Theworld, | guess, you're seeing now. Shit, Spyder, no
one knows anything. All the teachers and cops and priests and shrinksthey sent usto, they don't know
what'sredlly going on. When | saw the readl world, knowing how long I'd been blind scared me alot
more than the mongters.”

"Y ou think thisis some kind of goddam gift?" asked Spyder.
"For youitis. Yougot it for free. It cost mealittle more.”
"Fuck thisworld and fuck this gift."

"I'd rather fuck your sigter.”

"I'll trade you for your mom."

"Ded," said Lulu. She stuck out her hand, the traditiona end to astupid joke that they'd done since they
were kids. Eventually, Spyder shook Lulu's hand.

"Goddam," said Spyder. "Itisyou, isnt it?"
"Yegh,itis"

Spyder did hisarm around Lulu's shoulders and pulled her to him. She hugged him and laid her head on
his chest. They sat on the floor until the sun went down and the studio was dark. People knocked on the
door, but they ignored them.

Seven
Shadows

Many years ago, | shtama was the mother of birds, Setuum was the mother of fishes, and in a



golden city in the south Coatlique, the Lady of the Skirt of Shakes--her body decorated with
human skulls, serpents and lacerated hands--gave birth to the first man, Mixcoatl.

Mixcoatl's sisters were the starsin the sky and he brought one to Earth to be hiswife. Their
children were the human race.

As much as Mixcoatl's wife loved him, she missed her sisters and longed to visit themin the sky.
Mixcoatl went to Apsu, the lord of the birds, to ask himto fly his wife back to heaven. When
Mixcoatl arrived, however, Apsu wasn't there. His wife, Tiamut, told Mixcoatl that Apsu had been
murdered by his Shadow Brother, Marduk. Apsu was a friend and Mixcoatl grew very angry at
this news. He climbed to the top of the tallest mountain in the world and cut out Marduk's heart
with an obsidian knife, throwing the Shadow Brother's body into a deep gorge that led to the
center of the world.

When Mixcoatl went home, he told his wife what he had done. She was afraid. "Our mother,
Coatlique, the Lady of the Skirt of Shakes, isdead. Your Shadow Brother, Huitzilopochtli, burst
from her breast in battle armor and a bone sword."

Mixcoatl told hiswife, "l have no brother, shadow or otherwise."

Hiswife said, "Before she died, our mother warned that at some moment in our life, all men and
women -create their shadow form, born fromtheir desire and rage. These shadow forms do not
manifest themselves in flesh unless called into being by an act of violence or madness, a blow at
creation itself. When you rashly killed Marduk, you bought forth your Shadow Brother and
released pure chaos into the world. Huitzlopochtli is you reborn as a soulless void. If you do not
destroy him, he will kill you and take your place.”

Mixcoatl put on hisarmor, called his sons to his side and took themto war. For years they
roamed the earth looking for Huitzilopochtli, but they didn't find him. At night Mixcoatl had
terrible dreams and awoke in the morning pale and weak. Finally, Mixcoatl grew sick and his
army rested by the banks of the frozen sea at the bottom of the world.

One night, Mixcoatl awoke from fevered dreams to find Huitzilopochtli sitting on his chest.
Mixcoatl was too weak to resist and Huitzilopochtli cut out his heart saying, "I've eaten you piece
by piece in your dreams, brother, but don't hate me. I'm not your enemy. | have no choicein
killing you and if I smileas| do it, remember it's only the joy a humble servant feels when he
restores order to a disordered house, because, of course, there can't be two of us walking the
Earth."

Huitzlopochtli took his brother's place on the throne of the world. His flightiness and endless
cruelties inspired many beings to unwittingly turn their shadows into flesh through acts of
treachery or revenge. The different Shadow Brothers--kings and farmers, birds, fish and
horses--ruled the Earth. This was the era of blood and massacres that caused the world to be
divided into Spheres, because no matter how the Shadow Brothers tried to reason together, they
couldn't. They were soulless voids, and even the most cordial exchanges usually ended in murder.

Thousands of years passed before the living things of the Earth rose up and killed all the Shadow
Brothersin power. To make sure that shadow forms never ruled again, each realm of life
appointed auditors to keep the world in balance. These celestial officers had the power of life and
death and could roam all the Spheres at will. They had different names among the different
animal tribes--such as Soul Weavers, Holy Clerks, Black Scribes, and others. These beings didn't
destroy the Shadow Brothers, but they kept their influence in check, even when they sometimes



had to collaborate with individual Shadow Brothersto set the world right. The loyalties of these
auditors weren't to animal, plant or man, but to the universe. And like the gods themselves, their
plans were their own, subtle and unknowable.

They were thought to be beyond the influence of any god or beast in the universe, and thiswas
true. What no one considered wer e things outside the universe.

Eight
Sow Children

"Did you ever fed like you were amillion miles from where you'd thought you'd be when you grew up?
Like you thought you were heading for aweekend in Vegas, but ended up in Mongoliainstead?"

Luluwaslying across the three wooden garage sae chairs they kept up front for customers. Her arm
hung down and alit American Spirit between her fingers pointed at the floor illuminating the scars on her
amwith afaint red light.

"Sometimes,” said Spyder. "But then | remember the scariest truth about being agrown up: that no one
really knows anything. Maybe where most people want to beis as wrong as where they end up.”

"Weve been taking our happy pills, | see" said Lulu. "Know what we never, ever taked about: What
did you redly want to be when we was kids?"

Spyder stood up and stretched, saying, "That's easy. A private detective. Y ou know, a Sam Spade thing.
Thewhole world'd bein black and white and the streets would be dick with rain and lit like afilm noir

"Sam Spade was dwayslondy and miserable, least in the movies.™
"But at least he knew something. That makes him the exception.”

"When | wasagirl, | wanted to be Mary Magdaene," said Lulu. "The most hated woman in the world,
but Jesus saw her true heart and loved her for it. | wanted that so much. To be hated by the riff-raff, but
loved by that one perfect, bright-eyed soul who knew me from theinside out. | used to jerk off to the
picture of Jesus over my bed. He looked just like im Morrison before the acohol bloat.” Lulu took a
drag off her cigarette. Spyder ill wasn't sure how she was able to smokewith no lips. "When | redlized |
liked girlsmore, | jerked off imagining Jesus fucking Mary Magdaene. | was Jesus, of course. | wonder,
doesthat make me narcissstic?"

"No, youre more like Mother Teresa.™
"I'd have fucked Mother Teresa"
"Y ou'd have fucked Nancy Reagan if sheld of held till."

"If shewasin that pink Jackie O outfit she wore to Ronnie's second inauguration, hell yes. I'd've bent her
over the big desk in the Oval Office and dipped her the high hard one next to the Bible Ronnie had
Oliver North givethe Iranians. Hell, I'd have bent Ollie over, too. Gottalove aman in auniform.”

"Y ou're adamned pervert, Lulu."
"What's Dennis Hopper say in Blue Velvet? "Don't toast to my hedlth, toast to my fuck.™

"I wouldn't be Dennis Hopper," said Spyder. "I'd be Orson Welles. He can act, write, direct, he married



Rita Hayworth and you know, deep in his heart, hésastonekiller."
"That arty fuck never has happy endings. He's always dead or betrayed.”

"Yeah, but wedl end up there if welivelong enough. | love the guy's certainty. Hewaswilling to ruin
himself for whatever he was doing. That's the definition of bals." Spyder checked the door again to make
sureit was locked, then turned on the light in the studio. Lulu shielded her paper eyes and softly said,
"Shit"

"'So, what happens now?' asked Spyder. Do we open up tomorrow like nothing's different?”’
"Thingsare only different if you act like they're dif-ferent.”

"Bullshit. Everything'sdifferent.”

"I've been exactly what | am for years and it didn't affect things. Why should that change now?"

"That was before," Spyder said, groping for words. "I was going to say the world has changed, but it
hasn't. I'm changed. And | fucking hateit. | take back what | said about Sam Spade and knowing things.
| enjoyed my ignorance. Give me three wishes and that'swhat 1'd ask for first."

"Redlity sucks" said Lulu Stting up on the chairs. "But, if you wait long enough, everything becomes
normd. Youll see”

Looking out the studio window onto Haight Street, Spyder watched the people outside going through
their happy, blind lives. Couples were going to dinner, ducking into bars. On the corner, agirl with blue
hair was kissing aboy in acop shirt and vinyl shorts. Softly Spyder sang, "When I'm lyin'in my bed at
night, | don't wannagrow up, Nothin' ever seemsto turn out right, I don't wannagrow up." He looked at
Lulu. "Know that song?'

"Tom Waits. Jenny gave methe CD for my birthday."

"When | seethe pricethat you pay, | don't wannagrown up, | don't ever wanna be that way, | don't
wannagrow up..." For thefirg time, Spyder was glad that Jenny had left him. He couldn't imaginetrying
to explain al thisto her. Where was sheright that second? Was she happy? He hoped so.

Nine
Hard Thanks
Spyder straightened up when he realized that he and Lulu were no longer aone.

Three samiling men, dressed like bankersin an old movie, were standing in the studio. One of the men
carried alarge snake-skin ledger. All three men were very pale and carried long, curved knivesin their
belts. The banker in the middle was wearing the face of the businessman Spyder had spokentoin the
street that morning. The face was held in place on the banker's head by shiny brass clasps that stretched
the skin like taffy.

"You are not done?' said the banker in the middle, the one with the book.
"Who thefuck are you?" asked Spyder.

Lulu stood up and pushed him against the wall. " Shut up, Spyder." Shelooked at the bankers. "'l wasn't
expecting you. It'snot timeyet. | can ill seefine”



All three men were wearing skin masks. From under the stolen mest, their flesh seemed to give off acold
chemicd glow, like fungus on the walls of acavern. There was nothing at al human about the men's
presence, Spyder thought.

"Thisvistisnot for you," said the banker inthe middle,
"Itisfor us" said the one on theleft.

"For accounts balance?' said the one on theright.

"I don't owe you nothing. My account is balanced,” said Lulu.

"For now," said the banker in the middle, who appeared to be the leader. "Our concern lieswith the
future?"

"l saw what you did to that guy. Get the fuck out of here!"™ said Spyder, grabbing one of the chairsand
garting a the men.

The banker with the ledger cdmly pulled hisknife and pointed the blade at Spyder. "Thisisnot for you,
young man. Please do not interfere.”

"L ook at her. She doesn't have anything lft to give you."

The three pale men nodded and laughed. " She lives and bregthes? Y es. There is dways something. Her
heart?'

Spyder looked a Lulu. "Y ou said they didn't take hearts."

"We take hearts, when life is not honored or appreciated. But the oblation can not live without one, so
we take them lagt.”

Spyder weighed the chair in his hands, knowing the moment to hit someone had passed. When he st the
chair down, the middle banker put the knife back in his belt.

"You can't have her," said Spyder. "But from what she told me, you don't care about that. Y ou just want
apayment, right?'

"Accounts must be balanced. Thisis our burden,” said the one on theright.

"Any will do, if given fredy?' said the one on the | €ft.

Spyder nodded, till trying to parse their odd, sing-song speech. " Then take something from me."
"Shut up, Spyder!" shouted Lulu.

The middle banker said, "Y ou owe us nothing. If we took from you, we would be in your debt?"
"No. You'd leave Lulu aone, so we'd be even.”

"Thisispossble”

"And you said thiswas for the future, so you wouldn't need anything from meright now...?7" Spyder
asked.

"Correct."



"Okay then. It'saded. I'll see you down the fucking road. The door isthat way. Useit."

"Thereisno ded yet," said the middle banker. He stepped forward and grabbed Spyder's arm with
shocking speed and strength. With hisknife the banker cut asymbal into the underside of Spyder's|eft
wrigt. "Now we have aded." He smiled a Spyder. The flesh the banker wore didn't quite synch with his
muscles, so the smile camein stages. First the facia muscles worked, then the teeth appeared, then the
outs de flesh sretched into something a schizophrenic might call asmile. "So that you will not forget? And
no one dsecanclamyou.”

Spyder had been tattooed, pierced and had aritua scar on his chest, but nothing he'd ever done
prepared him for the pain of the banker's knife. It managed to be freezing and branding-iron hot at the
sametime. Andit didn't fed asif the blade was cutting, but raking away large sections of skin and
muscle. However, when Spyder looked there was asmall, neat incision that was aready cauterized.

"Pardon us?' said the banker, and al three men started toward the back of the shop.

"Hey, Barry White, tell me something,” said Spyder. "Y ou knew she wasn't done, didn't you? Thiswhole
scenewas just avaudeville act. Y ou weren't here to collect from her, but to rope in someone new.”

The middle banker nodded to his companions, then to Spyder. Y ou. The girl. This does not matter. The
debt matters. The restoration of balance? Thisisour burden.” One by one, the three men entered the little
bathroom at the back of the studio. When Spyder opened the door a moment later, they were gone.

"What was that word he called you just now?" Spyder asked L ulu.
"Oblation,” shesad. "It'sakind of sacrifice. The kind you're supposed to give with thanks."
"It's not enough they zombifie you. Y ou're supposed to send them a thank you card, too?!

"Pretty much. Y ou wouldn't think it to look at them, but the Black Clerks are al about having a good
time." Lulu put her hand lightly on Spyder's shoulder. ™Y ou have no ideawhat you just got yoursdf into."

Spyder kissed the top of her head. "It'sdl right. | think | know someone who can help.”
Ten
DOA

After dropping Lulu at home, Spyder took at cab to the Bardo Lounge. HEd always -preferred the night,
but now hewasfdling inlovewithit.

Spyder couldn't redly deny the angelsin the sky or the anacondas with the faces of crying children hiding
in the pam trees along Dolores Street, but in the dark smaller oddities were swallowed and invisible.
Besides, night had dways seemed atime of madness and possibility. Thevisonsjust felt more natura at
night.

The neighborhood around the Bardo L ounge had taken on a heavy, wet junglefed, asif the cab had
stumbled into the abandoned set of some expensive dinosaur movie. There were dwaysalot of film
crewsin town and for amoment, Spyder thought that they might have genuinely rolled onto aset. But
sacrifice poles dotted the corners, anima heads and flowers dripping in the thick, humid air.

The Bardo L ounge was packed. Rubi was serving drinks. She gave Spyder akiss on the cheek and
bought him atequila. He was relieved to see that she was entirely normal, with none of Lulu's mutilations.



The bar was adive with a happy, drunken weekend crowd. Leather-clad boys and girlswith hair in
cotton-candy colors and lips shining brighter than their vinyl skirts. Spyder wanted to wade out and dive
into their beauty, and be baptized by their sweat and saliva. But for thefirst time since hewas an
awkward teenager, he couldn't think of anything to say to them. He felt as removed from the crowd as
the mongters held been seeing in the streets dl day. Spyder turned away and drank histequila

There was ademon sitting on the stool next to Spyder. It was a huge bare-chested olive-skinned man,
his features |ost beneath cascading rolls of glistening fat. White geometric designs covered hisarms and
chest, some kind of tribal markings. Considering everything, he didn't look too bad, Spyder thought.
Pretty human, in fact. Not at dl like the mongtersin Jenny's mythol ogy textbooks. The demon stole the
beer of the girl dtting next to him and poured the whole thing into awide, toothless mouth that split open
inthemiddle of hischest.

Spyder sghed and the demon caught him looking. The demon leaned in close and said, "How do you get
twelve humansto wear one hat?"

"How?" asked Spyder.
"Y ou bite the heads off deven.”
Spyder turned back to hisdrink. " Sorry for not laughing, but I'm going to be over here ignoring you."

"I'mBild," said thedemon, " Y ou'rethelittle prince, aren't you? The one Shrike killed for. What's your

gory?'
"Thereisno story. I'mjust an inker who had to teke aleak."

"That's beautiful. Maybe they'll carve that on your tombstone? Y ou'll be an inspiration to future
generations." A stoned couple sumbled by and Bilal delicately plucked the cigarette from the mouth of a
cadaverous, lavender-lipped boy. The demon sniffed the cigarette once and dropped it into his
chest-mouth. "Though | wasreally hoping you could justify your existence. Like maybe you were some
minor deity on pilgrimage. Or adiplomat off to a secret rendezvousto sop awar."

Bild blew out along puff of smoke out through the mouth in hisface.
"What'sit like being ademon herein aplacelikethis?' asked Spyder.
"| don't know. What'sit like being a human?’

Spyder looked in the mirror behind the bar, taking in the crowd. There were other demons, mostly
talking to each other. A couple of guys playing pool were cut up in away that looked like the work of the
Black Clerks. "Scary and Salvador Ddi weird," Spyder said. "Wrath of god weird. The kind of weird
where you think if you see one more shadow or hear one more bang, your heart's going to explode.”

"Welcometo theworld, boy. Asfor my persona complaints, you can add having to deal with idiot
talking meet like you." Bild pocketed atwo dollar tip someone had |ft for Rubi. " See, that demon who
died last night was Nebiros. Hewas afriend of mine. In fact, my best friend in this sorry Sphere.” Bila
put his hand on Spyder's arm. Each of the demon's fingers was tipped with ascaly lizard mouth lined with
tiny needle teeth. Thelizards bit into Spyder as Bild squeezed hisarm. "Y ou owe Nebirosalife and me,
well, | missmy friend and that makes me mad. Y ou know what | mean?”'

The enormous mouth opened wetly in the demon's chest and he pulled Spyder closer. A leathery, black
tongue darted out, licking Spyder'sface. "Shit!" yeled Bild, durping the enormous tongue back into his
chest. He turned Spyder's arm over, reveding the Black Clerk's mark.



"Y ou must shit candy and piss champagne, son. Everyonewants apiece of you,” said Bild.
"Y ou mean you can't hurt me because of this mark?*

"] didn't say that."

"It sureashell looked likeit."

"Smilewhileyou il havelips. The Clerks have you penciled in. What they'll do to youisahundred
timesworse than what | had planned.”

"I'mlooking for Shrike," said Spyder.
"Just because I'm not eating you doesn't mean I'm helping you.”

"Yeah, but if | find her and get her to help me, maybe shelll get in trouble with the Clerks, too. You'd like
that, wouldn't you?'

"Shrike's not that stupid,” Bild said. Hetook the last of Spyder'stequilaand swallowed it, glassand dll.
"Still, shelikesthem pretty and dumb. Y ou might drag her down to your level.” Bila spat broken glass
onto the ground at Spyder'sfeet. "She's got aroom at the Coma Gardens. It's a bordello down by pier
31"

"I've never heard of it."
"It'snot for your kind."
"Right. Thanks"
"GotoHdl."

Rubi asked Spyder if he wanted another drink. He shook his head. ™Y ou okay?' she asked. "Y ou've
been here muttering to yoursdf dl night.”

"Judt replaying that last fight with Jenny. | keep trying it different ways hoping it comes out another way."
"Y ou poor thing," said Rubi.

"I've seen you in here ahundred times before. 1've stolen your drinks and I've spit in them. But you've
never seen me," Bild said to Spyder. "How doesit fed to suddenly haveto livein the red world?

"It'sthe worst thing that ever happened to me."

"Good." All the demon's mouths smiled. "I've been around for awhile and | can tell the oneswho are
going to make it once they get the Sight and you're not one of them. Y ou'll be dead by Christmas. A
bullet. Maybe poison. | don't see you asthe hanging type.”

"I'm going to kill mysdlf just because | see uglieslike you?In your wildest dreams, Cinderdlla”

"No, you'regoing to kill yourself because you can't stand the real world. Redlity has a specid weight. It's
aburden like no other, and it just keeps getting heavier."

"I'm going back to ignoring you now."

"I've seen it athousand times. It'slike when you first learn that you have colonies of dust mitesliving on
your eye lashes and in your bed, eating flakes of your dead skin. Y ou never look at yourself or the world



the same again. That's the weight of reality. Once you take on that burden, the world looks at you
differently, too. Check out the crowd. All those pretty girls who used to flirt with you, your friend behind
the bar, they're dl watching you having anice chat with an empty barstool. They're dready sarting to
wonder about you. Tomorrow they'll tell their friends. Maybe | can't hurt you, but | have connections
who can influence mortal minds. Reinforce the doubt that's dready there. By Monday, you're going to be
Jeffery Dahmer to these people. They'll crucify you for blinking at them,” said Bild. ™Y egh, you're going
tokill yoursdf."

"Tdl me something, when you jerk off, do those little lizards on your hands bite? | bet you like that.”

"And then there are the Clerks. They've claimed you and you know what that means. They're going to
pick you apart like amaggot-covered carcass. Could you fedl them dicing you up with their eyes,
deciding what piecethey'll take first?"

Nick Cave's"Red Right Hand" came on the jukebox. A girl whooped drunkenly and Rubi turned the
song up loud.

"| takeit back. Y ouwon't makeit till Chrisgmas," said Bild. "Y ou won't even make it to Halloween."

"Get acostume and come on over. I'll put razor bladesin some apples for you. Enough for dl your
mouths™"

Bild leaned over the bar and used the lizard mouths on his fingertips to spear some cherries from Rubi's
drink set-ups. The demon popped the cherries into hisface-mouth one a atime. "Give Shrike abig kiss
from me. Shelll be so happy to seeyou, little prince.”

Spyder got up from his stool and started for the door. He couldn't hel p noticing that people were
pointedly getting out of hisway. At the door Spyder heard Bild yell, "An OD! Y ou're going to OD! How
could | have missed that?'

Eleven
The Voice of the Sphinx

Spyder wondered what time it was. He was in another cab and trying hard to ignore the chatty driver. It
pained Spyder that he hadn't ridden his bike that morning. Without the bike, he waysfelt tied up and
weighed down.

Ever since he could ride, Spyder had always had amotorcycle of some kind. ™Y ou never know when
you're going to need to get the hell out of Dodge," held liked to tell friends. "And you can only run so far
inacab." Hetold thedriver to pull over.

"Thisain't even near Pier 31," said the cabbie.

"| fed likewalking." Spyder paid the man and got out. He looked around as the cab made aU turn and
headed back the way they'd come. Spyder had lived in San Francisco for ten years and during a brief
breaking and entering period in his early twenties, had prided himsdf on knowing every backstreet, dley
and bypassin the city. Right now, however, he didn't know where the hell hewas.

Ahead of him, where he was certain the waterfront warehouses should begin, well-trodden sand dunes
doped down to San Francisco Bay. A lot of the city had been built on reclaimed beach. This, hewas
certain, was what the waterfront had looked like a couple of hundred years ago. Spyder stood wherethe
cab had dropped him, fighting contradictory impulses. His body told him that ahead, past the dunes, was
wherethe pierslay. But hiseyestold him that there was nothing but shifting beach and black water. Then



he saw aflicker--orange light from the far Sde of the dunes. In that moment of illumination, Spyder could
see aline of slhouettes moving adong the edge of the dunes, heading over them. Some of the silhouettes
carried burdens on their backs. Others were merely misshapen. It was enough. Spyder's body and mind
werefindly in synch and he sarted walking.

At the top of the last big dune Spyder looked down onto a maze of market stallsthat sprawled from the
where he stood to the more familiar warehouses and piersin the distance. As he got closer to the market,
sounds and smells hit him: the screams of hawkers, adozen different musics pouring from out-of-tune
instruments and cracked speakers, the heavy smell of roasting mest, spices and rotten wood. There were
toys and piles of mismatched shoes, fresh vegetables, dried chameleons and flowers that sighed when
you smelled them. There were orerries and tel escopes, cracked eye glasses and black eggsthat hatched
kittens who (according to their seller) spoke perfect ecclesagtica Latin. Sdlerstugged at Spyder'sarm
and waved squirming things, glittering things and mechanica thingsat him.

By agtdl sdlling decomposing medica books and sex toys made of black lacquer and amber (somewith
ominous-looking beetles seded insde) Spyder bumped shoulders with atal, handsome man.

"Sorry," sad Spyder. "My fault."

"Y ou should watch your step, little brother,” said the big man. "Not everyonein the market isas
reasonable as|. Some are downright belligerent.” The man's voice sounded the way black velvet |ooked
and fdlt. Spyder wondered if it might be some kind of magic trick. Not that he actudly believed in magic,
but he was beyond ruling out that much anymore.

Though they were physically the opposite, the tall man reminded Spyder of Shrike. He held himsdlf with
the kind of grace that Spyder had seen in the swordswoman. But the man was huge, more than ahead
taller than Spyder. Hisface, while classcaly handsome, was marked with deep scarsthat, at first,
Spyder thought might be -ritua, but then decided were some terrible accident. Chainmail covered the
man's upper body and he wore pants that seemed to Spyder like modified motorcycle leathers. Meta
plates and studs had been affixed aong the legs, which were tucked into heavy sted-toed boots. At his
side, the man wore awide-bladed Kan Dao sword like ones Spyder had seen in maybe a thousand kung
fumovies.

"Do | know you, little brother?' asked the big man.
"l don't think s0," said Spyder. "I'm new here."
"Still, you seem familiar.”

"I've got one of thosefaces.”

"Perhgpsthat'sit."

The tal man picked up a particularly €laborate sex toy from the stall and shook it. Six little legs sprang
from the bottom and some kind of spring-wound plunger popped from the top and began pumping the air
vigoroudy. Thelittle legskicked asif looking for something to grab on to. When thetall man laughed at
the thing, Spyder noticed that color on hisface was unnaturally intense. He redlized that the man was
wesaring makeup, trying to cover his scars. The sudden insight made Spyder fed oddly more at home.
Even here, down the rabhbit hole or wherever the hell he/d ended up, people still had egos and il
worried about how they looked.

"I'mlooking for aplace called the Coma Gardens. Do you know it?" Spyder asked the man.



"Very well," hereplied. "Go down thisaide and turn toward the water at the Sphinx. Be sure not to
speak to her. Shewill never let you go. Keep waking and when you see the Volt Eater, the Coma
Gardensliejust beyond. Y ou cant missit."

"Thanks," said Spyder desperately wanting to ask what the hell a Sphinx and aVolt-Eater were, but
thinking the better of it. He knew he'd find out soon enough.

He wasn't disappointed. Following the crowd in the direction the mercenary had pointed, Spyder saw a
Sphinx. A living, breathing Sphinx, like the sculpturesin Golden Gate Park. The Sphinx sat up oniits
haunches; itslion body acorn brown, muscled and deek as a cruise missile. Gathered around the Sphinx
was aragpt crowd. They were clearly in ave, maybe hypnotized, thought Spyder. The Sphinx's face--the
face of ahuman woman--was easily the most beautiful he had ever seen. Spyder |ooked away when he
caught himself staring, but the Sphinx had aready noticed him.

"Don't be shy, my friend. Come closer. | can answer al your questions and tell you your destiny.”
Spyder haf-turned in her direction. "Nope. Sorry. No thanks," he said.

The Sphinx's eyes narrowed with sudden interest and the crowd turned to see who she was looking .

"Y es, you should keep moving,” she said to Spyder. "Don't et anything or anyone stop you from getting
whereyou're going." Lowering her voice, the Sphinx spoke to her adoring crowd. Spyder dowed his
gait, listening to her words. " See what passes, my children. A blind fool. A golden champion. What could
he be seeking under heaven's rough gaze? We have amystery in our midst.” When Spyder turned to
snesk alast look at the Sphinx, she was staring him right in the eye. The beautiful beast gave him aamile
and awink. "It looks asif heroes are coming smaller thisyear.”

Spyder's head spun. He turned away and hurried down the aide. At the end, he found what he figured
must bethe Volt Eater. An exatic bare-breasted beauty, her skin oiled and gleaming, shewasinhding in
long draughts from awrist-thick cable attached to a gas powered generator. After each breath, she spat
lighting bolts, snaking and crackling, over the heads of the happily screaming crowd. People threw money
a the Volt Eater's feet after each demongtration of her electric skills. It made Spyder alittle sad to see
her. On any other night, she would have been the hands-down highlight. Hewould have beenin
temporary love and dreamed about her as he went home with whomever he was with that night. Tonight,
however, the Volt Eater was just apretty girl spitting watts, no more or less miraculous than
Bible-quoting kittens or the lion-woman who'd just pronounced him both afool and a hero.

Just when Spyder thought he would never be surprised again, he came to the edge of the market and saw
the Coma Gardens. Bathed in light the color of blood and pumpkins, the whole building was engulfedina
Spectacular fire. Part of the roof collgpsed and flames shot fifty feet into the night Sky. The only thing
more shocking than the fire was the fact that no onein the market was paying the dightest attention to it.
They went on with their sdlling and haggling even as the whole structure cracked and caved in on itsdlf.

Twelve
Cyanide Recall

The Coma Gardens kept on burning. The beams glowed asif they'd been injected with magma, shedding
hot jets of flame and debris over the sdles stalls. Spyder walked along the cement broadway between the
market and burning hotel, unsure whét to do.

If Jenny hadn't taken the cell phone, Spyder thought, he could call 911. Of course, he wasn't sure exactly
where hewas. Still, dl hed haveto tdl them isthat there was aburning building on the pier. Thefire
truckswould be able to seeit from all the way down at Fisherman's Wharf. In fact, someone had



probably aready called thefire in, which was both good and bad. It was good in that the fire department
would put it out. It was bad in that it bought Spyder back to the fact that he had no ideawhat he would
doif Shrikewasingde the burning building. He didn't want to think about it. Spyder turned around one
moretimeto seeif anyonein the market was forming a bucket brigade. The market went on asit had all
-evening---oblivious, aworld unto itself.

Then Spyder saw someone at the edge of the crowd. She was talking to a man wearing an enormous,
jeweled bird mask, one that covered his entire head (or actualy was his head, Spyder later thought). The
woman wore her shades, and moved her white cane from one hand to the other so she could shake the
bird man's feathered mitt. Spyder ran to her through the smoke of the smoldering Coma Gardens.

"Shrike!" heyelled. The woman turned her head toward him as the bird man walked away. Spyder ran
up and grabbed her happily by the shoulders. "It's me, -Spyder. Y ou saved my life the other night.”

The blind woman gave him a crooked smile. "Oh yes. The pretty pony boy. How are you?"

"I'm..." He started to answer, but redlized he had no ideawhat to say. He felt giddy at having found her,
but there was the accumulating wreckage of therest of hislife. "I'm fine," he said. "I can seethings now.
Thered world. That's how | found the market. And you."

"Good for you," she said. "Maybe you're more clever than | thought. A trick pony. Me, I'm off to find
new -lodgings.”

"l can seewhy," said Spyder.

"What do you mean?"

"What do | mean? Look! Y our hotdl isan in-fucking-ferno.”
"No, it'snot. | would be ableto fed the heat."

"Of courseitis. | can seeit burning from here."

"Redlly? Because the Coma Gardensisn't going to be built for another fifty years" shesad. "And it's not
going to burn for another twenty after that."

"Then how were you staying in there?

Shrike breathed deeply and nodded. "Y ou can see things now. And it'sall brand new and you don't
know what to think of it, do you? Take awalk with me." Shrike reached out and took one of hishands
and led him through the crowded market, swinging her white cane gently in front of her feet. The effect of
that cane waslessthat of ablind person feding her way aong than her warning people that she was
coming, Spyder thought. Everyone and everything got out of her way.

"People are afraid of you," said Spyder when they reached aless crowded part of the market.
"They'reafraid of rumorsand tall tales. And | et them be afraid. It makes my job easier.”
"What isyour job?’

Shrike sniffed the air asthey passed a perfumer's stdl. " Smell that? Raw ambergris. Therés nothing else
that smellslikethat. It's one of those magica sub- stances that makes everyone--humans, demons,
angels, ghosts and your little dog Toto--all swoon. There are -mer-chants whose entire trade is delivering
ambergristo the marketsin Purgatory.”



"A couple of daysago, | would have considered that avery odd thing to say."

Shrike nodded. "Yes. Your little vison problem,” she said. "First of al, that burning hotel you saw... I'm
sure by now you've noticed that the world isamuch more flexible place than you're used to. Timeisn't
the same everywhere you go. And space can change depending on what timeit is. Understand?’

"Hello. My nameis Spyder and I'm five years old. Have you seen my mommy?"*

Shrike smiled and looped her arm around his. Spyder liked how shefdt. "Listen,” she said, "the
waterfront is one of the places where the edges of al the Spheres, the planes of existencein whichwe
live, meet. It'swhy the market's here. | was ableto Stay at ahotel that hasn't been built yet in this Sphere
of existence because it's dready been built in another Sphere. Unfortunately, time being adippery and
relative thing here, the hotel has aready burned down in another Sphere. That's what you saw. For me,
though, it hadn't burned down. | was booted for an exorcism trade show."

"Y ou went into the future, but you went into the wrong future?'

"Close enough. | was dready in the future and the future | didn't want, the one with exorcistsin party
hats, drifted close enough to make my room reservation dis-gppear. | haveto find another placeto

deep.”

"You can crash at my place” Spyder said.

"No, thanks."

"I'm not coming on to you. My girlfriend's moved out. There's plenty of room."

Shrike removed her arm from hisand leaned over to retie one of her boots. "1'm sorry about your
girlfriend, but my client isn't expecting to find mein some cozy Victorian flat. Don't take it persondly. This
isawork-related regjection.”

"What the hell isthat?' said Spyder. They were a the back of the market, walking back in the direction
Spyder had come earlier that night. San Francisco was white and chilly with fog. Looming out of the mist
exactly whereit shouldn't be was a gigantic stone archway sporting Roman columns. On top wasa
tarnished copper chariot being pulled by four enormous horses. Shrike sniffed the air, turning her head
thisway and that.

"It andlslike Berlin," she said. "Near the Brandenburg Gate.”
"Berlin? Like, thered Berlin?' asked Spyder. "That's more than a Greyhound ride away, you know."

"Here's another secret for your scrapbook. Thereis no difference between San Francisco and Berlin. In
al theworld, thereisonly one city. Because of how mortals perceive things, the one city gppearsas
different cities, broken up and scattered al over the globe. But if you know the right doorsto open, the
right turnsto make, the right tunnels and rocks to look behind, even mortals can find their way from one
city to every other city. There are maps and trackers, ancient, hidden smuggling routes that only afew in
the thieving guildsknow.”

"That's supposed to make mefed better? | dmost had enough frequent flyer milesto take Jenny to
Prague. Now, she's gone and we could have walked there al dong." Spyder stood in the quiet beyond
the market, looking up at the gate. When he looked down again, mist was beading on hisjacket and he
was growing cold. "I can't do this," he said. "I need help. Can you put me back the way | was?"

"I'm sorry. | can't."



"Can anyone?'
IIM Wm"

It might have been better if that thing had gutted me at the club, Spyder thought. He said, "Why did you
help methe other night?*

"l don't know. | just had to. Y ou were o clueless.”

"Why can't you help me now?"

"I'm on my way to meet aclient.”

"You didn't answer me when | asked you earlier. What exactly do you do?'

"You'veseenwhat | do. | kill things" Shrike said. "People. Beasts. Demons. Whatever aclient wants
dead."

"The Black Clerks?'

"No onekillsthe Black Clerks. They're dementa forces. Just anotch or two below gods. Killing themis
liketrying to kill wind or light. Why do you want to know?"

Spyder pushed up his jacket deeve and put her hand on the scar on hisarm.
"Damn," shesad. "By the pike, youreafool."

"There's nothing to be done about this?'

"Not by me. When they come for you, offer the Clerks a better deal.”

"I could offer themyou.”

Shrike moved close to Spyder. She smelled of musk and jasmine. Shewhispered in hisear. "If | didn't
know you were such afool that remark could cost you your head."

"I'm sorry," said Spyder backing away from her. "I'm faling apart. | would never do something like that."
"I know that. | have a pretty good nose for treachery and dangerous folk."

"Wheredo | fit on the danger scale? Say that oneisapretty little butterfly and ten isthe thing that beet
me like two dollar drum the other night.”

Shrike thought for amoment, then reached into the pocket of her coat. "I don't know exactly what you
cal one of these. It was a present from my niece." She held out ablue plastic rabbit that fit shuggly inthe
pam of her hand. Shrike wound the rabbit up with asilver key inits side and the toy started to vibrate
whilealittle bell jangled indgde. "'l suppose this could get stuck in an enemy'sthroat and choke him, soit's
aone. You'reabit bigger and alittle smarter, though. | rate around atwo." The toy wound down and
Shrike dropped it back into her pocket.

"You're Death Valey. Y ou know that? Beautiful, but harsh,” said Spyder. He sat down on asand dune
and Shrike sat besde him. "I never got to ask, if you're blind how did you kill that demon?"

"I'vetrained for thisal my life. My father taught me. Then afriend, before he turned out to be exactly the
bastard I'd been told he was. Besides," she said, "there's blind and there's blind.”



"What does that mean?"
"Just what | said."

"My head is spinning. | have this magic juju sight and've seen such demented shit in the last twenty four
hours. I wouldn't mind being blind for awhile."

"It'snot redly magic sght, you know," Shrike said.
"Then what wasit?'

"Memory," shereplied. "When that demon had you, some part of it--saliva, afragment of tooth, a
fingernail--infected your blood. Everything you're seeing now you've seen dl your life only you've chosen
toforget it an ingtant later. If you remembered anything of this part of theworld, it wasin your dreams
and nightmares." Shrike pulled up Spyder and started walking. "Don't fed bad. Forgetting istheway itis
with dmost every living thing in this Sphere. But now you can't look away and you can't forget.”

"Poisoned with memory. And you can't help me."
"That'sright.”
"Canyou a least point the way back to Market Street?”

Shrike pointed back at the market with her cane. "'Follow the stdlsto the right until you cometo acafén
anoldrailroad car. You'll see gtreet car tracks just beyond. Follow them dong the waterfront and they'll
take you all the way to Market Street."

"Thanks" said Spyder. "Good luck with your client.”

"Take care. Y ou know, | forgot to ask you. Are you spider clan?’

"l have no ideawhat you're talking about. Which is probably the perfect note for usto part on.”
"Take care, pony boy."

"Stay fadt, Dirty Harry."

Spyder walked dowly back to the market, following the route Shrike had described to him. He passed
horse traders and what looked like akind of sdewak surgery, with a hand-lettered cardboard sign
describing procedures, from amputations to nose jobs, along with prices. Spyder found the train car
caféafew minuteslater. He was colder now. His body ached from hisinjuries and his shoulders were
knotted with tension. Somewhere in the dim back of his brain he knew he should be worried about the
Clerks and what he was going to do with Lulu and how we was going to open up the shop tomorrow,
but none of it got through the fog of exhaustion that was narrowing the universe to thoughts of walking
and deep.

At the edge of the market, by thelast big dune, some teenagers were juggling fire without moving their
hands. They stared slently and the balls of flame moved through the air dl by themsalves. Spyder started
walking up the dune, when he heard someone cal his name.

"Spyder, areyou there? It'smel™
Heturned and saw Shrike running after him through the sand.

"I'm here," he said quietly, and she followed hisvoice over.



"I've been thinking about it and | have aproposition for you," Shrike said, alittle out of breath. "This
client I'm mesting, she's expecting me to have a partner. But my partner isn't here. Stand in for him and

I'll pay you."
"My rent's covered. | want my life back.”

"| can't give you that. But some of the people | work with have power. If thisclientiswho | think itis,
she might be ableto help you."

"Might?'
"It'sthebest | can do.”
"What would | be?Y our bodyguard? Y our wind-up -rabbit?"

"Y our job will beto stand by me and say absolutely nothing,” said Shrike. "I'll do al the talking and ask
al the quedtions.”

"I'mamute?"

"Peopleinterpret slence as strength. The lessyou say, the more formidable you'll appear. | need you to
be more dangerous than atwo when we mest her.”

"And maybe she can help.”
"No guarantees.”

Spyder walked down the dune to where Shrike was waiting. He stood alittle above her in the sand. "I'll
help you get your bags from the hotel," he said.

"That's not necessary," Shrike said. She removed a battered leather book from an inside pocket of her
coat. "Everything | need isright here." She opened it and little paper shapes stood up from the pages.
Horses. Swords. Things that might have been exotic fruits or vegetables. To Spyder, it looked like akid's
pop-up book.

Shrike put the book away and led Spyder over the dunein the opposite direction. " Jean-Philippe, the
bird man, told me about alovely deserted warehouse where we can spend the night.”

"Fed that fog? WEll beice pops by morning,” said Spyder.

"Don't worry. I'll read to you," said Shrike. "A good book will ways keep you warm."
Thirteen

Journey Into Fear

Shrike led Spyder up Broadway toward North Beach.

Behind an abandoned furniture warehouse near Battery Street, they ducked through aholein the
hurricane fence and stomped through weeds and smashed glass to the back of the building.

Spyder, who had broken into more than his share of warehouses, spotted a smashed window near a
rusting fire escape on the second floor. "L ooks like we can get in through an upstairswindow," he said to
Shrike.



Shrike was feding her way aong the back wall of the warehouse. When she came to adoor, shejiggled
the knob, but the door was locked.

"Hey, there's an open window," said Spyder.

Shrike kicked in the door with her big boots. Her cane had aready flicked up and transformed into a
sword. She held it in Striking position as she strode into the warehouse. Spyder was impressed, but kept
quiet.

"Stay behind me," she whispered.
"Hear anything?
"Rats. People. Shh."

Theinterior of the warehouse was a black hole decorated with afew grimed windowsinlaid with chicken
wire and decorated with graffiti. Shrike moved cautioudy, but quickly, seemingly sensing where thetrash
and broken furniture lay and avoiding it. Spyder stumbled along behind her trying to keep up.

"Isit al open down here or are there any rooms?' Shrike asked him.

Spyder tried to see as deeply as possible into the dark. "I can't see much, but it looks all open down
here. | think | can see some offices upgtairs.”

Spyder led Shrike upstairs and she checked al the rooms until she found one that was still locked.
"Move back," shetold Spyder.

Faster than his eye could register, Shrike bought her sword arcing down and dliced the padlock off the
door. Thelock clattered to the floor noisily. Half of it skipped way and rattled down the stairs. Spyder
heard low voices from the edges of the room.

Shrike turned toward the darkness and leaned casualy on her sword. "Y ou're dl welcometo stay here,
but anyone stupid enough to come through this door will end up like that lock.”

Theinterior of the office was dusty and littered with paper and rat turds. It looked asif it might have been
arecords office. Old filing cabinets stood against one wal dong with atilting, three-legged desk. Spyder
had stayed in worse places, but not recently. He described the scene to Shrike, who walked fromwall to
wall, pacing off the room.

"Would you push the old furniture into acorner?' she asked.

When held dragged the rusting junk out of the way, Spyder said, "There were some old sofa cushions
and maybe afuton out there. I'll go get them.”

"If you want to deep on mildewed trash, fed free. | prefer something clean.”

Shrike had her pop-up book open to a page that, in the dark, looked like a scene from The Thief of
Baghdad. She whispered afew words and the storage room was flooded in light and warmth.

Thelight came from burning braziers set at each corner of the room. The floors were covered with
Pergan carpets and bright pillows. There was an enormous bed against one wall and storage vessels and
cabinets againg the opposte. The place smeled ingtantly of incense and spices.



"Welcome to my home away from home,” Shrike said.

"When | wasfive, | had ameta folding cup that | thought it was the coolest thing in theworld,” said
Spyder. "But | waswrong."

"I'm glad you likeit. Y ou're my guest. Please sit down. Are you hungry?'
"Now that you ask, yes."

Shrike dropped her coat and sword onto the big bed and went to the cabinets without hesitation. Spyder
sat down on the edge of the bed watching her sure movements. Even though it was occupying an dien
space, he thought, thiswas clearly her room.

"I've been on the road for awhile, so I'm not redly Suzy Homemaker these days,” said Shrike, opening
and closing the cabinets. She came back to the bed with a couple of bundles. "All | have is somewine
and focaccia"

"The breakfast of champions," Spyder said.
"My glasses are dl broken, so we're going to have to share the bottle,” Shrike said.
"That's okay. It'll give me achanceto look butch for once tonight.”

Shrike smiled and diced the wax and cork from the top of the bottle with the edge of her sword, then
handed the wine to Spyder. It tasted like wind felt at the top of ahill on asummer night. He handed the
bottle back to Shrike. "Wow," he said.

Shrike took along drink. "Don't forget to edt, too. Giveit achance, and thiswinewill leave you
half-naked, shoeless and wearing adog collar, with only avague memory of how you got that way."

"Doesthewine have asser?"
"Youwish."

Between bites of spicy focaccia Spyder said, "Y ou're not a the Coma Gardens. How isyour client going
to find you?'

"Magic."

"Y ou're not much like most girls™”

"I'm going to take that as a compliment.”

"That'show it'smeant."

"Sow down on thewine, pony boy. Y ou don't want your mouth getting too far ahead of your brain."
"How long have you been living like this? Out of your little magic book?'

"A long time. Snce... Almogt half my life”

"Y ou and your business partner, the one I'm standing infor.”

"He'd be the one.”

"What happened to him?"



Shrike chewed with grest deliberation for sometime. "Hewaskilled by assassins. Hellspawn.”

"Y ou don't ever do anything halfway, do you? It's not enough that your friend got iced. Hewas donein
by hdl'shit men."

"I didn't ask for an exciting life, believe me. | crave boredom.”
"l know thefeding."

"l don't remember what seeingislike" Shrike said.

"Y ou used to be able to see?’

"Yes. After | went blind, | could still remember things. Colors. Moonlight. My father'sface. It'sdl gone
now, though."

"When you cut that lock, | thought you were playing me. A pretty girl just pretending to be blind to look
lessdangerous.”

"Y ou're not thefirst person to think that," she said, and took off her shades. "But | redlly am blind.”

Spyder looked at her for along time. He wanted to be sure that what he was seeing wasn't atrick of the
firelight. Shrike's eyeswere fractured, like cracked glass. The misshapen pupils were antstrapped in
amber. Shrike's eyes were bright, but dead.

"That can't be naturd," he said.
"] was cursed.”
"The bastard lover you talked about?!

Shenodded. "It'sagtory | don't fed liketdling right now. " Shrike drank more wine and lay back on the
bed. "I've answered enough questions for now. Tell me about you, Spyder Lee."

"I'maleo. | likewine and focaccia, Seventies Kraut-rock, and | dig chickswith their own swords.”
Spyder lay down next to Shrike and kissed her hand. Shelet him, he noted, but amoment later she put
her hand on his chest to keep him from going any further.

"Slow down, pony boy."

"Sorry," he said. "To answer something you asked earlier, I'm not Spider Clan. Or, Hell, maybe | am.
My father loved cars and he loved James Dean. I'm named for the mode! of Porsche Dean raced. It's
dso the car that killed him."

Shrike laughed. ™Y ou're named for adead man'scar?’

"| think the saddest day of my father's life waswhen | saw my first James Dean movie and only thought it
was okay."

"What did he do?'

"Nothing. We aready had some problems, then he just sort of lost interest in me. He wasn't mean or
anything. Wejust didn't ever talk much after that. | think | broke some kind of sacred bond | didn't even
know was supposed to be there. It was his own fault. He took me to see Journey Into Fear. Theold
man had James Dean, but on my planet, Orson Welles was the man to be."



"I've heard of him. Tdl memore."

"Citizen Kane's till the greatest movie ever made. People don't even know that it's a pure specia effects
flick. 1t dl looks so red, so naturd. Y ou never stop believing you're watching the rise and fall of the
richest man in theworld. And Journey Into Fear. Most people haven't even heard of that one. Welles
directed it, but didn't get a screen credit. He wasjugt alittle older than | am now and was aready
washed up in Hollywood. He playsa Turkish cop. He looked ten feet tall. | wanted him to be my father
and | wanted to be him at the sametime." Spyder sat up and fumbled in his pockets for acigarette. The
wine had |eft him light-headed, but happily so. He found half apack of American Spiritsand lit one.
Shrike held out two fingersin aV shape. Spyder placed the cigarette there. She took a drag and handed
it back to him.

"| aways wanted to do something like Welles,” Spyder said.
"Bewashed up a an eaxrly age?'

"No, dummy. Do something great. Something permanent. Evenif it wasjust anew tattoo style.
Something that would tag some little part of the universethat | could point to it from Heaven or Hell and
say, | didthat. That'smine."

"And hereyou are, huddled in awarehouse with ablind stranger surrounded by snoring winos.”

Spyder brushed stray hairsfrom Shrikesface. "I'm not complaining.”

"What'sit been, two minutes?'

"Thank you for pointing that out, princess. Okay, | told you my shameful film geek secret. Tell meyours.”
"You dready guessed it. I'm aprincess.”

"Likewith acrown or did your daddy just dote on you?'

"Both. | even had my own castle. Well, awing of my father's. Beforeit al came down around us.”

"L et me guess. the bastard lover?”

She nodded. "He was agenera in my father'sarmy. Unfortunately, we werein aperiod of prolonged
peace. Without anything to conquer, some generals can grow restless. When he wasn't screwing the
king's daughter, he was studying magic with the most powerful wizards he could bribe or blackmail. He
studied hard enough that he became a powerful wizard himsdlf. Powerful enough to depose my father,
throw my landsinto chaos and make himsdlf king."

"Damn. Hes ill running things?!

"No. He went completely mad. Some of his senior officerswere till sane enough to seethis. They
banded together and killed him, burning his body and scattering his ashesin three different oceans.”

"Why didn't you go home?'

Shrike frowned. "He till has potent aliesin power. And | don't even have a business partner, much less
anarmy." Shrike held out her hand and Spyder again placed the cigarette in her fingers. She smoked
quietly. "I didn't intend to tell you because | thought you'd laugh at aprincess caught up in anasty little
fary tde”

"How doesthefairy tale come out?"



"The princess dies," said Shrike, handing the cigarette back to Spyder. "If the story goes on long enough,
that's how they all end. It'swhat happensin between that matters.”

"I never kissed aprincess before.”
"Y ou think you're going to kiss one now?'
"Pretend I'm aten-foot tall Turkish cop. That's your type, right?'

Shrike laughed and when Spyder leaned down to her, she didn't pull away. Spyder felt her hand in his
hair and she kissed him back hard, asif she hadn't kissed anyone in along time and had missed it. She
rolled on top of him, grinding her crotch into his asthey tasted each other's mouths. Spyder dipped his
hands under her shirt, diding over smooth skin and hard muscle, to cup her smal breasts. Whatever cord
or clasp was holding Shrike's hair back came undone. Her hair fell in fat dreads and braids hafway down
her back and brushed Spyder's cheeks. Mostly black, her hair was streaked purple, crimson, yellow and
grasshopper green. Spyder rolled Shrike onto her back and pinned her hands above her head. He kissed
her and ran histongue down the sde of her throat. When he bit her shoulder, her legs wrapped around
him and squeezed. Spyder felt her shudder.

Shrike broke her hands free and took Spyder by the shoulders, telling him gravely, "I am aprincessand |
order you to take off every stitch of clothing at once.”

Happy to play the diplomat, Spyder did exactly what he wastold.

Later, covered in sweat, focaccia crumbs and spilled wine, Spyder kissed Shrike on the neck and said,
"Tell me more about the princess biz." Shrike was curled againgt his side, her head tucked into his neck.
"Isyour kingdom somewhere | would have heard of ?*

"No. It'snot even in this Sphere. Where I'm from, magic runstheworld. Y our Sphere built the interna
combustion engine. In mine, we transmuted gold into lead.”

"Doyou missit?'

"I missmy home. And my father."

"Did he escape?’

"He'sdead. | don't even know where he's buried.”

"What about your mother?"

"My mother died when | was born. | never knew her."
"Sorry. What's the best and worst part about princessng?”’

Shrike thought for amoment, running ahand idly around Spyder's nipple. "The best part was the shoes
and learning to fight. The worgt part was state dinners where you had to be charming with afull mouth.”

"Did the princess have ahorse named Princess?"

She pinched hisnipple. "I didn't call my horse Princess because he wouldn't have liked it. Hewas a
hundred shades of gray and terribly sick when he was a colt. | nursed him and when he grew strong, |
named him -Thunder.”

"Thunder isjust the boy version of Princess."



Shrike bit hisear.

"Why was your partner murdered?’ asked Spyder.
"l don't know."

"Wasit for someone you two killed?"

"Maybe"

"Doesit have something to do with thisnew client?'
"I honestly don't know. But, yes, it could.”
"Peachy," said Spyder. "By theway, when thisisal over, can | tattoo my name on your ass, princess?”
"Kissmeand I'll think about it."

Fourteen

What Are Little Boys Made Of?

In Spyder's dreams, aman wasflicking lit matches at him. Thelittle flames arced out of the dark and hit
him in the face, the arms, the chest. All around him was -machinery.

Age-grimed enginesthe size of skyscrapers blasted flames and blue-black smoke into adingy green sky.
A forest of enormous furnaceslay ahead of him and wretched workers (twisted limbs and curved spines,
asif their backs had al been broken and not alowed to heal properly) shoveled paethingsinto the
flames. When his eyes adjusted to the light, Spyder saw that the daves (there was no other word to
describe their condition) were shoveling whole corpsesinto the fire pits. Where there were no corpses,
there were piles of desiccated limbs or putrid mountains of human fat. The crippled workers shoveled
each of these into the furnaces as diligently asthe corpse stokers.

The man wasflicking matches again. "Y ou're afool," he said to Spyder. "A lost puppy. A sparrow with a
broken wing, trapped on an ant hill. A little boy who's falen down awell. It's enough to make a good

"Who areyou?" asked Spyder.

"The opposite of agood man," said the stranger. Spyder could see him better now. He looked like one
of the Black Clerks, but his movements were more fluid than theirs. "We have three brains, you know. A
reptile brain wrapped in amammal brain wrapped in ahuman brain. Really, we're three people. Which
would you like to answer your question?”

"Wheream 7'

"Over the rainbow. At escape velocity. Under the hill." The next match struck Spyder inthe eyeand he
flinched. "But it's never too late to go back home."

"l want to. | want to go home."

"No, you don't,” said the man. "Y ou want to play.” He rushed at Spyder, his broken black teeth bared in
fury. He was one of the Black Clerks. Or what Spyder would look like if he were aBlack Clerk. The
man's skin was held loosdly in place by hooks, leather straps and brass clasps. He pulled off hisface to
reveal some pitiful thing benegth, ablackened stick figure that smelled of roses and shit, leaking an oily



ydlow dew from every orifice.

"Let's see what's under your mask, little boy," said the Black Clerk to Spyder and he dug his spiky,
broken nailsinto Spyder's face and began pulling away chunks of flesh. "What are little boys made of ?
Mest and tears and bones and fear, that'swhat little boys are made of!"

Spyder avoke with a stifled scream.

Sitting on asmall, child-size chair that looked like it was intended more as a decoration than afunctiona
piece of furniture, was apae, small man in abrown suit at least two Sizestoo smdl for him.

"Who are you?' asked Spyder, hoping he wasn't about to start the whole dream over again.

The man stood up and made asmall, stiff bow. "1 am Primo Kosinski. | have been sent to fetch the
Butcher Bird to Madame Cinders home."

Spyder shook Shrike, then redlized she was dready awake and playing possum. "I heard him comein,”
shesad. "l just wanted alittle more deep.”

"| am to bring you to Madame Cinders at your earliest convenience.” The words rushed out of thelittle
man's mouth in ahigh, breathy voice.

"We heard you thefirst time," Shrike said. She snuggled closer to Spyder. "I'm not amorning person.”
"It's afternoon, maam."
"Damn," shesad. "All right."

The little man remained standing as Spyder crawled out of bed and began to look for his clothes. Primo's
attention was anxious and unnerving. Like what a herd dog must make asheep fed like, Spyder thought.
"Would you sit the hell down and relax?" asked Spyder.

"Certainly." Primo sat, but it didn't help much. He perched on the edge of thelittle chair, his attention as
keen asever. "And close your eyes while she dresses,” Spyder added. Thelittle man closed his eyes and
covered them with hishands.

"l don't care," said Shrike. "It's not like there's anything here worth lugting after right now." Spyder knew
how shefelt. Whatever kind of winethey'd been drinking, it left him light-headed, clumsy and oddly
forgetful. Even when he found his clothes, it took him afew minutesto decide that they were his. It was
some smal consolation that Shrike, too, was moving dowly and painfully. The wine had kicked her ass,
too. Good, he thought. At least we're starting out the day even.

"How far isit to Madame's?' Shrike asked.

"From here, perhapsthree hours,” said Primo, his voice muffled by hishands. "Thereisaboat and then
the Blegeld Passage.”

"Y ou've arranged transport through the Passage?'
"Y es, maam. A very agreesgble tuk-tuk. Very luxurious.
"There's no such thing as aluxurious tuk-tuk," said Shrike, pulling on her boots.

"Yes, maam."



The day was starting dow, but al right, thought Spyder. He remembered that Shrike had not wanted him
to spesk much. That request was working out fine since, once again, he didn't know what she and Primo
were talking about other than they were dl going somewhere and, happily, using aboat for part of the
journey. He'd been on boats before, so at least he would recognize something.

When they'd dressed, Shrike ordered both Primo and Spyder out of the room. She stood in the doorway
with the little book open flat on her hands and said afew words. As Shrike dapped the book closed, the
bed and carpets were gone and room was back to itsorigina dingy state. Even the dust hadn't been
disturbed. Shrike tucked her cane under her elbow and took Spyder's arm. "L ead usto the boat,

Primo."

"Thisway, please, maam." He hurried down the steps ahead of them as Spyder walked down with
Shrike. Spyder couldn't tell if she waswalking dowly because of the hangover or because she wanted to
appear relaxed and indifferent to their voyage. In any case, it was pleasant to have her on hisarm again.
Though dl through the walk, Spyder fdlt asif he were floating besde his body watching himself. He was
so out of it, in fact, that Primo was handing them the boat tickets before he redized where they were.

"These areticketsfor the Alcatraz tour. Were at Fisherman's Wharf," said Spyder.
"Yes, dr. You're very observant,” said Primo brightly.

Spyder let it go since another thought had popped into his mind. "We're going to get in linefor the boat.
Please give usamoment aone, Primo.”

"What the hell are you doing?"' asked Shrike as Spyder pulled her away from the little man and toward
their gate on the dock. "It's dangerous for usto be donelike this. He might think we're plotting against
him or Madame Cinders.”

"That wine we had last night. What wasin it?" asked Spyder.
"Grapes. Spices. | don't know dl the ingredients.”

"Woasit somekind of magic wine?"

"No. Not magic."

"Then chemica. My mind keepsfloating and my memory fedslikeit's been pissed dl over. And don't tell
methisis normd for ahangover because I've had about amillion, nonelikethis.”

"Itsagpecid wine" said Shrike. "I didn't know you well last night. If it had gone badly | would have let
you drink alittle more. | would have had more, too. Then we would have both forgotten. That'sdl. It's
just something | keep around for passing Situations that might turn sour. No one needs that kind of thing
cluttering up their head. Y ou understand, don't you, pony boy?"

"Passing and sour, you know how to make morning-after sweet talk, don't you?"

"I didn't let you forget it dl. | didn't forget, either. And it turned out to be better than passing. Kind of
nice. If you could remember, you'd know that | stopped you from drinking too much.”

"If I could remember,” said Spyder.
"Don't worry," said Shrike. "When wedo it again, I'll make sureit'smemorable.”

"Think you're going to get to kissacommoner again?"



"I'm agirl with her own sword. That'syour type, right?" Then she added quickly. "Don't kiss me now.
Primo will be watching. Wave him over. Be careful from here on. No smilesand no talking. Y ou'rethe

quiet, deadly type.”

"Easy for you to say. Y ou don't have ahard-on."
"Shh!"

Fifteen

| LUV LA

They crossed San Francisco Bay to Alcatraz with a hundred other tourists and their children. Spyder
hadn't been to the idand in acouple of years. Hed aways regarded the place as a bore and used the
foggy crossing and genera gloom that surrounded Al catraz's abandoned maximum security prison as
compelling seduction toals. It -usualy worked, too.

Jenny had been the last woman he'd taken there and it felt odd to be going back again. Helooked at
Shrike. Shewas at the bow of the boat, looking fierce in the bay wind, and clearly enjoying thefed of it
on her face. Primo stood afew steps behind her and from where Spyder stood on the opposite side of
the deck, the little man looked even more ragged than he'd first thought. Not only was Primo's suit too
small, but the seams and the fabric itself looked frayed and was clearly torn in places. Spyder wondered,
if thisMadame Cindersis such abig ded, can't she dress her help in something that doesn't look likeit
was copped from adumpster behind the Salvation Army?

When they moored a Alcatraz, Spyder and his companions waited until most of the families had gone
ashore before exiting the boat. A park ranger was giving the group a canned orientation lecture,
explaining that they shouldn't damage the facilities and that donations were dwayswe come. From his
previous vists, Spyder remembered that the place had originaly been amilitary prison during the Civil
War. Hed hated being there just afew hours. He couldn't imagine what being locked for yearsin that
frigid, wind-besaten rock would be like. Alcatraz made him think of anasty monster-movie castle looming
over adoomed village. He wondered what Shrike's castle had been like. Nothing like this, he hoped. If,
of course, she were tdlling the truth and there was a castle. It occurred to Spyder that she might have
been telling him atal tale. Sheld dipped him aMickey Finn because he didn't matter. Why should she
bother telling him the truth about herself? She was beautiful, but he resolved to be more careful around
her, then smiled to himsalf knowing how unlikdly that was. He was into something whose depths he
couldn't begin to guess. Thiswas pretty much a hang-on-and-hope-you-get-to-wear-your-skin-home
Stuation and that didn't leave much room for being doof.

The ranger finished her spid and the tourists split into smaller groupsto explore the idand. Spyder and
Shrike followed Primo up the hill toward the prison cellblocks. Asthey climbed the steep grade, Spyder
became aware that many of the tourists, epecidly the fathersin family groups, lumbered under the
weight of demonic parasites that were attached to their bodies. Some of the parents bore scars from the
Black Clerks. Spyder met one man's gaze--he till had his eyes--and the look the man gave Spyder was
filled with such resigned despair that Spyder had to turn away. Out of the corner of hiseye, Spyder
watched the man herding hiswife and children into the prison gift shop.

Pest the cellblocks, on the edge of the island looking back toward San Francisco, were rusted, stedl
double doors. They were chained loosely together and with alittle effort, Primo was able to push himself
through the opening. Shrike, smaller, did easily through the gap. Spyder had to take hisleather jacket off
to get through and even then there was alot of grunting and dragging himself ingde by inches. But he
findly madeit.



"| probably could have picked that lock," he said once he wasingde the tunndl.
"Dont worry. | have akey," said Primo and walked away into the darkness.

"Thenwhy...?" Shrike ebowed Spyder to remind him not to speak. He followed them, giving up trying to
understand his companions logic.

"Thisisone of theold anima pens,” Primo told them eagerly. "The soldiers kept their horses here during
the winter rains. Y ou can till hear them whinnying if you put your ear to thewal during sorms.”

In the near, but never total, darkness, they climbed down ladders and through storm grates. They walked
passages with floors of mud, passages lined with planks, cobblestone passages and some whose floors
seemed to be some kind of soft, spongy meta that made Spyder want to run like alittle kid. Hewas sure
that there was no way all these passages were part of the prison complex. Thiswas confirmed for

Spyder asthey moved through arocky tunnel whose wallswere lined with clay water pipes marked with
inscriptionsin Latin and Greek. Were they moving in time aswell as space?, Spyder wondered.

They went through underground vaults and what |ooked like old sewer duiceways. Occasiondly, they
would meet another group moving in the opposite direction. Some were dressed in rags, some |ooked
like ordinary city dwellers, while otherslooked like escapees from some particularly mean and decrepit
Renaissance Faire. The groups never acknowledged each other. Spyder got the impression that the
passages weren't the safest place to be.

Up ahead, he noticed that Primo had dowed down and was nervoudy wringing his hands. At awatery
inter-section that reminded Spyder of the high gothic sewers where Orson Welles met hisbloody fate at
the end of The Third Man, Primo stopped. Thelittle man turned in dow circles, peering into the
distance. He stared hard at thewalls, asif looking for amessage.

"What'swrong?" asked Shrike.

"Our trangport isn't here. A tuk-tuk was supposed to be waiting.”
"Did Madame Cinders pay them in advance?'

"Naurdly."

"That was your mistake."

"No. Sheknowsthisfamily well. They arerdiable. That'swhy she employs only them to transport her
gueds”

"Maybe they broke down," said Shrike. "'If they were anywhere nearby, we could hear the damned
racket from the tuk-tuk's engine.”

"We shouldn't remain still too long. It's dangerous. | suppose we should start walking.”

"That would be my suggestion,” said Shrike. Spyder didn't like theidea of being in the passages any
longer that they had to. He looked back the way they had come and saw things moving in the darkness.
Golden eyes glinted and did aong the floor. Spyder caught up to Shrike and made sure not to fal behind

again.

After what seemed like hours, they were moving through a passage lined with old red brick and dry rot
-timbers. A cool breeze touched Spyder's face. Sand had piled in miniature dunes where the timbers met
thefloor.



"Oh dear," said Primo leaning over a broken machinein the tunnel ahead. Twisted whedlslay on the
bricks. Spyder could dready smell the stink coming from the wreck. Melted rubber, gasoline and burned
flesh.

"I'm guessing thisisthe tuk-tuk we werewaiting for?' said Shrike.

"It would seem s0," replied Primo. "Hmm. | don't believe this was amotor accident. There gppearsto be
an arrow inthedriver'seye. | wonder who could have put that there?

"That would be us," came a croaking voice from the roof of the passage.

Four men (and the gender of the intruders was just aguess on Spyder's part) dropped to the floor. The
men weren't holding anything, so Spyder wasn't sure how they'd been holding on to the ceiling. But what
seemed more important to him now was the men's €l ongated faces and crocodilian skin. Each was
dressed differently--onein afirefighter's rubber overcoat, another in priestly vestments, the third wore
shortsand an | LUV LA t-shirt and the fourth was wearing a high school |etter jacket. Spyder didn't
want to think about where the lizard men might have acquired their clothes, but the rust-colored stainsin
the LA t-shirt gave him someidea

"Excuse me, gentlemen,” said Primo and he gave thelizardsabow. "1 am Primo Kosinski and | am
conducting these guests to the abode of Madame Cinders. The Madame has negotiated safe passage
through the Blegeld Passage for hersdf and dl her guests.”

"Shedidn't negotiate with us" said thelizard priest in agravelly, hissng voice.

"That's because the compact is universal. No one may ignore or prevent...," Primo began. Shrike cut him
off.

"What will it cost usto get through?' she asked.
"The pretty green. Riles of it. Do you have that?"
"Y ou know we don't,” Shrike said.

"Good," hissed the lizard in the letter jacket. He took a step toward Shrike. Just as she was bringing her
sword up, Spyder saw Primo ram his shoulder into the lizard's mid-section, smashing him againgt the wall
in an explosion of bone, blood and dry skin. Next, Primo rounded on the priest and back-fisted him,
ripping off agood portion of the beast's face. Spyder was pulling Shrike back from the carnage. As awful
asit was, he couldn't turn away. Thefirst thing he noticed, aside from the fact that Primo had the last two
lizards by the throat and was dowly choking the life from them, was that the little man's clothes were not
longer loose on him. In fact, they seemed alittletight. His skin had turned a bright crimson and long,
thorned hooks protruded from every part of hisbody, ripping through the fabric of hissuit. Primo
growled with animal fury as he crushed the throats of the lizards until their heads hung at odd angleson
limp flesh. Dropping the attackers bodies, Primo turned to Spyder and Shrike -asking, "Are you both all
right?'

"Werrefing" Shrikesaid. "Thank you."

Thelittle man, for he was dready shrinking back to hisorigina size, gpproached them, cleaning hishands
on the T-shirt he ripped from the body of one dead lizard. "Forgive me, please," he said. "Y ou were
under my protection and should never have had to even raise your weapon. Y ou may ask Madame for
my life, if you like"

"Don't bedlly," said Shrike. "Y ou protected us and were grateful .



"I'm happy to be of service."
"Y ou're of the Gytrash race, aren't you?"

"Y es, maam. Members of my family have been guides for Madame Cinders and her friendsfor over a
thousand years."

"Y our family should be very proud of you, Primo.”
"Thank you. | believethey are. At least, they st well with me."

Spyder fdt Shrike's hand on hisarm, quieting him until Primo had moved away to inspect the lizard men's
bodies. When he was out of ear shot, Shrike whispered quickly. "The Gytrash are nomads and escorts
for travelers. They are avery practical race. They et their dead for nourishment, but also asritual. It's
their highest act of love and praise.”

"Were amost there" said Primo. " Shall we continue?"

"Let's" said Shrike. Spyder walked beside her trying to decide which member of hisfamily, in apinch, he
could est.

Sixteen
The Birth of Monsters

When the world began, there were no such things as monsters. Demons were just fallen angels
who, booted out of heaven and bored with Hell, wandered the Earth sticking little girls pigtailsin
inkwells and sinking the occasional continent.

The word monster didn't really exist until the Spheres separated and the humans and beastsin the
first Sphere forgot about their brethren in the other Earth realms.

In fact, most of what people call monsters are at least partly human. Many are the offspring of
Romeo and Juliet encounter s between mortals and races from the other Spheres. The first monster
was the offspring of a man, Chrysaor, and Nyx, the snake queen. Their daughter, Lilith, was the
first of the Lamia race. When she fell in love with another human, Umashi, and created the
long-nosed Tengus. It wasn't just humans coupling with the older races. Earth was a romantic
free-fire zone before the Spheres split. Old races mated with the new ones, which created still
newer races, new cultures, new myths and new possibilities. Later, when mortals only saw the
other races of the Earth in their dreams, they called these long-forgotten siblings monsters.

Of course, mortals weren't always tops on the invitation list for parties, either. A number of
animal races, especially the onesin the oceans and air, didn't regard humans as truly sentient
beings and considered mating with them to be the grossest kind of bestiality. This generally low
opinion of humanity was widespread in the outer Soheres and didn't change for thousands of
years, until certain mortal stories trickled out to the hinterlands. Gilgamesh, for instance, was
quite a hit with the swamp kings and lords of the air. Other stories of reluctant heroes and re-born
champions, characters such as Prometheus and the trickster Painted Man, €l evated humanity in
the eyes of the other races because in all those stories the heroes die or give up some core part of
their being for their people. That humans could grasp the idea of self-sacrifice was big newsin the
outer Spheres. Humanity was cut some sorely needed slack from races that previously regarded
them as a kind of chatty land krill.

Of course, while the creatures of the outer Spheres no longer thought of humans as vermin, they



didn't really want to live next door to one, either.
Seventeen
Cannibal Orchids

They emerged from the tunnd into what looked and felt like noon light. After the darkness and relative
quiet of the sub-terranean passages, the city was -overwhelming.

Thefirg thing that hit Spyder was the hest, then the din of car horns and the heavy reek of exhaust fumes.
They had emerged from a storage room in the back of asmall open-air café where bearded menin long
while garments S pped mint tea and smoked unfiltered Winstons.

Spyder had ahard time focussing on individua objectsin the dazzling light. Shrike looped her arm
through his and they followed Primo through narrow, unfamiliar back streetsthat smelled equaly of raw
sewage and cumin. Shielding his eyes with hisfree hand, Spyder was able to focus better and redized
that the reason he couldn't read the signs on the shops was that they weren't in English, or even Roman
letters.

"Where arewe?" he asked, knowing it violated his promise not to speak, but not caring.
"Alexandria" said Primo. "The Medina Theold city.”

"How far are we from Madame Cinder's?" asked Shrike.

"Very close Just afew blocks, maam.”

Spyder had dways wanted to go to Egypt, though hed dwaysimagined going there by amore
conventional means. Still, hetold himsdf, he was there with a cute girl on hisarm and a guide who knew
hisway around. For being utterly lost and nearly crazy from confusion and fear, it could have been
worse.

They turned a corner and were surrounded by the ruins of aburia and temple complex that looked asif it
were |eft over from the time of the Pharaohs. Sandstone blocks the size of SUVslay a odd angles
amidg alitter of columns and statues of anima-headed gods. Silent children watched them from the tops
of the shattered temples. Whole familieswere living in the necropolis, Spyder redized, though he couldn't
say if they were from histime, some antediluvian past or someweird future. The temple inhabitants wore
giff, bulky robesthe colors of the stones they walked on. In their odd garments, they looked amost like
living stones themsdlves. The men were butchering the carcass of somelarge buffao-like anima and
dragging bloody dabsof it off to their families.

Just past the necropoliswas an old walled fortress. Over the outer wall, Spyder could just see the top of
agolden onion dome and atal minaret. Primo picked up his pace, breaking into a stiff legged trot that
made him look like an oversize wind-up toy. Even though it hadn't been more than an hour or so since
thefight in the tunnel, Spyder was having ahard time picturing Primo as akiller. Which might have been
thelittle man's greatest strength, he thought. He looked at Shrike. She was lean and exuded confidence,
but if he hadn't seen her in action with her sword he wouldn't have imagined her strength, ether.

As Primo worked the siff lock on the gates of the fortress, Spyder shielded his eyesfrom the sun.
Frowning to himsdlf, he remembered hisfirst tattoo: barbed wire around his neck. It was atraditiona
prison tat. Spyder had told people that the tat was a memorid to hisfriend Guswho had died in the San
Luis Obispo county jail inafight with amember of ariva bike gang. And that was haf true. It had
genuinely broken Spyder up when Gus died during what should have been nothing more than aweekend



in the drunk tank. But Spyder knew enough about tattoos to know how people would back off when
they saw what they took to be asymbol of his having survived seriousjail time. Thinking about it now, in
the company of two genuine killerswho looked anything but dangerous, Spyder saw much of hisearly
ink less as atribute to the art and more to his own neuroses. He wore hisfear on his skin for everyoneto
see. Spyder had avoided thoughts like these hiswhole life and, as Primo wrestled the gates of the fortress
open, they came down on him hard. Fear and covering up fear had probably been his primary motivator
since childhood. Oddly, now that he had real monstersto deal with and not just the neurotic shadows
that he'd dragged with him from childhood, none of it was as bad as held imagined it would be. Maybe
because he wasn't done. Shrike's arm was solid againgt him. If he wasn't redlly brave, maybe he could
watch her and learn to act bravely. A line he used more than once to sdll tattoos to uncertain customers
popped into his head, " Sometimes changing the outsde isthe first step to changing theinsde.”

Beyond thewall, the fortress was another world. Olive and orange trees lined the inside of the courtyard,
providing shade and cooling the air to bearable levels. A fountain filled the air with the pleasant sound of
running water and atile walkway pointed the way into the main domed building. Primo ushered Shrike
and Spyder insde to an opulent room of cushions and low, inlaid tables on a polished teak wood floor.
Primo gestured for them to make themselves comfortable by atable piled high with fresh fruit and bottled
water. When they were seated, Spyder put Shrike's hand on the fruit and she eagerly took afig from the
pile. Spyder peded an orange and said, "I could get used to this.”

"It'svery nice," replied Shrike. "It'saso for our benefit. Letting us know that she can take care of us."
"I like the sound of that."

"It's very nice when you're on good terms. It'saso away of letting us know that her wedlth and power
can hurt usif things go badly."

"Y ou're getting alot more from that fig than I'm getting from this orange.”
"Keep quiet. There are peoplelistening.”
"Where?'

Shrikeinclined her head to agrating set into the wall. Spyder looked and saw numerous pairs of eyes
gtaring at him through the wooden latticework. As soon as he focussed on them, the eyes were gone. He
crawled over the cushions and looked through. Beyond thewall was alarge, forma room. Serving girls
and white clad boys were cleaning the place and taking great pains not to look in Spyder's direction.

"Shelll seeyou now." It was Primo, down at the far end of the chamber. Spyder gave Shrike hisarm and
they followed the little man down along, cool passageway past dozens of rooms, out the back and into a
gprawling Victorian greenhouse. The glasswalls and roof were white with steam. Inside, it waslikea
sauna. Spyder wasimmediately drenched in swest. Primo led them deep into athick interna junglefilled
with tropica plants whose thorns and poison sap tugged at their clothes.

They entered awet crystal-walled room filled with orchids of every imaginable size and color. Servants
were gently tending the flowers with potions and fertilizers. Using asilver scoop, ayoung boy tossed
ground meat into the soil. The orchids bent gracefully and used their fleshy blossomsto gather up the
bloody scraps. Those that couldn't reach the meet ripped the petas from nearby flowers. The place
smelled like a cross between a department store perfume counter and a daughterhouse.

Spyder felt Shrike stiffen and when he looked, M adame Cinders was being rolled into the greenhouse in
awheelchair carved as gilded and el aborately decorated as any Louis X1V throne. Attached to the
whedlchair was akind of elaborate pump system tied to an intravenous tube that did under therich folds



of Madame Cinders sky blue hgjib. The woman's face was entirely hidden by the headdress. Therewas
only an ova-shaped grid across her eyes and through it, Spyder could see nothing but darkness.

Primo walked into the center of the room and stood straight, striking an awkwardly forma pose. "Thisis
the mistress of this house, the Last Daughter of the Moon, the protector and destroyer of Ail-Brasil,
Madame Cinders. Shewill ask you a series of questions. Y ou will answer these to the best of your
ability. Y ou are not permitted to question Madame Cinders at thistime. If Madame decidesto avall
hersdf of your services, then questions may be asked in alessforma setting. Do you understand dl these
points?”

Shrike stepped toward Primo's voice. Spyder let her and stood where he was, nervous, but careful not
to show any emotion. He smply frowned.

"We undersand," said Shrike.

Primo rubbed his hands nervoudy and looked at Shrike and Spyder. "Thereis, um, one more
dipulation,” he said, and reached behind an enormous e ephant ear plant to pull ahidden lever set into the
floor. Gears ground benegath their feet. Pistons hissed and pulleys clanked into action. From the celling, a
gigantic meta flower lowered itsdf and opened dowly, like ablossom in the morning sun, to reveal
dozens of serrated blades, each longer than Spyder wastall.

"Because of the ddlicate nature of thiscommission, if your services are not needed you will not, um, be
permitted to leave. Madame Cinders regrets any inconvenience thismay cause you.”

Spyder shifted his gaze to Shrike. She hadn't moved, so he mimicked her indifference.
"Wereready," Shrike said.

Primo went and stood beside Madame Cinders wheedlchair. The old woman hadn't budged since her
entrance. When her voice came, it filled the room, surprisingly strong, deep and clear.

"What isyour name, child?' She was addressing Shrike. Spyder looked at her.
"l am Alizarin KatyaRyu." She gave the old woman the dightest of bows.
"Isthat your only name?'

"I'm sometimes called Blind Shrike," she said. "' Sometimes Butcher Bird."
"Why do you carry the name of aharmlesslittle hatchling?!

"The shrike is a hunter, Madame, though adiminutive one. So am |. The shrike skewersits prey on
thorns and continuesto hunt. Like the shrike, | hunt until the hunt is over. The name was given to me by
those who've seen my skill."

"You're an assassn, child?’
"Yes, Madame."

"But you aredso athief."
"No, maam."

"Did you not eat my figswithout asking? That'sthievery.”



"Wewere led to food and drink by your servant. We assumed the fruit wasfor your guests,” said Shrike
flaly.

"Isit your habit to conduct your life and work based on assumptions?"

"I use common sense. When food and drink are offered by someone asking for my service, | fed freeto
eat and drink. If | waswrong inthiscase, if | have offended you, | apologize. But do not forget, Madame
Cinders, that it was you who sought out my help. If it is not wanted, then well be on our way."

"Y ou have atemper, child."
"Not temper. | smply didike wasting time, yoursor mine."

The old woman paused. Her head moved, ever so dightly. Spyder stared deeply into the blackness
where he knew her eyesto be. ™Y our companion, does he speak?”

"Only when he has something to say.”

"Tdl me, areyou atraveler?'

"If you areasking if | am | willing to go where a patron needs me, the answer isYes."

"What if the destination is beyond this Sphere? Beyond every Sphere you know?"

"l go wherel'm paid to go."

"Will you go to Hell for me, Blind Shrike?"

"I'm confused, Madame. I'm an assassin. What use would | beto you in aplace of the dead?’

"What indeed?’ Thelittle pump attached to Madame Cinders whedlchair chuffed into life. Aninverted
bottle of somethick purplish fluid bubbled on her IV stand. She Sighed alittle asthe fluid drained into
her. "Asatraveler, what can you tell me of Hell”?' Madame Cinders asked.

"It'svery far. It isacity underground, or so surrounded by mountainsthat it appears to be underground.
There are many entrances and exits, if one knowstheway. Mostly, | know that you want to avoid the
place, if -possble.”

"Isthat dl?'

"As| sad, Madame, my concern has largely been with living, bresthing adversaries.”

"Y ou are not doing well, child. Not well at al. Do you wish to be fed to my little flowers?"
"Thequestionisinsulting,” said Shrike.

The old woman was silent for amoment. Then asked, "If you were to go to Hell on my behdf and you
met the greet beast called Asmodai, what would you say to him?"

"Who, Madame?"

"No questions, please,” said Primo.

"What would you say upon mesting the beast Asmodai 7" asked Madame Cinders.
"Good day to you, Sir beast?!



Madame Cinders shook her head wearily and turned to Primo. The little man looked at the lever that
controlled the metal flower hanging over their heads.

"I would say hisname," said Spyder. He took a step forward so that he was standing next Shrike. Her
head snapped in hisdirection. "If | were wearing something on my head, | would removeit and I'd say
Asmodai's name three times, once to each of his heads. Once I've done this, helll kneel down and answer
al my questionstruthfully.”

"And if you met Paimon?"
"I would only spegk to him facing the northwest and never, ever look into hiseyes.”

"Better," said Madame Cinders. "Between the two of you, | see one good hunter and one good hunter is
al | need.”

The woman made adight, dmost invisble gesture. Primo jerked the lever that controlled the metal
flower. Gears ground again and the blades began to retract. Spyder, his somach knotted with tension,
relaxed. Until he heard aclick. The flower stopped retracting and the blades sprang open. The metal
blossom shot down at them asif fired by acannon. Spyder couldn't move. There was nowhere to go and
he was mesmerized by the gorgeous mest grinder fal toward their heads.

Something blurred past hiseye.

Shrike's blade was up and out. She hadn't struck the flower, but had wedged her sword into the central
shaft around which the blades spun, jamming the mechanism. When he redlized what had stopped,
Spyder's brain he grabbed on to Shrike's sword, reinforcing her hold on the flower.

Madame Cinders deep rasping laugh filled the room. "Better and better,” she said. "Y ou've earned the
commission." Primo pushed the lever again and the flower retracted completely, disgppearing into the
ceiling. By then, the old woman had gone.

Eighteen
A Weapon for Others

Primo took Spyder and Shrike from the greenhouse to Madame Cinders private quarters, which was
located at the top of the minaret they'd seen from outside the -compound.

They climbed astone spird staircase that had been worn smooth over centuries of use. Spyder had no
idea how Madame Cinders got up and down the tower sinceit didn't seem big enough to house anything
resembling an eevator. Shrike tugged on Spyder's arm, holding him back and letting Primo get ahead of
them on the Sairs.

"Since when are you an expert on demonology?* she asked. "Y ou didn't even believe in demons until two
daysago."

"My daddy used to say, "Just because T-bones are better eating, doesn't mean you shouldn't know the
zip code of the brisket.™
"What the hell doesthat mean?'

"It means, that even auselesstattooist can pick up afew factsthat aren't about girlsor ink,” he said.
"Jenny was an anthropology maor. Studying medieval Chrigtianity. | used to read her textbooks when
shewasfinished. Y ou'd be surprised how hot and bothered allittle demon and saint talk gets Catholic



girls. 1 gill know Hell'sfloorplan, al seven Heavens and which angels rule each one.”
"Y ou saved us back there."

"That sword trick helped. Someday you're going to have to show me how that thing goes from acaneto
ablade so fast."

"Stay useful and | will."

They entered Madame Cinders private quarters. The room was dark, as the shutters, which were carved
intraditional Mudim geometrics, were closed to keep out the heat. Enough light came through the
skylights that the opulence of the room was unmistakable. The walls were hung with tapestries and dark
purple velvets. Thefurniture, amixture of low Middle Eagtern style pillows and benches, was mixed with
€legant European pieces and upholstered in rich brocades. Delicate lamps of brass and milky glass
dotted the room. Above an Empire-style desk was an oil portrait of ayoung woman. Her skin was
creamy and pae, likeliquid pearls, and her hair long and dark. She wore a high-necked turquoise gown
of asgmple cut, but even in the painting it was obviousthat it was of exquisite materid and expertly made.
In her hands, the girl held abook whose tattered cover and cracked spineindicated its great age and
constant use. Spyder wondered if the girl in the picture was Madame Cindersin earlier, happier times. It
was hard picturing the wheezing wreck in the whedchair asagirl, much less a pretty one getting her
portrait painted on her birthday.

"Yes, young man," said Madame Cinders. "A book. That iswhat I've brought you herefor.”
"Y ou want usto steal abook, Madame?" asked Shrike.
"Theoneinthispainting?" Spyder asked.

Madame Cinders shook her head, moving the fabric of her hgjib dightly. Spyder redized that the awful
stench back at the greenhouse wasn't the exotic plants, but Madame Cinders hersalf. The heavy incense
in the tower couldn't disguisethe stink of her flesh.

"You'reright, | amrotting." Spyder looked at the woman. He redlized that she could read his thoughts.
Or was she just picking it up from body language? He resolved to stand completely still and look directly
at her.

"Dothat, if it comforts you." Madame Cinders nodded toward Shrike. " She has no such worries, you
see. Her world isblack and full of secrets buried in darkness and deeper darkness. That's why she'sso
vauable to me. What's an affliction to some, isaweagpon for others." Madame Cinders paused as her
pump started up again. "1 know you both have a questions, but let metell you how the girl in that portrait
became the creature you see before you.

"Sincethe time of the Gresat Divide, when al the Spheres of the World broke each away from the other,
my family has guarded abook. Thefirgt book. It contains the true names of al things. Someone with the
understanding to use the book could blot out the sun. Turn the oceansto blood. Or close forever the
doors of existence.

"The book was stolen from this very room and spirited to Hell by ademon. The same Asmodai | asked
you about earlier. Asmodai is known to possess vast and arcane knowledge, so | assumed he had stolen
the book for himself. After years of trying, | managed to pursue him into Hell to retrieve the book that
was my responsibility to guard.

"InHell, | learned that Asmodai was now in the employ of a powerful wizard who now makes hishome



inthat dank and depraved realm. It was he who transfigured me from the young girl in the painting to the
haf-dive thing you see now. All of my strength and knowledge goesinto keeping mysdf dive. | haven't
the power to fight for the book anymore.”

The pump stopped and Madame Cinders seemed to sag for amoment, then sat up straight in her chair,
renewed by whatever potion or tincture had entered her dying blood stream.

"l wasarrogant,” shesaid. "Full of pridein my magic and fury at losing the book. | forgot afundamenta
law of the universe: that no mortal may look upon Heaven or Hell and walk again among theliving. What
power the enemy wizard didn't bleed from me, | used up weaving aspell to escape that horrid place.”

"That'swhy you sent for me," said Shrike. "Not because I'm the best assassin, but because I'm blind.”
"Because you are both, Butcher Bird."
"I'm not blind. What about me?"' asked Spyder.

"Y ou keep her on coursg, it's easy to see. She'saburning fuse. Y ou keep her from burning out. And you
can be made blind temporarily, with asmple spdl.”

"Noway."
"Then blindfold yoursalf and hope for gentle windsin the underworld.”

"Excuse me, Madame Cinders," said Shrike, "I don't want to be crass, but what will be our payment for
perform-ing this servicefor you?'

"Why, child, I'll give you back your eyes."
"Can you fix mine? Make me the way | was before, ableto forget dl this?*

"It isan odd request and | will not be so rude as to ask why, but, yes, with the book | could do that for
you."

"It'snot enough,” said Shrike. Spyder looked at her. ™Y ou're asking usto go to the most awful place
imaginable and face both the legions of Hell and the wizard who almost killed you, asorceresswith more
magic than | could ever hope to summon. And our payment is to be nothing more than becoming who we
used to be? Madame, there must be something more you can offer us or, despite whatever threatsyou
might care to make, we will haveto refuse your offer.” Spyder was surprised by Shrike'stone, but could
tell that she wasin full-on haggling mode. The tradersin Tangiers had been the same way. It wasn't the
easy-going bargaining of Nepal or Mexico, but averba fist fight. Spyder looked at Madame Cinders,
waiting for her counter.

"What would be enough, Butcher Bird? Y our kingdom back? Revenge on your enemies? Y our father?"

"I barely recal my kingdom and my enemieswill be damned in time. But to taunt me with my father's
desth, | didn't expect such low behavior from alady of your standing, Madame.”

Madame Cinderslaughed and it sounded like bubbling dudge. "But your father isn't dead, Butcher Bird.
He's merely mad. Would you like to see him? He's here, not two rooms away from us.”

Nineteen

What Men Never Under stand



Whirring ahead in her wheelchair, Madame Cinders led Spyder and Shrike to a padlocked room where
the walls were -padded with thick, stained silk.

Primo unlocked the door. In the darkest corner of the room, away from the light cast by the lone
window, aman lay in afetal position. Hisgray hair was greasy and wild. With dirty, bandaged fingers he
mindlesdy picked at the white padding that spilled out from arip in the wdl. The man's eyeswere
unfocussed, wide and wild.

From the door, Shrike said, "Father?" She stepped into the padded room, but Madame Cinders put up
an arm to bar her. Shrike grabbed Spyder's shoulder. "What does he look like?!

"He'samess," said Spyder. "Like those homeless guys you see eating out of dumpsters. I'm sorry.”
"Heisnot in hisright mind, child. Heis quiet now, but can be quite dangerous.”

Shrike pushed past Madame Cinders and felt dong the wall until she found the huddled man. Spyder
moved into the doorway, but hung back. He heard Madame Cinders muttering, "Brave girl. Stupid girl.
She hasto see everything for hersdlf.”

Shrike knelt by the old man and put her hand on hisbony chest. "Father? It's Alizarin..."

The old man screamed and his handsflailed out, knocking Shrike back. Spyder darted acrossthe room
and pulled her back to the door. The old man kept on screaming, batting at invisible attackers, kicking a
the empty air. Deep scarslined his cheeks where held clawed his skin away. He was reaching for
something and if he hadn't been chained to the wall, he looked like he would be clawing past Spyder and
Shrike and anything else he could get hold of. What is he trying to grab? wondered Spyder. He
described dl thisto Shrike.

"What'swrong with him?* Shrike asked Madame -Cinders.

"Wefound himinan asylumin Perda" she said. "He's been made mad by acurse, just asyou were
blinded by one. Only what your father is suffering is much, much worse."

"What is he fighting? What does he see?'

"Heisseeing Hdll, child, dwelling in two Spheres at once. Hisbody is here, but hismind is chained below
in some abyssal dungeon. What heisfighting off are the demons that torment him."

Shrike stood facing her father, though Spyder knew she couldn't see him. Still, he could fedl her body
shaking dmost imperceptibly. Shewastrying to see him, trying to will hisfaceinto her mind.

"Thereisonly oneway to restore your father. And that isto free him from the diabolical shacklesthat
keep him bound below. Otherwise, thisis hisfate until hisheart or hismind finaly crack forever."

"l understand,” said Shrike, cutting off the other woman. "But | have to ask you again--and | don't ask
thisarrogantly, but out of fear that | can't truly help my father--how do | assassinate spirits?| fight the

living"

"Y ou kill the dead with the weapons of the dead," said Madame Cinders. "Giveit to her," shetold Primo.
Thelittle man came forward and pulled along-bladed knife from an inner pocket of hisjacket. He
pressed the knife into Shrike's hand and stepped courteoudy back. Spyder could see by theway Shrike
held the wegpon that it was heavier than it looked. The hilt was some kind of black horninlaid with fine
slverwork and ablood red ruby on each side. Shrike dowly pulled the blade from its scabbard, getting
thefed of thething.



"A hellspawn stole from me, so before | left that cursed place | returned the favor,” Madame Cinders
wheezed before lapsing into a coughing fit. "That isthe knife of Apollyon, aso caled Abbadon. Do you
know of him?"

"His name means "The Destroyer'," said Spyder.

"The Dedtroyer," repeated Madame Cinders. "The blade will kill anything in thisworld or the next.”
"Why would a powerful demon need such awegpon?' asked Shrike. "What aren't you telling us?'
"Clever girl," said Madame Cinders. "Y ou seefar beyond your blindness.”

"Answer the question, please.”

"Apallyonisagenerd in Lucifer'sarmy. Heispart of aloya faction that opposes Asmoda and the
ambitiouswizard. Y ou see, Hell isin turmoil, Butcher Bird. The devil'sthroneisno longer secure. The
wizard and hisfollowers are sewing discontent among the other fallen angels. Thismutiny has thrown the
entire Underworld into confusion. While it makes Hell a more dangerous place to dwell, it dso makesit
an easer place to enter and from which to escape. I'm asking you be my thief in theland of the dead, but
there should still be killing enough to satisfy even aButcher Bird."

"Whereisthe book now?'
"Lucifer captured it and it now restsin his paace, -Pandemonium.”

Shrike did the demon knife back into its scabbard. "If that book can save my father, I'll go," shesaid. "l
accept your commission.”

"Bring me back the book," said Madame Cinders. "Thekilling, | leave to you discretion. Slaughter armies
or creep in and out like a church mouse. It doesn't matter to me. But remember this, Lucifer'sambitions
aresmple: Herulesin Hell and wants vengeance on Heaven. There are revolutionariesin Hell whose
ambitions are more like aman's, rooted in hunger and animal desire. Given the chance, they will usethe
book to overthrow Hell and then bring Hell to Earth. Fail to rescue the book, child, and we may all end
up like your father."

"I won't fail," said Shrike. "I'll get your book and free my father. And keep Hell inits place.”

"Y ou leave tomorrow at dawn,” said Madame Cinders, reversing in her whedlchair and leading them
back to her quarters. "Primo will go with you. He has amap showing your route to the Kasa Mountains,
through whose highest peak, Hell is ble

"Therearethings| need from the city,” said Shrike.
"Go back, by al means. I've arranged atuk-tuk for you. A more secure one, thistime."
"Do you know who arranged the attack our first ride?" asked Spyder.

"Wizardsin league with the mad man in Hell. Rebel angdls, perhaps, knowing that | am coming for the
book. | have akey forged by Lascaux imps, the greatest thieves on the morta plane. It will open any
lock, evenin Hell. Come closer, child, so that | may giveit to you.”

Shrike went to the old woman, but instead of putting the key into her hand, Madam Cinders did both her
hand and the key into Shrike's chest. Shrike gasped and pulled away. Spyder held Shrike as shefell
back. Madame Cinders hand was empty.



"What have you done to me?" screamed Shrike, her sword up and at the old woman's throat.

"It'sdl right, girl. I've put the key somewhere no one can stedl it. It will travel through you, with your
blood. When you reach the cage where the book is housed, you will find the key again in your hand.
Until then, itissafe”

"And unrecoverable, right?" spat Shrike. "Thisway, | can't betray you.”

"Unlessyou fancy evisceration. And you can't live forever with that thing in your body. Y ou must
complete the task you have agreed to."

"Or shell die" siid Spyder.

"It'swhat we mortals do best,” said Madame Cinders. "Don't fool yourself, boy. | haven't betrayed the
girl. I'm merely holding her to our bargain. She'sawoman and knows the difference between bargaining
and treachery, something men never seem to understand.”

"Fuck you, you twisted old bitch," said Spyder. Shrike laid ahand on hisarm and stood up.

"She'sright," Shrike said. "It'sjust part of bargaining and as fellow women we can, of course, trust each
other." She gave Cindersathin amile.

"You see?' said Madame Cinders. Though he couldn't see her face, Spyder knew she was amiling,
showing black, rotten teeth under her vell.

"And hereismy last bargain,” said Shrike, holding up Apollyon'sknife. "When we've returned your
book, if you don't deliver everything you've promised, I'll make sure this gets back to it's original owner
with the name of the person who took it and where, precisely, to find her." Shrike bowed to Madame
Cinders. "l promisethisto you. Asawoman.”

Shriketurned and walked out, with Spyder following her. Primo trailed along behind, keeping his
distance, clearly nervous.

Madame Cinders had been right about their trans-portation. A tuk-tuk, aloud, three-wheeled
motorcycle that spewed black exhaust and raitled like a glorified lawnmower, was waiting for themin the
tunnd. Spyder, Shrike and Primo rode in silence until they came to the wet crossroads where they'd
paused earlier. Primo led them back on foot through the passagesto Alcatraz. Shrike didn't say aword
on the way back, but on the windy deck of the tourist boat back to San Francisco, she turned to Spyder
and leaned againgt him. He put hisarms around her and held her there. She sighed and relaxed into him.

"Thisisnice" Spyder said. Hefdt her nod. "Y ou warm enough?'
"Yes'" shesad.

"I'm not going with you," Spyder blurted. "I thought I could, but | can't. | drank tequilawith ademon. |
talked to asphinx. | dmost got hacked into fertilizer and fed to man-eating daises. And now I'm
supposed to go to Hell. Only I'm not going. Somewhere between the dligator men and the demon
knives, | hopped off thistrain."

"It'sdl right to be afraid,” Shrike said. She pulled away from him. "I'm afraid, too."

"You'reakiller. Youvetrained for this. A couple of days ago, my greatest fear was leaving a message
for one girl on another girl'sanswering machine.”



"Thisisfunny. I'd planned on ditching you after Madame Cinders offered usthejob. | didn't want you to
get hurt. But | don't know anything about Hell and | need your help.”

"Why? So demons can use your skin to shinetheir boots? Thisisn't sneaking into the drive-in with your
fuck buddies. Thisis putting one over on the Prince of Darkness and an army of falen
pi ssed-at-god-and-the-universe angels.”

"You know | haveto go."
"You'reacutegirl, Shrike. | can say that because your intestines are fill ontheinsde.”
"l haveto save my father."

"| don't save fathers. | couldn't save mine from drinking himself to death and yourslooked pretty far
fucking gone, too."

"Y ou don't haveto enter Hell itsdlf. It'll take days getting to the Kada Mountains. Tutor me. Bring your
friend's books and teach me so | won't get lost in the underworld.”

"That thing in awhedlchair said that if | see Hell, I'll be stranded there forever.”

"Youwon't seeit, | promise. I know thisisn't your problem. | know you fell into this. But | need you

Spyder leaned againgt the rail and closed his eyes, feding the rocking of the ship asthey docked at
Fisherman's Wharf.

"If you're coming, meet me at dawn. Primo will be here with our transportation. Y ou hear me, pony
boy?'

Spyder kissed Shrike on the cheek. "Good luck, Alizarin. Come back safe. And thanksfor trying to help
me out." He turned and walked away.

Twenty
Badlands
Spyder grabbed a cab at Fisherman's Wharf and took it back to his warehouse.

When the driver tried to engage him in tourist chit-chat, Spyder ignored him and stared out the window.
It was dusk. The sky was midnight blue and shot through with glowing stripes of sdmon. Lightswere
coming on asthey drove through North Beach. Strip clubs, punk clubs, sportsbarsand Itdian
restaurants hissed by. On the corners were groups of tourists shivering as fog came down them in their
Alcatraz Swim Team T-shirts. Fidgety clusters of students, street kids and sallorsin dresswhitesran
through the traffic, eager to get on to the next good time.

And there were the mutilated, Sipping cappuccinos at sdewak cafes. The beautiful Volt Eater from the
night market was being ferried down Broadway on aglittering sedan chair. Outsde a sex shop at
Broadway and Columbus, ablue-robed angel sat atop a sacrifice pole holding adead kitteninitsarms
and weeping.

Spyder dug the crumpled pack of American Spiritsfrom his pocket and lit one. He thought of something
Lulu had said when hefirgt discovered her awful secret, "If you wait long enough, everything becomes
normd." Thereésalot of truth in that, he thought, watching the animal-shaped airships drift through the



evening sky. Nothing was bothering him at that moment. With alittle practice, he was certain that nothing
would ever bother him again.

At the warehouse, Spyder handed the driver awad of billsand got out of the cab without waiting for
change. Insde, the warehouse was cold and not all that comforting. As much as Spyder loved to travel,
he was aways thrilled and relieved to be back in his own comfortable, messy rooms. Asheflicked on
the light, however, the familiar piles of books and videos, the scattered clothes, felt odd and dien. He
grabbed afresh pack of cigarettes from the kitchen counter and hit the button that rolled up the big
garage door that took up most of the west wall of the warehouse. Dropping on to the seat of the Dead
Man's Ducati wasthefirgt thing that felt right to Spyder since leaving the boat at Fisherman's Wharf. He
gunned hit the button to lower the door and popped the clutch. Ducking at the last possible moment,
Spyder cleared the wesather stripping on the bottom of the door by an inch. He roared onto the 101
freaway.

Shooting off the Fell Street exit, Spyder headed up to Haight Street with the throttle wide open, blowing
red lights and dow traffic the whole way. He didn't let up on the gas until he was ablock from the tattoo
parlor. Fog was drifting in when herolled the bike between an SUV and a battered El Camino with
NUESTRA RAZA genciled high onthewindshield.

Spyder was standing in the street before he realized that the Route 666 Tattoo parlor was gone. The area
where the parlor once stood was a charred ruin cordoned off with yellow caution tape.

Spyder's mind was a complete blank as he ducked under the tape and stood where his customers had
scanned the walls, looking over the flash designs. What he fdlt eventually was surprise. Hed only been
gone aday, yet the place had burned and al the debris had been hauled away. Street people had dready
started alittle colony of shopping carts where the back of the shop had stood. A couple of them (Men?
Women? He couldn't tell in their layers of bulky coats) stared at him while passing a bottle of Four Roses
back and forth. Spyder kicked at the garbage that had begun to accumulate on the Site. Inthe trash, he
found the fried remains of one of his-tattoo guns. He picked it up and weighed the thing in his hand.
Dead metal. Worthless. Spyder stood up and let the tattoo gun fall back into the debris.

Jogging back to the Ducati, he gunned it to life and tore across Haight Street, up onto the sdewalk and
through the caution tape into the shop, scattering trash and splinters of blackened wood. Revving the
throttle, Spyder turned donuts in the debris, smoking his rear tire and scaring the winos enough to huddle
together in the back. Asafoot patrol cop came running into the burned shop, Spyder dammed back
onto the street and away.

Thelight wasonin Lulu's Mission Didtrict gpartment. Spyder rang her bell and, when therewasno

answer, yelled up at her window. When that didn't work, he climbed the fence into her backyard and
went across a neighbor's roof until, with ajump, he could reach the bottom of the fire escape. Spyder
hauled himself up to the bottom landing and climbed the gairsto Lulu's gpartment on the fourth floor.

Through the haf-open window, he could see Lulu in her old orange robe, passed out on the couch.
Pushing open the window the rest of the way, Spyder stepped inside. There were little packets of foil on
the coffee table, dong with burnt spoons, medica tubing and a syringe with awhite, crusted tip. Spyder
shouted angrily at Lulu.

"Wake up, asshole. Move. Look a me."

Luluwaslimp, but she made afeeble attempt to push him away. Spyder knew that was agood sign.
"Look a me, girl. It's Spyder. Open your eyes." He stopped shaking her for amoment when he
remembered that she didn't have eyesto open. It didn't matter, she was rousing hersdlf by then, holding



on to hisdeeve and pulling hersdlf up.
"Spyder? That you?"
"Y eah, it'sme. What the hell've you been doing?"

Luluwas stting up shakily, staring in his direction with thelittle pieces of paper over her hollow eyes. She
began to cry quietly and punched him hard in the chest. "Where you been?1 thought you'd gone. Run off
‘cause I'm a-mongter.”

"Y ou're no monger, Lulu. And | wasonly goneaday.”
"A week!" yelled Lulu. "Y ou've been gone a goddam week and noword at al!"

"Oh, baby." Lulu grabbed him and cried againgt him, holding onto hisjacket like achild. "I went away to
get helpfor us" Spyder said. "It didn't seem like aweek, but we went some funny placeswhere the
clocksrun -different.”

"They burned down the shop, Spyder."
"Whodidit?'

"A bunch of people. Friends!" Lulu wiped her nose on the deeve of her robe. Spyder handed her a
bloody Kleenex from the table where her works were scattered. "They were crazy. Neighbors from
Haight Street. People from the Bardo Lounge. They camein saying dl kinds of insane shit. You'rea
murderer or some shit. And, like, we kidnap kids and do thingsto 'em in the back. They started tearing
the place up and someone had a gas can. | thought they were going to burn me, too." Shewas crying
again. When Lulu blew her nose, Spyder saw fresh scars on her wrists. Degp and running aong the inner
length of her arm, the scarswere dry, like ruts dug into hard-packed sand. Spyder touched the scars and
Lululaughed.

"Funny, huh?1 can't even off mysdlf. Thereain't enough of meleft to suicide.”

While held been gone, Lulu had done other thingsto hersdf. Sheld inserted divers of glassand rusty nails
through her skin, like parodies of her piercing jewery. Spyder opened her robe and Lulu didn't resst.
Her bare body was decorated with stingray quills and surgical -needles. Sheld pulled the rubber
insulation off wire and laced the bare copper through her skin, ringing the shark's teeth she'd set above
her bare pussy. It was mad. But Spyder had seen it before. It was anger mixed with ritua-- Lulu'sfury a
her body and an attempt to reclaim her desiccated flesh through pain and action. Spyder closed Lulu's
robe and said, "Y ou're coming with me."

"Get away from her!" Spyder hit the deck as someone dammed into him from behind. He managed to get
his boots flat on the floor and roll on top of his attacker, -pinning their arms down. It was Rubi. Shewas
screaming a him.,

"Get out of here, you fresk! Killer! Y ou child-molesting fuck!”

"Rubi, cam down," said Spyder, not daring to let go. When it was clear he wasn't going to release her,
Rubi stopped struggling.

"Y ou going to rape me, too, asshole? Everyone's on to you. Such abig man. What you do to children,
you sick fuck..."

"Rubi, whatever you think you know about me, it's not true.”



"Don't you hurt my Lulu!™

From the couch Lulu said, "Thisiswhat everyone'slike when they talk about you. What did you do?
You'relike Charlie Manson dl of asudden.”

"I killed ademon's best friend,” Spyder said. "Lulu, put some stuff in abag. Y ou're coming with me.”
"No, she'snot!" screamed Rubi. "I won't let him hurt you, baby."
"l don't want to go anywhere, Spyder. I'm scared.”

"And you're stoned, too. Listen, it'snot safe for you. If this curse or spell or whatever made people think
I'm akiller, it means sooner or later, some of that's going to land on you. If they can't get to me, you're
next on the menu."

"No! Don't lisento him, Lulu. HEssck. HEsamurderer!”

"I'm so sorry, Rubi. | likeyou. | really do." Spyder held the bartender down and punched her as hard as
he could across the jaw. Rubi was unconsciousimmediately.

"Rubi? Oh shit, Spyder."

"Lulu, don't fade on me now. We haveto get you out of here." He held up the dirty syringe. "If these
deluded assholes don't kill you, you're going to do it yoursdlf.”

He pulled her from the sofa and walked L ulu to the bedroom closet. "Get dressed,” hetold her and
grabbed the small leather backpack that Rubi always carried. Spyder dumped the contents on the bed
and pulled shirts, underwear and socks from Lulu's dresser, shoving them in the pack until it wasfull.

When hewas done, Lulu was Sitting quietly, dressed in ascuffed pair of Doc Martens, black jeanswith
ripped knees and a pink Hello Kitty T-shirt. Spyder put Lulu's favorite 50s gas station attendant jacket
on her and led her to back to the living room. Rubi hadn't moved. Spyder knelt and listened to make sure
she was breathing al right. She was. He got some ice from the freezer, wrapped it in awashcloth and laid
it on Rubi'sjaw. He dided 911. When the operator came on, Spyder said, "There's been an accident. A
woman's hurt,” and gave the address.

"Bye Rubi," said Lulu as Spyder led her out of the building. "Hold onto me," hetold her asthey got on
the bike. Lulu wrapper her arms around hiswaist and leaned heavily on his back. Spyder kicked the
Dead Man's Ducati into gear and took back streets across town to a twenty-four-hour diner he knew
down by the waterfront.

For al her scars and mad despair, Lulu seemed better after a second cup of coffee. Shetook along
bresth and even smiled the now familiar raw flesh smile.

"Aren't weapair? A couple of real desperadoes. Like those kidsin Badlands. Kit and...who was his
girlfriend?’

"Sissy Spacek."

"Even though she was Carrie and had that crazy mind zap thing going, | think 1'd rather be Martin Sheen.
That okay with you, Sissy?"

"A man likesfeding pretty sometimes.”

"Y ou sure got apurty mouth,” Lulu said, in her best Deliverance hillbilly drawi.



They drank coffee, ate pie and french fries, and Spyder watched the clock over the counter creep ever
so dowly toward dawn.

"So, Sissy.."
"Holly. Her character'snamewas Hally."

"So, Ms. Holly, what happensto a couple of outlaws like us, hopped up on caffeine and sugar, and on
thelam?'

"| figureit'salot likethe movie, redly,” said Spyder. "We leave here, catch aride and head straight to
Hdl."

Twenty One
Jubilee

At thefar end of Fisherman's Wharf, past the eager early morning tourists and their bleary children, a
jewded arship hung intheair.

The balloon portion resembled an enormous, ruby-colored seahorse. Below this was acomfortable
looking gondola of adark, lacquered wood with gold filigree. Spyder saw the seahorse blocks away, but
wasn't worried. By now he knew that no one e se could see the thing or would remember it for more than
afew secondsif they did.

Spyder parked the Dead Man's Duceti by aclam chowder stand in front of Fisherman's Wharf and |eft
the keysin theignition. Taking Lulu by the hand, heled her down the long wooden walkway connected
to the piers. Long before Fisherman's Wharf had been transformed into avideo game and fried fish
tourist trap, the place had been aworking pier for fishing boats coming in from beyond the Golden Gate.
Even weekend sailors avoided the place now, however. It wasn't just the tourists. The few places|eft to
tie up had been staked out by hundreds of growling and extremely territorid sealions. Mogdtly, the
animals used the piersto sun themsalves, o in the cool morning air there weren't more than adozen or so
sacked out on the deck. Spyder walked Lulu carefully around the sealionsto the airship.

Primo waved to them from the end of the pier. Shrike was Sitting on one of the pilings, her faceto the
sun. Her pae skin was outlined in the orange and pinks of dawn light. Spyder stood behind her. She got
to her feet, put ahand on his chest and smiled at him. "1 never doubted you for amoment, evenif you
doubted yoursdlf," Shrike said and pecked him on the cheek. She went to the balloon and Primo hel ped
her into the gondola, then Lulu. Spyder followed them inside as Primo cast off the rope that tethered
them to the wharf. For a second, it seemed asif nothing was happening. Then, they rose straight into the
chill morning sky. Spyder's somach dropped with the nauseous sensation of riding in afreight eevator.

Shrike was passing around cups and athermos full of hot coffee. Spyder poured some and watched
Primo at the front of the gondola operating a spider web of linesand pulleys, positioning the airship to
catch the bay winds. Spyder took his cup and went to little man.

"Want some coffee?' Spyder asked.
"[ don't drink stimulants, Sr."
"Need any help with the ropes?’

Primo grinned. "Oh, no thank you. I'm fine." He pulled enthusiastically on one line and let another dide
through his hand as they turned away from the coast and drifted toward the Golden Gate Bridge, steadily



gaining dtitude asthey went.
"You look like the cat who ate the canary, after fucking it,” said Spyder.

The little man nodded. "I'm doing what | love," he said. "I serve Madame Cinders because that ismy
duty. She gave my clan sanctuary centuries ago and we aways honor our debts. But living sedentary in
her palace isn't the happiest lifefor me."

"A ramblin’, gamblin' man."

Primo laughed. "We Gytrash are travelers both by profession and by disposition. | grew up on
horseback, in trading ships clad in gold and on endless overland treks through al three Spheres.

"Thisarship reminds me of onel was on many years ago. My clan landed on theidand of Montes Lunae
to make repairs on take on supplies. Montes Lunaeisarich, green idand in the second Sphere which,
back then, was ruled by Chashash, the Raven King. It was the hundred and fiftieth year of Chashash's
rein and in keeping with Lunae tradition, he'd declared Jubilee.”

"That some kind of party?' asked Spyder.

"It's much, much more than that, sir. During Jubilee, dl laws are suspended, dl davesfreed, dl thelands
won in battle are returned to their origind owners. Jubileeisatime of renewa and madness. A timeto
burn the fields--both physical and metaphysica. Prisons became art galleries. Art galleries became
bordellos. Bordellos became court houses. Theniit dl changes again over night.

"Astime goes on, the laws of physics begin to fdl apart. Mortds can fly...badly, in my experience. On
Montes L unae, many aeronauts cracked their skulls before they got the hang of it. And when they did
learn the basics of flying, they'd fill get air sick. It was abad ideato enter some neighborhoods without
anumbrela

"Therewas amethod to dl this madness. Everyone who lived on theidand, including visitorslike us,
were given tattoos with colored shapes--circles, triangles or squares, along with achemica symbols. This
complex combination of colors and symbolstold you who you werein relation to everyone e'se on any
given day. On my ches, | received an inverted red triangle with the symbol for quicksilver.

"The night my clan received itstattoos (each of usreceived adifferent combination of symbals), we had
no idea of our place among the idanders or to each other anymore. We were saved when | saw a
Captain from the Raven King'sarmy. | had met the man earlier, but that night he prostrated himself
before me. Hewas adave, hetold me, the lowest off the low in relation to those who carried my symbol.
| had him explain the pecking order to my whole clan, so that we might fit in with the celebrations. When

| saw the captain again afew dayslater, he wasthelord and | wasthe dave. Thisishow it was during
Jubilee. Anyone could be anyone el se on any given night. Even the Raven King himsdlf was, on occasion,
both a prisoner and adave. | know thisbecause |, Primo Kosinski, of the Black Iron Gytrash, for three
full days became king of the second Sphere.

"l wasin prison when it happened. Everyone ends up prison during Jubilee. What | didn't know was that
the Jubilee kings and queens were chosen in prison by alottery. My lottery card bore the outline of a
wolf's paw. This meant nothing to me since anumber of other prisoners had Smilar symbol on their lots.
But through a combination of the wolf, the configuration of the starsin the sky and my tattoos, | was
declared king and taken to the roya palace high atop the World Poplar.

"I loved being king. Pretty girls--exotic dancers who were now the legidature--would bring me fruit and
legal documents. | often signed the document without reading them, assuming | would learn what they



wereeventudly.

"We passed new Jubilee laws congtantly, then would makeit illegd to enforce them. The laws were often
ddiberatdy ludicrous. It becameillegd to carry an small dog while smoking apipe. It wasfurther illegd
to attempt sexud relations with an anima while either party was on fire. No one could smilewhile
wearing white, or frown whilein the presence of aman in stripes. Those found guilty of these charges
might find themsel ves banished to the sewers with nothing but a candle and a baseball bat. Or they might
be made Archbishop.

"The only law that remained constant and coldly rationd throughout Jubilee was smple: Everyoneon
Montes Lunag, resident or guest, must participate in Jubilee wholeheartedly while he or she was there.
Thiswas ahard thing for some people. It was a hard thing for my family.

"Eventudly, my mother found hersaf subordinate to a man she didn't like, amarriage broker who was
also acard cheat and alibertine--two things my mother couldn't abide. She refused to serve the man
when it was her time. When the broker inssted, my father and brothers beat him. My family was arrested
and bought before me. | wasKing. | had no choice. They had broken the most basic law of Jubilee.

"| executed them."

Spyder looked at Primo hard as the little man made subtle adjustments on the lines that controlled the
arship's progress.

"But thisisn't asad story,” Primo continued. "To honor my family's death, | prepared their bodiesasa
great feast on my last night asking. | invited dl the citizens of theidand to dine with me. Everyone ate
and through the citizens digestive tracts, my family became a part of every person on Montes Lunae.
When those citizens had children, atiny piece of my family was passed on to them. To thisday, | am
welcome in any home on the idand, from the highest to the lowest, because, in asense, every person on
Montes Lunaeisablood relation.”

Twenty Two

Bewitched

"It occursto methat | have no ideawhere we're headed.”

"To the desert. The KadaMountains," said Shrike. "They're our entrance to Hell."

Spyder and Shrike were in the galley below deck and she was mixing a strong tea fortified with red wine
and spices. Spyder liked the smell and he enjoyed watching Shrike work, feding with her smdll, sure
hands for each utensi| and ingredient as she prepared the brew.

"I've never heard of the Kadas."
"They're on theidand of Kher-abain the Sunkosh Sea."

"Thisisgoing to be one of those places that regular people can't see, right? And I'm going to recognize
fuck dl."

"Chancesare.”
"Tel mehow nicel amfor coming aong.”

Shrike smiled. "You'rean angd. A life saver. My prize pony."



Theliving quartersin the airship were like aflying palace, an equal, in miniature, of Madame Cinders
ornate quarters. The place smelled of cedar, mahogany and Shrike's herbal brew. Nearby, Lulu dept on
aheavy Chinesefainting couch, delicatdly carved in the shape of an emperor dragon. Though smaller than
his warehouse, the airship was easily the best place Spyder had ever lived.

"I'm the teacher here, school girl. You're not alowed to sexualy harassme.”
"Y ou're missing your chance, Humbert. | was going to do my best L olitafor you.”

"How isit that a princesswho knows about L olita has never heard of stuff like James Dean or a
Porsche?!

"Sorry if | skipped Pop Culture 101 before we met. I've lived in this Sphere on and off and I've picked
up afew things. TV | learned about from my old partner. He would describe the showsto me.”

"Y ou never told me much about him."

She shrugged. "Hewas aboy | met in the third Sphere, Ozymand Riyahd, athief and the son of a
swordmaker. He helped metrain and perfect my skills. But it was dangerousfor us. Soldiersfrom my
kingdom were il looking for me. We bribed awizard for the magic to get to the First Sphere. Neither
swordsmanship nor magic helped, in the end. Ozymand was murdered. Isthat what you wanted to
know?'

"Sorry. | didn't mean to go al Jmmy Olsen on you. but | needed to know what it was between you two."
IIWW?I

Spyder shrugged. "Because you have my interest. Because you're not like anyone | ever met before
which, I know, isan understatement. | like you, but | don't want to go shaking my tail festhers where
they're not wanted."

"Ozymand was my friend and will aways own a piece of my heart. But he's gone now. We murderers
areapractical bunch. Just likeon TV. When thefirst Darrin left Bewitched, they got another.”

"Y ou know about Bewitched?'
"Uncle Arthur makes me laugh. But TV witches aren't much like the ones I've known."

Shrike finished preparing the tea and handed a cup to Spyder. It was warm and revived him after his
degplessnight.

"Maybe you can get ajob asademon consultant in Holly-wood."

"I'll be astunt person for dl the famous blind female action stars" said Shrike. Shelaughed. "l liked Jean
-Harlow. Isshe dill in movies?'

"Not for about 50 years."

"Oh. Theway her voice sounded made her sound so beautiful.”
"Shewas beautiful. Good guess.”

"| told you: therés blind and theres blind."

"\Which meanswhat?"



"I'll explain later. Tell me about your friend. Is she an expert on Hell?*
"Not hardly. That's Lulu. She'safriend | couldn't leave behind.”

"Can shefight? Can she find water in the desert? Navigate by the sars?"
"She can give you nipple ringsand anice labret.”

"Thenwhy did you bring her?'Y ou know where we're going. Every step of thisjourney isgoing to be
over razor blades and landmines.”

"Things back home are stedl wool panties--somewhat uncomfortable and crawling up your ass. A
demon's pissed at me, and now everyone thinks I'm Ted Bundy's cabana boy. If I'd aleft Lulu behind,
she would have offed hersdf or been offed by some solid citizen. 'Y ou should understand about wanting
to protect afriend.”

"She'snot one of your little harem girls?!

"Lulu'smy oldest friend in the world. And if she was going to do the Dance of the Seven Veilsit would
be for you, not me."

"Ah.A girl'sgirl."
"Sheld likely prefer “Soft Butch,' but yeah. Y ou're not jealous or anything are you?"

"Y ou're the one whose penis hasits own answering machine. | heard and smelled awoman coming on
board..."

"And thought | was bringing a snack? Thanksfor letting me know you still think I'm anidiot.”

"l don't think that. We just don't know each other that well, yet. In my kind of work, trust isimportant.
And | dont giveit easily.”

"Neither do |, and I'm not even akiller.”

"Then, you should understand that I'm enjoying your company, but am not entirely at easewith it yet."
"I'm right with you there, Cdamity Jane."

"WEell know more by the end of the trip.”

"Not me. Asde from meeting you, | want to forget every hit, every minute of this," said Spyder. Helit an
American Spirit.

"It doesn't work that way," Shrike said. "When you lose the sight, I'll be gone, too. I'm from another
Sphere. If you saw me at dll, it would be asaghost.”

"Bollocks. Madame Cinders said her book has the power to create and uncregte things. She should be
able to bend afew rules about what can and can't be seen. | want to see you. | don't want to see
anything that's going to eat me; | don't want to see demons or talking snakes; and | don't ever want to
see anyone with hornsor wings. "

"Some of my best friends have horns and wings."
"Il beyour hillbilly boyfriend. Tell your magic buddies I'm pretty, but kind of dow."



"No problem there."
" See? We're hdfway home."

"And if Madame Cinders can't bend the rules? What if, to regain your preciousignorance, we never see
each other agan?’

"WEell dedl with that when it comes up. And it won't. Besides, | don't know what the hell I'm doing out
here. I'm going to get eaten by a demon dachshund or shanked by afire-breathing tea cozy.”

"Stick with me, pony boy. The talking dogs will have to get through meto get to you."

Shrike laid her hand on Spyder's chest. He didn't move, but became aware of his heart beating and the
movement of blood through his body.

"| think you're sexudly harassng meagain, but I'll et it go for now," he said.
"Did you bring your books?"

"Jenny took 'em dl. But | know the big stuff, the grand schemes. The first, most important thing you need
to understand about Hell iswhat the dchemist Hermes Trimegistus said: "Hedll islike anywhere else. Only
worse.' Course, that soundsalot better in Latin.”

Spyder taked into the night, telling Shrike about the pits and traps of Hell--the cunning lies demonstell,
the dowly spinning trees full of knivesin the abattoir forests. Lulu dept nearby in the hold. Spyder
checked on her from timeto time and made her drink water. They sailed west dl day and al night. Like
bright toys, airships drifted in the distance.

Twenty Three
Death is not the End
Among the greatest lies ever told, probably the greatest is that death only comesin one flavor.

Depending on the time, the place, the species of the deceased and its general standing in the
universe, the nouveau-dead can find themsel ves experiencing any number of different types of
death.

Most often, the classes of death experienced by humans fall into three categories:

Total Death. Thisisthe typical human death. Seeping the big sleep. Taking a dirt nap. The spirit
has moved on and the body is empty meat in the cold ground. Nothing, short of some expensive
special effects or an act of god, is going make a Total Death any but a common separ ation of
spirit and a feast for worms.

Hungry Death. Thisis a loathsome kind of half- death. Typically, the hungry dead end up as
zombies--slow--witted, gluttons for human flesh and smelling like an abandoned pig farm. Thisis
the category where you never want to find yourself. Too deranged for Heaven and too unstable to
accept damnation in Hell, there's no love lost in any Sphere for the Hungry Dead.

Petit Mort. The little death. Thisis the most elusive, but perhaps the most sublime human death.
It's reserved for those enlightened souls to whom death and life aren't separate states, but the
continuation of a single thought. Once they've made that initial transition between life and death,
your typical Petit Mort spirit slips continually been the Land of the Dead and the Living Earth,



wherever the action happens to be at the time.

Each state of death has a very different cast. Not all bad ones are punished. Not all good souls
arerewarded. Luck or the lack of it, timing and intelligence are asimportant in death asthey are
inlife.

A few of the humans who've experienced Total Death are musicians Buddy Holly and Bob Wills
(plus most of his Texas Playboys); comedian Andy Kauffman; aviatrix Amelia Earhart; Picasso;
cosmonaut Valentina Teresnkova; Marilyn Monroe; and Hitler.

The Hungry Dead also include a number of musicians, most notably Jim Morrison; also actress
Jayne Mansfield; serial killer (and the real Jack the Ripper) Frederick Bailey Deeming; author
Ayn Rand; big-eyed child painters Margaret and Walter Keane.

The small Petit Mort roster includes most of the major prophets, plus a few artists, such asthe
painter Marcel Duchamp; singer Robert Johnson; inventor Nikolai Tesla, and Lilith, the first wild
wife of Eden. Also in this category is a peculiar class of being, not quite human and not quite
divine. These are the Tricksters. They dlip between life and death for the simple reason that they
refuse to take either state seriously. The Tricksters--Loki, Legba, the Painted Man, Coyote,
Kubera and others--are pure chaos. Some cultures are certain that the Tricksters created the
universe as a colossal practical joke, while others believe that as a joke is how they will end it.

Twenty Four
Amazing Grace

Spyder awoke sometime around dawn. Lulu was curled up next to him under a-blanket on abig love
seet. Spyder looked around for Shrike, but she wasn't anywhere in sght. Water was boiling on thelittle
stove.

He got up carefully, trying not to wake Lulu, and went -outside. The steady wind was wet and frigid.
Spyder wrapped his arms around himsalf and went to the bow where Primo and Shrike, in her heavy
coat, were talking. As he rounded the corner of the cabin, Spyder saw what the two were talking about.
Another airship was hanging twenty or so yards off the port bow. It was shaped like an immense black
scorpion. A metal cable was dowly extending from the scorpion ship's gondola, which hung from the end
of the ginger.

"What's going on?" asked Spyder.

"According to Primo, they've been shadowing usal morning,” said Shrike.
"What's that line they're sending over here?'

"A communication device," said Primo. "'l believe."

"Y ou don't know?'

"It'ssmilar to devices|'ve seen, but | can't be sure.”

"In any case, they'll be tethered to us. | don't like that,” said Shrike.

"What's up, Spyder?' came avoice. He turned to see Lulu coming from the cabin.

"The neighbors want to borrow a cup of sugar.”



"Holy shit," Lulu said, coming up behind him. " Are we happy about this?"

"I don't think we have any choice," said Shrike. "Spyder, not that | want you doing anything crazy, but
would you go into the cabin and get that demon blade that Madame Cinders gave us?'

"Apalyon'sknife?'

Shrike nodded. "It'swrapped in asilk scarf. If anything comes off that ship, | want to know we can kill
it

"We going Texas Chainsaw on the other blimp, too?" asked Lulu. She pointed off to starboard.
"Spyder...?7" said Shrike.

"Another ship's coming out of the clouds,” hesaid. "A burning heart wrapped in thorns. It lookslikea
Christian sacred heart.”

"It'sthe Sergphic Brotherhood,” said Primo, "pledged to the archangel Michadl. They're warrior priests.”
"Arethey gpproaching us?' asked Shrike.

"No," said Spyder. "They'rejust hanging pardld amile or two away."

"There's others out there, too," said Lulu.

"She'sright. | can see ahalf dozen other ships, but they're mostly just dots.”

"Get the blade, Spyder," Shrike said.

He ducked back below deck and Lulu followed him.

"Lulu, I want you to stay in here," said Spyder. He stalked around the cabin looking for the silken
bundle.

"I'm no cotillion queen, Spyder. | can take care of mysdlf.”
"Not when you're coming off junk.”
"l wasn't that deep inthistime.”

On the kitchen counter, he spotted the bundle. "In any case, I'll fed better knowing you're safe.” Spyder
found abutcher knife on the stove and tossed it to her. "But if anything with more than one head comes
through the door, fed freeto stick it."

"That's pretty much dwaysmy policy."

"That'smy girl." Spyder grabbed his leather jacket and headed back onto the deck.
"Hey, Spyder!”

"Yegh, Lulu?'

"Y our kamikaze girl outsde? She's a sweet dice of honeydew."

"That sheis™



When Spyder got back to the bow of the ship, the cable that had been spooling from the scorpion had
settled onto the port railing, clamping itself in place with asingle golden claw. A rotating disc had flipped
open & the top of the claw and there was agrainy image of ayoung man flickering on asmall screen
before the whedl. The young man's face was cut through with snowy scan lines. Hewore adark uniform
of asevere cut (and marked with numerous medas and campaign ribbons) and akind of slver ring
around hishead. To Spyder'srdief, he was clearly human. The young man and Primo were speaking
rapidly in alanguage Spyder didn't understand.

"Did | missanything good?" Spyder asked Shrike.

"We're being offered abribe," Shrike whispered. "The young pup doing dl thetaking is Bel, the crown
prince of the Erragal clan. One of the powerful houses of the Third Sphere.”

"What exactly are we being bribed for?'

"They know where were going and what we're bringing back. They want the book."

"I'm guessing these aren't the kind of people Madame Cinders would have over to tell her troublesto.”
"It'sunlikely,” said Shrike. "Did you bring the knife?*

"I've got it under my coat.”

"Don't do anything until 1 tell you. For now, were just playing adiplomacy game. Primois politdy telling
the prince thanks, but no thanks."

"What if he gets mad? Last time | looked there was fuck-dl but water under us."

"Those other airships should keep himin line. The Erragds are powerful, but they wouldn't want to be
seen shooting an unarmed ship from the sky."

"Pardon me," said Primo, "but the young prince is becoming very agitated. | don't think that anyone has
every refused an Erragd royal bribe before.”

"Tdl him were on Hgjj. Religious pilgrims can't accept bribes."
"Y es, maam."

Off to the starboard side of the ship, the sky opened like a sunbeam dicing through a cloudbank. A pae,
sexless, bedtific face appeared between the ship and the Seraphic Brotherhood's floating heart. The face
was glowing, like achild's dream of angels, and when it spoke, its voice was like thunder.

"Fuck me," whispered Spyder.

"I know that sound,” said Shrike. "God's Army to the rescue.”
"What are you talking about?'

"Ligen

All Spyder could hear was the echo and rumble of the transparent head hanging in the cold ocean air.
The voice and the Size of the thing weren't what was most awful about it; it was the utter blissfulness of its
expression. Spyder had seen faces like that before--especidly the eyes--when being anayzed by
court-gppointed psychia-trists and being sentenced by compassionate judges who sent him off to juvenile
work campsfor his own good. They were the understanding eyes of kindly folk who burned witches



aliveto savetheir souls. But when Spyder glanced back to the prince, he saw that Primo had dropped
out of the conversation completely.

Lulu emerged from the cabin, clutching the butcher knife to her chest. "Are we dead yet?' she asked.

"Not so'syou'd notice," said Spyder. He nodded toward Bel'simage. The young prince's flickering face
was creased with anger. He was clearly no longer addressing Primo, but the Seraphic Brotherhood's
ghost representative. The ghostly head nodded and calmly answered the young prince's furious chatter.
"The bribers are bitch dgpping each other,” Spyder said.

"That or arguing over who getsto suck our bones," said Lulu.
"Well know soon," said Shrike.

"Hey, Spyder?"

"What, Lulu?'

"When you were sixteen, how many times did you picture yourself freezing to death while god and abig
scorpion tried to decide who was going to est you?"

"It'snot god, Lulu. It'sjust some magic trick,” said Spyder. "And the answer is once every acid trip.”

Lulu hunched her shoulder and went over to lead Sit on abail of rope. She softly began to sing: "Onward,
Chrigtian soldiers, marching asto war, With the cross of Jesus going on before..." Spyder laughed at her.

"Quiet!" Shrikeydled. "Primo, before | push these fools overboard, what's happening?’
"| believe, it'sover, maam.”

Spyder looked toward the begtific ghost head. It was fading from the sky. On the bow railing, the
prince's spinning disc was folding itself up and retracting into the cable ill hooked to the port railing.

"He'sright," said Spyder. "Everyone's packing up and backing off."

"Wegot lucky," said Shrike. "Primo, set the course and come into the cabin with the rest of us.”
"Yes, mdam."

"Comeon, Lulu," said Spyder.

"l don't think | like that Christian soldiers song anymore,” Lulu said. "'l loved it when | waslittle, but |
never thought about the wordstill now. Doesn't seem very Chrigtian singing about how fun war is.”

"It's someone'sideaof Chrigtian.”

"Not mine," said Lulu. "Don' let them play it a my funerd, okay?| want Amazing Grace."
"I don't know that they're going to have Amazing Grace on the jukebox at the strip club.”
"What strip club?’

"The one we're going to have your funera a."

"Cool. Can| come?"



Twenty Five
Angel Fire

It was warm bel ow decks, but Spyder -shivered. He tucked Apollyon's knifeinto hisbelt and pulled his
jacket around himself.

Primo was pouring whiskey for everyone from acrystal decanter that looked like it was worth more than
everything Spyder had ever owned put together.

"| thought we were on some kind of secret mission,” said Lulu. "Not much of asecret if every balloon
jockey in NeverNever Land shows up for the run.”

"Someone's been ratting us out since day one. We got ambushed on the way to set up thisjob," Spyder
sad, downing hiswhiskey inagulp.

"Thanksfor inviting me dong, bro." Lulu, too, swallowed her whiskey and gave an exaggerated shake of
her shoulders.

"Primo, did Madame Cinderstell anyone about trying to retrieve her book?" asked Shrike.
"Not that | know of."
"How many people knew she had the book in the first place?

"A great many. Every truly powerful practitioner of magic in dl the Spheres knows about the book of
true names.”

"Did Bel say why he wanted the book?"

"No, maam. Infact, | don't think he knowswhat it was. He just kept offering more and more gold. | got
the digtinct impression that he was acting on behdf of someone ese. Perhaps behind his family's back.”

"Did he say that?" asked Spyder, pouring himsdf and Lulu more whiskey. Shrike and Primo weren't
drinking theirs, but, Spyder noted, seemed to take some comfort in Smply holding the glasses.

"No. Hewasvery evasive."

"So, you'rejust guessng.”

"I'm observing. I'm atraveler. We learn to read people or we don't survive."
"No offense, man," said Spyder.

"Nonetaken, sr."

"What do we do now?" Spyder asked Shrike.

Shefindly drank her whiskey, in two long gulps. "Sail on," she said. "Quickly. The sooner we reach the
KadaMountains, the better."

"Theyoung princeis dtill attached to the bow," said Primo.
"Get him off and get usout of here," Shrike said.

"Right avay."



"So, the planiswerun red fast and hope they don't pounce on uslike a cat on ababy chick?' asked
Lulu.

"There's not much e se we can do, bobbing dong like adamned cork.”
"Thisballoon ideawas bullshit.”

"A ship, acaravan or amagic pumpkin pulled by mice. It doesn't matter. Someone was going try and
stop us from getting to the gates of Hell. | was just hoping we'd get more of ahead Sart.”

Spyder was no longer gulping the whiskey, but sipping it. Still, its warmth wasn't particularly comforting.
Just when he fdlt like he was getting used to the high weirdness that had swallowed hislife, that
|ogt-at-seafeding was coming on him again.

When Jenny was packing to leave and the warehouse had iced over into glacia silence, Spyder had
re-watched what he considered the most peculiar Orson Wellesmovie, Mr. Arkadin. Theflick wasa
puzzling mish-mash of Citizen Kane crossed with a baroque post-war crime melodrama sort of
spot-welded onto the side. Mr. Arkadin was about an ambitious young smuggler who's researching how
the mysteriousfinancier, Gregory Arkadin, made hisfirst fortune. Arkadin himsdf ends up hiring the
smuggler to finish the project. Apparently, he had amnesiaand didn't know hisown early history. The
story dragged the young ne'er-do-well through the junk and small-time gangster debris of post-war
Europe, taking him from aflea circusto flea bag motel s to mansions where drunks hinted at escapadesin
white davery. Asthe bad guys who were murdering the people the neer-do-well had interviewed got
closer and closer to him, Spyder didn't understand why the guy didn't just take his pocket full of
expenses money, hop atrain and head for the hills.

One thing about the movie had aways stuck with Spyder, however: Arkadin'samnesiastory. Spyder
wondered what that was like, waking up in some stranger's clothes, afraid to touch anything because it
might be amirage, or apapier mahé prop on amovie set or amuseum artifact wired to an darm. The
copswould come running in and beat you, maybe kill you, before ever you had the chance to explain that
you were Smply lost. Drinking hiswhiskey, Spyder felt definitdy logt, trapped in someone e sEslife,
imprisoned in some other loser's skin.

The airship shook. Then shook again, knocking the whiskey decanter and tea kettle onto the floor.
Outside, the booming voice of the Chrigtians talking head was back.

Spyder ran out onto the deck, followed by the others. The sacred heart airship had come much closer.
At thisdistance, its size was shocking. The other ships, which had been keeping a discreet distance, were
aso closing in. When Spyder described the sceneto Shrike, she ydled, "Primo, get us moving!”

"I cant! Theprinces shipis4ill attached," Primo yeled, struggling with the claw that still gripped the
raling.

"Get that thing off us," Shrike told Spyder. "Primo, get back to the navigation. When Spyder shakes us
loose, take uslow and away from here."

Spyder kicked at the golden claw and managed to put afew cracksin the surface of therail, but
whatever therail and line were made of, they were very tough. Lulu ran over and kicked along with
Spyder, but both the claw and railing remained where they were. Then Lulu stopped what she was
doing.

"Shrike, get away fromtheraling,” Lulu said.



Spyder turned to see what had caught Lulu's attention. The Seraphic Brotherhood's great burning heart
was dowly opening, like the doors of ahangar. There was aburst of light and angels (or angel-shaped
things) poured from the opening, flaming swords out before them. They scattered across the sky, some
coming toward their ship, some toward the scorpion, while others headed for the more distant ships. The
sound of cannon fire erupted across the sky as severd of the more distant airships began to shoot at the
angels and the Brotherhood's heart.

Something scraped againgt Spyder's Side, and he remembered Apollyon'sknife. Pulling it fromits
scabbard, Spyder sivung it down. The blade split the claw and diced through therailing so easily that, at
first, Spyder thought hed missed. A thick black fluid pumped from the claw'swrist asit and its tether fell
away. The scorpion ship shuddered, perhapsin pain or perhapsin response to the angels dashing it with
their burning blades.

Lulu was crouched with her back to thewall of the cabin, yelling " Shit, shit, shit...," over and over. Shrike
was a thefar railing, dashing any angel that dared fly too low. Findly free of the claw, Primo had more
control of the ship, but the angel's overhead dashed at the steering lines. The deck swayed asthelittle
man had less and lessinfluence over the vessdl. Spyder held onto therailing to keep from being thrown
overboard. In the distance, a crysta skull was burning and ajeweled Garuda was diced nearly in half
before exploding.

The prince's scorpion ship wasn't faring much better. One of its enormous clawswasfaling awvay, onfire.
At least they're shooting back, Spyder thought, as something streaked across the sky between the ship
and the scorpion. Angelsfled from the flying thing. The onesthat didn't seeit coming werediced to
piecesin itswake. Then the thing dived and was gone, only to emerge from under the far sde of the
deck, near Shrike. It flew right at and through the sacred heart, before circling back through the angel
swarms, killing and maiming dozens asit swung back toward their ship.

Their seahorse was|losing dtitude fast. Spyder went forward to where Primo was struggling with the ship.
Control lines and splintered sections of rigging lay at the little man'sfeet. As Spyder reached him, hewas
wrestling with the few linesthat still worked.

"Peasetakethis" Primo said. Spyder grabbed the line and was dmost lifted off hisfeet by the weight.
Primo had been holding it with onearm.

"Can you get us out of here?' Spyder asked.
"It'sdoubtful. I'm just trying to make our crash as easy as possible.”
"What can | do?'

"Don' let go of that line." But it went dack in Spyder's hand as more angels swooped down and dashed
at the ropes. Shrike jumped to the base of the rigging and dashed the heads from two angels. Too late.
The deck trembled and the whole vessel dropped thirty feet in a second, then seemed to catch itsdlf.
Primo strained againgt the remaining lines.

"It'sdead! Leaveit," someone shouted.

Hovering off the starboard bow was asmall, flat black flier. Its tapered body was curved like awasp's,
and its veined quadruple wings were streaked with angel blood. The pilot had pushed back the canopy
and was gesturing to them. "Get on board! Y ou can't stay aoft much longer!”

"Don't haveto tell metwice," said Spyder.



"I'll keep us steady and join you in amoment,” Primo said.

Angdls, debris and flames were thick overhead. Spyder kept his head down as he ran. He grabbed Lulu
by thearm and ydled, " Shrike, we're leaving,” then pulled her to theflier at the bow of the ship. Thetdll
pilot leaned from the cabin as Spyder helped Shrike over therail. Taking her hand, the pilot pulled her
indgde. Lulu followed.

"Primo!" Spyder yelled. "Comeon!" An angelic sword dashed a Spyder. Hefdl back, hisarm
scorched, hisvision blurred by the flaming sword. When he could see straight again, Spyder saw Primo,
swollento hisfighting size, spikes dick with blood. He was burned and bleeding; dead angelslay all
around him. An angel in Primo's grip fought weekly as he strangled it. Another angel dropped down from
the overhead lines, dicing off Primo'sright arm. The little man screamed. Spyder, Apollyon'sknife out,
felt the blade nick arib as he buried it in the chest of the angel who'd cut Primo. The little man picked up
his severed arm, then with Spyder's hel p, they stumbled to the black flier, grabbing on as the seahorse
groaned and did toward the ocean in flames.

Spyder pushed into the flier's cramped cabin, but Primo, in his exaggerated fighting form, wastoo big to
fit through the opening. He crouched on the wing and held onto the canopy with hisgood arm astheflier
dropped below the battle. And kept dropping.

"Weretoo heavy," said the pilot.
"There'sland ahead,” Primo yelled.

Through the breaking clouds, an idand was spread out in the cold sea. The pilot struggled with the
controls, circling toward a stretch of open beach. Spyder held onto Primo as best he could, while Lulu
huddled against Shrike. The pilot yelled something, but al Spyder could hear was the white noise hiss of
thewind asit shrieked into the cabin. The beach came up fast. The pilot pulled back on the whedl. They
bounced once and there was a sngpping sound as the wings came off, taking Primo with them. Theflier
nosed down and dug into the sand and that was the last thing Spyder remembered for what felt like a

very longtime.

Twenty SiX

My Enemy's Enemy

"Shit," said Spyder.

"A quote from Pere Ubu,” Lulu said. "Guessyouredl right, cowboy."

Spyder opened his eyes. He couldn't Sit up or quite focus on any one object. He recognized Lulu's blur
because he'd seem that before in plenty of bars. A blur that might have been Shrike left what was
probably a campfire and came to where Spyder lay.

"How areyou feding?' asked Shrike.
"Alive. Gangbanged by gorillas™

"It wasahard landing.”

"A soft crashismorelikeit,” said Lulu.

"But everyone madeit,” Shrike said.



"It's hard to bresthe," said Spyder.

"Y ou may have broken someribs," said Shrike. "Count Non did a healing spell onyou, but it's till going
to hurt for afew days."

"Count who?'

"Count Non," said Lulu. "The flyboy who saved us. He's the coolest. Wait till you see hiswegpons
callection. | dready amost cut off afinger playing with his shit."

"How about Primo? Hefdl off thewing.”
"Seefor yoursdf," said Shrike. "Can you st up?'

With Shrike and Lulu's help, Spyder managed to Sit upright in the sand. Every breath was an adventurein
pain. He gasped and took shallow bresths. That helped. Over by thefire, Primo sat, hisinjured shoulder
wrapped in a clean bandage. He was drinking with atall man dressed in legther and chainmail. The
stranger had a scarred but darkly handsome face and eyesthat shone intensely in thefirelight. He
nodded at Spyder. Primo turned and smiled when he saw Spyder awake.

"Good to see you up, sir! Thank you for your help off the ship!”

Spyder tried to shout back, but his ribs spasmed and he couldn't get the breath to shout. He gave Primo
apained smile and little wave. The stranger, Count Non, raised hisglass at Spyder.

"I've seen that guy before," said Spyder.
"Yes, he said he knew you, too,” said Shrike.

"He doesn't know me. We just saw each other at the weird market with the Sphinx. How did he end up
near our ship?"'

"He was coming to knock us out of the sky."

"Niceguy. Hesad that?'

"Yes"

"A snappy dresser and honest as a preacher. Sexy,” said Lulu. "Why can't | find agirl like that?'

"Why ishedill hereif he cameto bury us?' asked Spyder.

"Because | changed my mind," said Count Non.

Spyder's senses clearly weren't hitting on al cylinders yet. He hadn't even seen the Count coming over.

"Y ou need to move around or those muscleswill gtiffen up. Let me help you,” Count Non said, reaching
down and effortlessly lifting Spyder to hisfeet. It hurt like hell to be upright, but Spyder swallowed the
pain. Hedidn't darelet go of the Count's shoulder as the man waked him dowly to thefire.

"How'sthe arm, Primo?" asked Spyder. "Or, well, you know what | mean."

The little man smiled and turned to let Spyder see hisempty deeve. "Likeyou, I'm a bit sore, but the
Count has an extensive knowledge of healing magic. And it's hard to kill us Gytrash."

"Lucky for us," said the Count. Spyder watched the little man smile broadly. It was weird, but the Count



hed that kind of air about him. Spyder wasn't sure what it was, but the man'stitle fit him. Somehow, he
seemed regd. Therewas aweight to his presence that was oddly compelling. Spyder turned back to him.

"Y ou look better without the make-up," he said.

Count Non chuckled. "Y ou think so?If I'd known | wasn't flying right back to civilization, | would have
packed it. My scars bother some people.”

"| think they'recoal,” said Lulu.

"Thank you."

"What do you do, Count. When you aren't trying to kill us?* asked Spyder.
"Don't berude," whispered Shrike.

"It'sdl right," said Count Non. "He's right to fed uneasy, being saved by his executioner. | wasall set to
kill you, especidly when | saw you dealing with that pig prince of the Erragd clan. Then | saw the
Brotherhood attack your ship and knew that we were on the same side.”

"What sdeisthat?' asked Spyder. "I didn't even know there were Sides.”

"The Brotherhood is scared enough of your expedition to try and stop you, and that's good enough for
me," said Count Non. ""On mineenemy: when | fdl, | shdl arise”

"I'll drink to that," said L ulu, picking up aglass.
"The Count iscoming with us," said Shrike. "We can use the help, getting where we need to go.”
"He's on our side now? Okay, asshole, who paid you to get us?"

"I was hired by the Wizard's Guild. | wasn't told why, but | understood that you were about to acquire
something that would upset the balance of magical power in dl the Spheres.”

"S0, you're some kind of magician union buster?”

"The Brotherhood doesn't believe in magic, but ismore than willing to useit to its own ends. Aswedl
recently witnessed. | knew then that whatever you were up to could only weaken them. The wizards will
just have to sort out their business themsdlves.”

"Jugt likethat?' asked Spyder. "Y ou're not afraid of awhole army of pissed-off magicians?"

"l have my own sources of power and protection,” said count Non.

"Likeme, the Count isroyaty without a country.”

"No quite," he said. "We're far from conquered. I'm traveling al the Spheres looking for help.”
"How? By working asamerc?' said Spyder.

"What better waysto meet other warriors and adventurers such as yourselves?'

"Spyder, listen to me," said Shrike. She sat beside him in the sand and put her hand on his shoulder.
"Y ou've been unconscious for afull day. And the Count and | have been talking. | believe him. Please
trust my judgment on this. | want him to come with us."



Spyder reached out to where Lulu was pouring drinks from aleather sack with abone spout. She
poured aglass of amber liquid and handed it to him. Spyder took apull and felt the liquor burn where
sand had scoured the back of histhroat.

"Fuck every singlelittle bit of this" said Spyder. He rubbed histemples. "So, wherethe hell are we?!

"We made it to Kher-aba, the right idand to get to the Kadan Mountains,” said Shrike. "But we're on the
wrong sde.”

"How big isKher-aba?'

"Big enough,” said Lulu. "Walking isnot plan one." Sometime during the night she'd lost the pieces of
paper she'd kept taped over her eyes. The empty sockets were black and deep. Spyder tried not to
dare.

"Before we landed, we spotted a city aday or so through the desert to the north," said the Count.
"Theres afresh water river nearby. Well follow that to the city.”

"What city isit?"

"We don't know," said Shrike.

"It'snot on our map,” Primo said.

"That doesn't sound like agood thing," said Spyder.

"It doesn't mean anything, necessarily,” said Shrike. "The map Madame Cinders gave usisold. Thecity
could be arecent vintage."

"In any case, we have no choice. We need transportation,” said the Count.

The liquor was making Spyder light-headed. He remembered that Shrike said he'd been unconscious for
aday, which meant that he hadn't eeten in dl that time. The liquor buzz made the ache around hismiddle
seem far away.

"Thanksfor fixing my ribs" Spyder sad.
"Glad to hdp afdlow fugitive.

Spyder finished hisdrink and held out his glassfor another. " So, Countdown, Lulu tells me you have
some wicked bad wegpons?”'

Count Non's face widened into asmile, showing perfect white teeth. Suddenly Spyder fdlt likealittle kid
who'd just gotten a compliment from hisfavorite teacher. Hed asked exactly the right question.

Twenty Seven
The Hall of Mirrors

The sun was up and the air was warm when Spyder awoke. It was the kind of early morning heeat that he
knew meant that the afternoon would be an inferno. Hope the river water's cool, he thought.

Spyder rolled over and groaned. His side hurt less, but now his right arm was sore. He'd spent a good
part of the previous evening drunkenly playing with one of Count Non's odd weapons. What had he
caled it? Spyder tried to remember through the haze. It was something unpronouncesble, with alot of



back-of-the-throat "ch" sounds. Spyder had just ended up calling it aHornet, he recdled. His high school
football team had been the Hornets and the weapon buzzed like astinging insect when it was spun
properly (which Spyder failed to do, most of the time).

Spyder held hisside and let out a groan when he stood up.

"The more you move around, the better you'll fed," said Count Non. The big man was packing his gear
into apair of leather saddlebags, like the ones Spyder had installed on the Dead Man's Ducati. The
Count's bags |ooked hand-tooled, with squids or some weird animals stitched al over them. Spyder
envied the bags.

"That'll fix my sde, but what'll fix thisarm?" he asked, rotating his shoulder painfully.

"Y ou just need more practice. At least you didn't cut off your own head with it. | saw someone do that
once."

"Thanks. I'll be playing thet little movie over and over in my head dl day."

"Here, drink some water," said Shrike. "Were dl going to have to be careful not to dehydrate out here."
Spyder sat down next her and took the canteen she offered. The water was cool and delicious.
"That's about perfect,” he said. "Did this come from theriver?!

"Y es, the Count and | brought it back thismorning.”

"Y ou were out there dl night?"

"A good part of it. We wanted to know if anyone or anything was coming down that river."
"Wasthere?'

"Not asoul. Just night animals having adrink.”

"Must have been boring.”

"Wetaked."

"About anything in particular?

"Different things"

"Different thingsare good. | like different things."

Shrike took her coat from the ground and, after testing with her hand to see if the ashes were cool,
scooped the charred remains of their fireinto lining. She then tied the whole thing in abundle.

"What are you doing?" asked Spyder.

"I don't want to leave abig arrow pointing to where we've been or where we're headed. We bought
some reeds from the river and can drag those over the sand to dampen out footprints. The wind will do
therest."

"Any ETA onthat city?'

"A day or two, depending on our pace," said Primo. He was already smoothing the sand on the far side



of thefirewith another bundle of reeds.
"| don't suppose we have any food?'
"No, but we have afresh water source and that's more important,” said Shrike.

"And lord knows weve got wespons,”" Lulu said, using the bottom of her Hello Kitty shirt to polish the
blade of along, thin knife with ayelowed bone grip.

"When do we move out?'

"Right now," Shrike said. "Reedy?"

"Asabubbling Pop Tart."

"If thewind will not serve, taketo the oars,” said Count Non, hoisting his saddlebags onto his shoulders.
What?"

"From the Romans. Marcus Aurelius, | think. Inthiscase, it means, let's sart walking." He tossed Spyder
the weapon he'd been playing with the night before. "Here. Work with that some more. You redly
weren't doing too badly. And it can't hurt to have as many competent fighters as possible on this
journey."

"Thanks," Spyder said, not sureif held just been insulted or not.

Theriver was afew yards beyond the nearby dune wall. The water looked clean and clear. Animal
tracks by small stands of reeds and agae-covered rocks lined the banks. Spyder leaned down painfully
and scooped some of the water onto hisface. It wasicy, runoff from the mountainsin the distance, he
figured. They headed inland, toward the city that wasn't on their map. The Count and Lulu were talking
up front, with Primo trailing behind. Shrike dumped the remnants of their campfire in the water and used
her cane to navigate the sand and rocks. Spyder walked with her. He had hisleather jacket tied around
hiswaist, holding Apollyon'sknifein place.

"So, straight up, how do we stand right now?" he asked.

"We were blown out of the air. We're moving too dowly. And we're too many people.”
"Why do | think that last oneincludes me?'

"I didn't say that, but | still don't want to see you get hurt.”

"| appreciate that and double-down on that particular wish. But we're alive and moving. Besides, weve
got the Countdown with usnow. Theway | seeit, Luluand | are the only dead weight.”

"I don't believe in dead weight when it comesto people. People are too complicated. Too capable of
urprises.”

"For an ex-princess stuck in the desert with abunch of semi-cripples, you're awfully Up With People.”
"| like the hest. It reminds me of home."

"What's your reading on the Countdown? Sounds like you spent anice day and night getting to know
each other."



"l wish you wouldn't call himthat.”

"He's sure your type. Tdl, armed to the eyebals, ahunk of burnin' love. He even has better saddlebags
than me. | don't have any illusions about you and me, you know."

"Now who's jealous?'

"Thisisn't jedousy. Thisisthe voice of purereason. | just know that dumming for afew nightswith a
drunk ink monkey doesn't mean anything. Hell, he's even roydty. Y ou can compare scepters.”

"I'm not picking out bridesmaids dresses yet.”

"Red isinthisyear. It goeswith everything.”

"| asked you slly questions when you brought Lulu, remember? Were still working on thistrust thing."
"That remainsthe sad truth."

"Tdl meagory,” sad Shrike.

"What kind of story?"

"Something about your life before. Something illuminating and revealing. Not tattooing or sexua
conquests. An adventure.”

"Y ou don't think sex is an adventure? Tough room,” Spyder said.

He played idly with the Hornet. The weapon had along cylindrical grip wrapped in alight, tough leather.
At thetop hung several whip-like strands of a stiff, saw-tooth metal. From the weight and fedl of the
weapon, the metal strands seemed to dide around the edge of the cylindrical grip on somekind of
internal runner. With alittle practice, Spyder discovered that he could spin the metal strands until they
hummed like aswarm of locusts. When he had the rhythm right, the whirling strands formed akind of
shield that pulverized anything they made contact with. It was like holding off an enemy witha
woodchipper. Spyder remembered Lulu and Primo taking turns chucking rocks and burning wood from
thefireat him. The only times anyone hit him was when he lost the rhythm that kept the strands moving at
top speed. He wondered what those saw-tooth blades would do to flesh.

"Okay, | have agtory,” Spyder said. "Thiswas on, probably, my second trip to Paris. Y ou been to
Paris?'

"| passed through.”

"I went there with thisgirl, Trina, one Christmas. She came from money and knew alot more about the
high end of the world than me. | was used to staying in squats and youth hostels. When | was with her,
we stayed in an actua French hotel. The Hotel Esmerelda, across from Notre Dame. It was cold and
wet that time of year. We were under-dressed and freezing, but we did dl the usud tourist suff. The
Louvre. The Eiffel Tower. Café Deux Magots.

"There was this older Spanish guy, worked the front desk at night. Really nice. Later, he told us he was
Peruvian. We asked him what bar we should go to and he offered to drive us around, give usan insider's
tour of the city.

"It'salittle after midnight when the guy, Pablo, gets off. He pulls around the front of the hotel in the
smdlest car I've ever seen. This car'd give afoetus claustrophobia. I'm polite, so | squeeze into the back.



Pablo and Trinaare up front.

"He gtarts driving and we don't know where the hell he'staking us. I'm suspicious, because that's my
nature. But Pablo is cool. He takes us by some old buildings where Jean-Paul Marat and other French
Revolution psychos used to live. He takes usinto adark, wet park where it'sjust starting to snow. Thisis
the park where the best hookers hang out. Sure enough, there'sawoman in afur coat standing a an
intersection, looking like she's waiting to cross. Aswe pull near her, she opensthe fur coat. She's naked
undernegth, a Victorias Secret wet dream. Pablo asks if we've ever seen Versailles. We hadn't, so he
drivesusout.”

Spyder spun the Hornet's metd strands, and thumbed a stud on the grip. Spring-loaded spikes popped
from both ends of the weapon. The Count had explained that when afighter destroyed an enemy's
sword, the spikes could be driven into the opponent's mid-section as afinishing blow.

"Now, thisis after midnight on Christmas Eve. In Paris. Everything is closed. Doesthis stop Pablo? Hell,
no. He drives us dl the way around Versailles until, in the back, we spot a guard gate that's open. Thisis
too good to pass up. We sneak inside.

"There's aguard house maybe ten feet away, and we can hear the guardsinsde getting juiced on
Christmas cheer. They don't care that three idiots are sneaking into a national monument. Did | mention
that weld been drinking?"

"| took that for granted.”

"By now, the snow's stopped and there's mist everywhere. We're not drunk enough to try and bust into
the palace itsdlf, but there's acres of gardens out back. We wander back there for an hour, whispering,
hoping not to set off any alarms. At times, thefog is so thick, we can't see anything, even standing next to
each other. Leafless trees gppear out of nowhere and then vanish again into the gloom. We sit on
benches and smoke and try to peek insde the palace to see the Hall of Mirrors or where the Sun King
might have shagged a mistressin secret.

"We couldn't see anything and the cold was starting to sober us up. Now were getting nervous, so we
decided to get out there. Of course, when we went back, the guard door was locked. There's nothing to
do but climb one of the slonewallsto get out, and the only wall low enough to climb wasright by the
guard shack. We started up and hoped to god that the guards stayed put. We had to walk along the top
of onewall and drop over the Side of a second to get out of the place. The whole time we were going, |
was praying, Please. Lord, don't let them find us sneaking out of there with a Peruvian. They'll think we're
Shining Path guerillas and never beieve we didn't plant abomb or something.”

What was weird about the Count's weapon was that, as polished and well-balanced asit was, its surface
felt uneven and rough. Like maybe it hadn't been built--and even here, in thisinsane new world he
inhabited, it struck Spyder as an odd idea-but asif it had been grown, like aflower.

"Isthat it?' asked Shrike.

"| didn't get to the good part. The guards came outside with their stinky cheese and we had to shoot our
way out.”

"You did not."

"No, we didn't. We drove back top the hotel, ran upstairs and hid, waiting for the gendarme to come and
take usto jail on Christmas day. But they didn't come and we got away with it. | supposg, it's not much
of an adventure, asfar as adventures go. There's no sex or imminent desth or flying monkeys, but for



some reason it sticksin my mind asakind of perfect night.”

"And the cynicd tattooist isreveded to be aromantic.”

"All losers are romantics. It's how we justify our existence.”

Twenty Eight

Suspicious Minds

"WEell reach the city by mid-day tomorrow, if we get moving by dawn," said Count Non.

"Good news," said Primo. "We need to reach the Kasla Mountains by the full moon. A shadow cast
through a certain rocky promontory isthe only way to find the entrance to Hell. If we missthe moon,
weéll haveto wait amonth until the next one." He made aface and rubbed the shoulder wherehisarm
was missing. Spyder felt for the guy. His Sde was hurting after the dl-day hike.

"Fuck that,” said Lulu. "Fuck that with Michadl Jackson's pet monkey."
"Full moon'sjust afew days off. Think we can makeit?' Spyder asked Shrike.

Shrike was smoking Spyder'slast cigarette, puffing, then passing the butt to him. Spyder took adrag,
then passed the precious smoke to Lulu, who opened her mouth to accept it like acommunion Host. She
smoked and passed the butt to Shrike, who leaned on her cane, lost in thought.

"We haveto makeit," Shrike said. "We can't hide out here like bugs in the sand for amonth. We're lucky
to have madeit thisfar."

They sat in the entrance of ashdlow cave, which served as cover for the smdl firethey had going to
ward off the cold desert night. Earlier in the evening, they'd stacked brush at the cave entrance to
diminish the glow of the fire, hoping not to be spotted by any scouts from the Seraphic Brotherhood, the
Erragd prince or any of the other far too interested parties who might be looking for them. Spyder wasn't
aureif "lucky" was the word held have used to describe their Situation, but they were dive, and he had to
admit that that counted big timein the luck department. But his gratitude lessened with every stab of
hunger and throb of hisinjured ribs.

"l wonder what Rubi's doing right now," said Lulu.
"Missing you," Spyder said. "Cursang me.”

"Blue moon, you saw me standing aone, without adream in my heart, without alove of my own...," Lulu
sang softly. "Elvis should have stopped right there, you know? He never did fuck al to match those early
Sun records.”

"If hed astopped there, he wouldn't ever have recorded “Suspicious Minds.' Y ou got to suffer through
some white Vegas jumpsuits to makeit to “Suspicious Minds.™

"Wasit worth dying on the shitter for?"
"For "Suspicious Minds? Mot definitely.”
"I'm going to have to give you the benefit of the doubt on that one.”

Spyder was sorry that Lulu had bought up Rubi. 1t made him think of Jenny, whom he no longer really
missed, but who remained akind of sick achein his somach. He couldn't even describe the sensation,



but it was compounded of regret and the sense that he'd failed as ahuman in some fundamenta way and
that her desertion was the most stark proof of that. On the smplest leve, though, it just made him gloomy
to think that someone held been so connected to was walking around hating him. He gave Shrike the last
of the cigarette, went to the cave entrance, and sat down, letting the night breeze blow over him. The
cold made him stop thinking.

He heard someone coming up behind him and saw Shrike settling down.

"You're quiet tonight,” she said.

"It'saquiet night.”

"Y ou'e thinking about home."

"I'm not thinking about anything right now."

"| liked your France story today."

"I'mglad."

"Would you like to hear one of mine?'

"Not right now. | mean, | want to, but I'm hurting and tired and won't be ableto listen right.”

"All right," she said. She held up her face to the wind asit blew into the cave. Spyder thought she looked
like ayoung wolf when she stretched her head up like that. She was beautiful.

"Tell me about being blind," Spyder said. "About how there's "blind and then therés blind.™

Shrike poked at the sand with her cane. ™Y ou probably sensed that | have moments where | can sort of
seethings”

"From the beginning.”

"It'snot redly sght. It'slow rent magic, whichisthe only kind | know. | never had any forma magic
training and just picked things dong on the road. Traded for spells. Bought them. Stole them, too. There
has always been alittle magic in my family, but my mother had that knowledge and she was deed. |
studied weapons because it made my father happy.

"When our kingdom was scattered and | was on the road, | only had the possessions | could grab from
my bed sde. A few family heirlooms. One of these was akind of bracelet with acasting of abird on top.
A dhike. that'smy family'stotem animal.

"We dso had family gods which we prayed and made offeringsto. All the royd families have household
gods. You need adeity or two on your side to keep other Houses from taking what's yours. Those who
knew how could petition the gods for favors. | didn't have that knowledge. But | got it.

"I'd run off some bandits from the property of an odd little man, Cosmo Heisenberg, akind of
mechanical wizard. He made machines that were like people. "Karakuri, he caled them. Little wind up
men and women who could sing an ariaor write a sonnet or sew awedding gown.

"He wanted to pay me with anew set of eyes, but | didn't like the notion of depending on mechanical,
wind-up sight. So, he helped me use the gifts | aready had better. He made this cane for me, which, as
you've seen, ismore than acane. He aso examined my heirloomsto seeif there was anything of value.
Hewasthefirst person I'd trusted since leaving home.



"He checked out the bracelet with the bird and figured out what it wasfor. Y ou see, it made no sense as
jewdry. The maker had cast the bird's claws from razor sharp stedl and fitted them to the underside of
the piece, so that they were in contact with the skin of the person wesaring the bracelet. Therewasaso a
spring mechanism to rake the claws down the wearer's arm. What use could there be for something like
thet?"

"Cutting. Blood," said Spyder, who'd seen his share of bloodletting and scarring rituals among the
Uer-hipster modern primitive crowd in San Francisco.

"Exactly. The bracelet was an instrument of sacrifice, adevice for making ablood offering to my family
gods. Say the right incantation and release the spring on the silver shrike. The blades would take your
blood and help you get what you want. On asmall scale. It's not much of asacrifice. Only good for small
favors. Like asecond or two of sight.”

"What do you see?sit like normal vison?"

"Nothing at dl. It'slike I'm floating above the scene, looking down on everything happening. | can see
mysalf and my opponent, plus the nearby landscape. The visions never last for long. Just long enough for
me to get my bearings and a sense of an opponent. | can't do it too often. The gods get tired of these
dime store sacrifices. | have to be careful not to ask for their help too often.”

Spyder frowned. "1 wondered why you kept that coat on, even in the heat. Y ou're hiding the bracelet.”
"And my arm," said Shrike. "It's not something to see.”
"How many times have you used the bracel et?"

"l don't know. Sometimes you make ablood offering without asking for anything in return. Sometimes,
when you're boxed in, say, you use it more than once. More blood sometimes mean more sight.
Sometimes not. I've been using it for ten years."

Spyder reached over and pushed up the deeve of Shrike's coat. The bracelet was on her right forearm. It
was a beautiful object. Like something that belonged in amuseum, he thought. He turned Shrikésarm
over and worked the bracdlet's clasp, diding the thing off her arm. Shrike's skin was streaked with years
of ragged scar tissue. The back of her arm was red with new scars, il in the hedling process. Sheld
used it on the airship, Spyder thought.

He set the bracelet over hisown arm. It wastoo small to go dl the way around, so he held it in place and
pushed the meta shrike back until hefdt it catch. Feeling around the bird's wings, hefound the release
button and pushed it. The bird raked down hisarm, sending an electric pain dl theway up to his
shoulder. When Shrike heard the bracelet snap, she started alittle and felt for him.

"What did you do?' she asked.

"| wanted to know what it waslike," Spyder said. He leaned down and kissed her scars before putting
the bracelet back on Shrike'sarm. She leaned into him and he put his bloody arm around her.

"Where | come from, thisisn't your standard dating scenario,” Spyder said. Shrike laughed at little. "But |
guessit's one way to get to know each other.”

"Excueme”

Spyder looked up. Primo was standing over them.



"I hateto intrude, but I need to speak to madame Butcher Bird.”

"Meaning you want meto take off?" asked Spyder.

Primo was Slent.

"It'sdl right, Primo. Spyder is part of thisand can hear anything you haveto say."

"Yes, maam," Primo said. He groaned as he sat down. "There's something Madame Cinders didn't tell
you, afraid that you might not agree to perform the service she requires.”

" She wanted you to tell me when we were on the road and in too deep to turn back.”
"Yes, maam. I'm sorry. | would have preferred not to do thingsthisway."

"It'sdl right. | understand that it wasn't your choice. What isit that wastoo awful for meto know?"
"The mutinous spiritsin hell, the confusion that isto be our cover?'

"Tdl me"

"Some say that it isled by the Golden Bull, Xero Abrasax.”

Shrike was silent. She stabbed the ground with her cane.

"Shrike?' said Spyder. ™Y ou know thisguy?"

"Wes"

"He'sthe..."

"Y es, he'sthe bastard traitor who fucked me, took my father, my sight and my kingdom."
"Therésmore, I'm afraid," said Primo.

"Fuck that sick bitch,” Spyder said.

"Bequiet," said Shrike. "Tell metherest, Primo.”

"Thekey that Madame put into your body. Y ou know that it wasforged in Hell. It isnot an object that is
compatiblewith life. If you fall to reach the cage in which the book rests, the key will move through your
body, asit isdoing even now, and pierce your heart. You will die."

"We should turn around right now," said Spyder. "Weve got the Count with us. Sheld never expect an
ambush. WEll kick her chair over, pull out her tubes and stand on her fucking throat until she takes that
thing out of you."

"| can't do that. Loydty isdl peoplein my profession have."

"Excuse me, maam, but Mr. Spyder has a point. Whatever you decide, thisI'm telling you asafriend
and a Gytrash: Madame Cinders does not aways honor her bargains gracefully. When thisis over, you
must bewary."

"Swell," said Spyder. "If wefail we're screwed and if we succeed we're fucked.”

"Thank you for telling me. Y ou'reatruefriend," said Shrike. She reached out and squeezed thelittle



man's hand.
"What are you going to do?" he asked.

"We haveto go forward. Without the book, we have nothing to bargain with. With it, we have a
chance."

"We can cut and run," said Spyder. "Disappear into that city ahead. Or trade for aship and go
somewhere."

"There are too many people looking for us," said Shrike. "Theré's no ship that can sail usaway from this
mess. And | need to get this key out of my body. The only way to do that isto get to Hell and succeed.”

"I'm going with you," said Spyder.
"Y ou can't. One glimpse of the underworld and you'll be trapped there forever.”

"I'm not going to Sit by the door reading the funnies, wondering whét time you're getting home from
work."

"Thisisjust stupid and dangerous. Why are you doing this?'
Spyder kissed Shrike's cheek. "Didn't you get the memo? Heroes are coming smdller thisyear."

They went and sat back down at the fire with Count Non and Lulu. The Count had hislong legs propped
againg thefar wall of the cave. Spyder watched as atarantulaworked its way down from the ceiling,
stepped onto to Count's boot and crept up hisleg. When it reached his hip, Non grabbed the tarantula
and tossed it into the fire, where it writhed and Sizzled. Spyder looked at the man.

"When you cut out the poison sac, tarantula tastes alot like crab,” the Count said.
"There must be some serioudy fucked up Boy Scouts where you come from,” said Spyder.
L ulu was making shadow animals on the wall. She wiggled her fingersto create agiant spider.

"The Count and | were having a chat, and we agree on the whole Elvisthing. “Suspicious Minds isafine
song, but Tom-fucking-Jones could've sung it just aswell. Probably did, too. I'd know, only | don't have
any Tom Jones CDs."

"I have abootleg of Elvisdoing "Suspicious Minds livethat I'll play for you when we get back,” said
Spyder. Y ou'll seethat the song isworth enduring afew white leather jumpsuits. For the truly great
momentsin thislife, you've got to take the good with the bad.”

Twenty Nine
Berenice
"It'sBerenice" said Shrike. "Were lucky we followed theriver."

"Now we know what town it is," said Spyder. "We could have just walked here from through some
sewer pipe and skipped the whole Hindenburg drama.”

"No. Bereniceisn't like other cities. That'swhy it's not on our map. The city isn't redly here. Only the
memory of thecity."



"A city like the Coma Gardens?'

"Berenice is where memories live when were done with them. 1t's where they're born and it's where they
eventudly die"

"What good doesit do us? We can't ride the memory of horsesto the mountains.”

"There are humansin Berenice," said Count Non. " Someone has to be there to witness the memories. If
not, they fade away. To make money, the human inhabitants trade with travelers.”

"Trade what?" asked Lulu.

"Horses, lost keys, lost shoes, logt spells,” said Shrike. "The clever ones trade dreams, memories of lost
love, lost hope.”

"Sounds like Disneyland on Ketamine," Spyder said.

"| passed through there once before. It can be dangerous. Psychically. Y ou don't want to turn a corner
and run into your own logt virginity."

"Speak for yoursdlf. I'd do me at fourteen,” said Lulu. "Let's follow the goddam yellow brick road.”
"Therésno road, Lulu. Just theriver,” said Spyder.
"Shit."

"Well swim," said Shrike. "We just have to get indgdethe city wals. There are wakwaysdong dl the
canas."

"Y ou cool with swimming, Lulu?" Spyder asked.
"Excuse me, son. You werethecivilian. | wasalifeguard a YMCA camp, remember?”
"Y eah, but that was awhile back. Before you had your troubles.”

"Y ou think my empty little eye holes and gut holes are going to fill up with water and drown me? That
ain't going to happen. But thanks ashitload for making athing of it."

"I'mjust concerned isal.”

"I'mfing," Lulu said and waded into the river. When she was knee deep, she turned back. "There aren't
any sharks or thingswith stingers out here, are there?"

"Nothing that can hurt you," said Shrike.

"Countdown, you get one side and I'll get on the other. Well put Shrike and Primo between us. Make
sure no one wanders off course or sinks," said Spyder.

The Count smiled. "A good idea, little brother."
"Primo, areyou dl right swvimming with one arm?" asked Shrike.
"I'll bealittledow, | think," he said.

"Slow'sfine. No ongsin arush to find their lost retainer,” said Spyder.



Shrike took Spyder's arm as they waded into the river. When she siwam, she did so with ease and
confidence. Spyder redized quickly that she didn't need much looking after. He kept an eye on Primo,
who was doing a kind of modified dog paddle with his one good arm. The swimmer Spyder kept
wondering about was the Count. How he managed to stay afloat while still wearing his chainmail amazed
Spyder. Luluwas ahead of them, a strong, steady swimmer. Sheld tied her jacket around her waist and
on certain strokes, her Hello Kitty shirt did up her body, letting the morning sun glint off the glassand
metal she'd inserted into her wounded flesh.

Something brushed aong Spyder'slegs. Fingerstouched his chest, tugged a his arms asthey entered the
water on each stroke. "What the fuck is happening?”’

"They can't hurt you," Shrike said. "They're just memories. Drowned sailors, soldiers, anyonewho died in
water."

Suddenly, Spyder wanted very much to be out of the river and out of Berenice. The towering city walls,
through which they soon passed, a so seemed to be made of water. Not ice, but liquid water, pulled
upward and carved into imposing barriers. If al that water ever came down, Spyder thought, it would
wash the city away.

Lulu was aready out of the river when the rest made it to the walkway. She helped Spyder out and he
grabbed Shrike. The Count leaned down and practicaly lifted Primo from the water. Thelittle man
bowed in thanks.

"Whereto?' Spyder asked.

"Uptown Saturday Night," said Shrike,

"Y ou know some weird shit, girl."

"l just remembered the name. That happens here.”

Asthey walked along the masonry concourse beside the cana, Spyder asked, "Earlier, why did you say
that we're lucky we followed theriver?

"There are four entrancesto Berenice. Water, air, fire and earth. Fireisthe memory of violence and war.
Air isthe perpetua hurricane of anger and lost souls. Earth isafreezing mountain of despair and fear.”

"Thememories of the drowned are like the welcoming arms of your family compared to what livesin
those other places," said Count Non.

"Wonder what would happen if | dropped abunch of Alka Sdltzer in back there?' asked Lulu. "Would it
piss those drowned guys off or make 'em fed better?”

Thirty
A Universal Joke

Their clothes dried quickly in the bright sun, and by the time they reached one of the great boulevards
that divided Bereniceinto itslocal parishes, no one would have guessed that they'd had to sviminto the

city.
From theinterior, Berenice was much moreimpressive than it had seemed on the approach. At each

corner of the boulevard was awhitewashed ziggurat topped with agilt sun, angled to catch thelight at
different time of the day. Crystal globes hung from polished street lamps. Spyder counted a dozen large



bronze statues to different gods on the one street. Who knew how many there were on the others?
Handsome residents came and went from temples and tailor shops, butchers and herbalists, paying no
attention to the travelers. The street on which they stood was paved with pale pink flagstones, but green,
yellow and sky blue streets intersected it.

"Okay, we're here, somewhere. What do we do now?" asked L ulu.

"Let us not deep, asdo others; but let us watch and be sober, putting on the breastplate of faith and love;
and for ahelmet, the hope of salvation,” Count Non said.

Spyder looked hard at the Count.
"St. Paul's Firgt Epistle to the Thessalonians,” he said.
"Yeah, | wasjust about to say that.”

"We need to find stables or amarket,” said Shrike. " Some place big, with professiona traders. And
remember that you can't tell the wandering memories of people from real humans smply by looking at
them.”

"Then how do we know who weretaking to?" asked Spyder. "How do we trade for anything?”

"It'saquestion of attitude," Shrike said. "If you're talking to the memory of atrader, his responses will be
mechanical and rote. A memory isn't active. It can't really do or say anything new or origind. A human
trader will be more eager and unpredictable.”

"Makes sense”
"I'm going to go done," said Shrike. "A poor, lost blind girl can usudly count on a pity discount.”
"Youll be ableto find your way back here?' asked Spyder. "Maybe you should take Primo as backup."

"I'll be happy to accompany you, Butcher Bird. And aone-armed man with ablind woman might evoke
even more pity from an anxioustrader.”

"All right,” said Shrike. "Well rendezvous herein two hours. Can | trust you three to find your way
back?'

"Don't worry, I'll ook after Lulu and thelittle brother," said the Count.

Spyder felt a pang of awkwardness as he and Shrike went off in different directions. He felt, somehow,
that he should give her agoodbye kiss or something, but smultaneoudy wondered if he was supposed to
acknowledge anything between them at al. In the end, they both went their own way.

They walked three abreast through the strange town, Spyder near the street and Lulu near the buildings.
Count Non walked between them. "Thefirst time | ever went to Tijuanaon my own, | got lost,” said
Spyder. "Ended up in this shantytown somewhere up in the hills. This place went on and on. Plus, it was
one of those days where you don't wake up hungover, you wake up still drunk. So, I'm wandering
around, trying to figure out away back to town, and thiskid, astudent, starts chatting me up. He wants
to practice his English. Only whenever | ask him how to get back downtown, he suddenly can't
understand me. | tell him to fuck off and keep walking. But these Tijuana shantytowns are like agoddam
anthill. Houses made of broken cinder blocks, cardboard and big cans of vegetable oil pounded flat.

"Fast forward afew hours and I'm somewhere, but nowhere I've ever seen before. And now thesuniis



going down. Out of nowhere comes the kid who wanted English lessons. At first | think that I've just
wakedinabigcircle. Then, | redizethat the little fucker's probably been shadowing me dl day. My eyes
arered and my head'sfull of broken glass and dust bunnies. | was wearing abrand new shiny pair of two
hundred dollar New Rock boots. | had to trade 'em to the kid to get out of there, and walked back to
my hotel barefoot.”

Spyder couldn't quite figure out a pattern to the city. A street would belaid out like an ordinary onein
any town, but then a building would be gone and in its place would be apile of junk. Lost things, Spyder
guessed. Not objects, but the memory of them. There were mounds of keys, piles of every kind of
money, great mealslaid out on endless banquet tables, the wan clowns and listless trapeze actsfrom
forgotten circuses, logt limbs (fingers il trying to grasp somelong lost something, feet flexing with
somewhere to go). There were packs of dogs, flock of birds, colonies of house cats and stacks of dirty
aquariums holding every kind of fishimaginable, lost petsadl.

They stopped to look at the trinkets laid out on tablesin asmall street market on ayellow boulevard that
intersected theirs. A trader with leathery skin and blue, chapped lips clasped his hands and greeted them
eagerly. Hestared at Lulu. "'l see you've been doing some renovations, my dear.” Hetook abite of a
juicy, green-skinned fruit. "What will you take for her?"

Spyder didn't bother looking up at the man, but kept studying the charms on the table. " She's not for
e

The merchant leaned in close and spoke in intimate tones. Y ou think | won't keep her well because she
lacks eyes and perhaps aliver. But don't worry. Those are not the organs that concern me.”

Spyder tucked his handsin thewaist of hisjeans, pushing back hisjacket to make sure the man saw
Apollyon'sknife. "l missed that. Say it again,” Spyder told the man.

The merchant's gazes flickered from the knife to Spyder's shoulder. ™Y ou misunderstood me, friend.
Thereisno business here," said the merchant, licking histhin lips. "Thank you. Have agood day." He
walked quickly away.

Spyder turned to Count Non, who loomed close behind him. "1 was doing all right, you know. | don't
need you doing Hulk Hogan over my shoulder.”

"Perhaps neither of usfrightened him," said the Count. ""Perhaps for once he heard his own words and
thoughts and appdled himsdlf."

Lulu said nothing, but pushed the merchant's wares off his table and onto the pavement.
"He seemed likethe red reflective type," said Spyder.

"*God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak
things of the world to confound the things which are mighty.” The Count laughed, "I like you, little
brother. Y ou disguise your nobler quditiesto play thefool well."

"Uh, thanks."
"Would you take some advice from someone with more experience of the world?"
"Y ou don't look that much older than me."

"Trugme. | am.”



"Arewetalking Michagl Douglas old or Bob Hope old?!
"More like those mountains we're heading to."

"Y ou must get greet senior discounts on the bus.™
"Bequiet, little brother.”

"What the fuck did you say?"

"Bequiet," repeated Count Non. "It's not necessary to fill every moment with your own voice. Sllence
terrifies you. Y our see your own existence as so tenuous that you're afraid you'll pop like a sogp bubble
if, a every opportunity, you don't make a noise to remind the world that you're dive. But wisdom begins
inglence. Inlearning to listen. To words and to the world. Trust me. Y ou won't disappear. And, intime,
you might find that you've grown into something unexpected.”

"What?'

"A man," said the Count. He started out of the market and back to the main boulevard. Spyder and Lulu
followed.

"Don't fed badly. Thisisjust achat between friends, not areprimand. If you fed lost and foolish
sometimes, don't worry about that, either. All great men begin asfools. It'sone of lifeslittle jokes."

"Spyder, hejust called you ajoke of the universe. Kick hisass" said Lulu. She put an arm around
Spyder's shoulders. Count Non smiled at her.

"Food for thought," said Spyder. "Well cover more ground if we split up for awhile. I'll meet you back
at the corner where we started.”

"l wasjust fucking with you, man,” said Lulu, but Spyder was dready rounding the corner in the other
-direction.

Thirty One
The Future
In adtreet of nightmares, Spyder saw the Black Clerks.

The street had been roofed over, like the souks of Morocco. The sound attracted Spyder to the spot, a
strange and deliberate animal wail--screams extracted with mechanica precison.

Inside the dark, cramped street was agallery of horrors. Men turned over bonfires on huge meta spits.
Women were crushed under rolling boulders studded with surgica blades. Children screamed as spiders
and over-sized antstore a their young flesh. Terrified people were tormented up and down the length of
the street, shrieking and tearing a the arms of passersby asthey were chased by snarling animals or
angry mobs. Spyder took a breath and reminded himself that none of thiswasredl. It wasjust the
collective memories of bad dreams, the night terrors these poor saps could never forget. It reminded him
of paintings by Bruegd and Goya, and, while hetried to work hisway around the thought and not let it
invade his consciousness, the memories of the paintings made him think of the underworld. If thisiswhat
Hell was going to be like, Spyder wasn't sure he could takeit. Of course, he was going to be blindfolded
50, unlike here, he wouldn't have to actualy look at Hell. It was a small comfort, but Spyder was ready
for any comfort he could get.



At the far end of the street, Spyder spotted the Black Clerks. At first, he took them to be part of another
nightmare and stopped to watch them pulling the guts out of a cop who had been crucified acrossa
writhing pile of drug-starved junkies, their withered limbs (0ozing pus and blood from running sores)
strained against the barbed wire that held them together. The head Clerk, the one who aways held the
reptile-skin ledger, looked at Spyder and beckoned him over.

"Y ou are quite along way from home?' said the Clerk, in his peculiar Singsong cadence.

"Y ou see me. | thought you were someone's bad dream.”

"Wereasred asyou?'

"How about him? Ishered, too?" asked Spyder, inclining his head toward the tormented cop.

"He thought he could escape us," said the Clerk. "Sometimesit is not enough to take what is oursfrom
the body, but to ingnuate oursalves in the mind and memory. A warning and object |esson for others?
Thisisour burden.”

Spyder started to walk away.

"l hope you aren't running away, trying to cheet providence?"
"No way, Jos&2e I'm true blue," said Spyder.

"Y ou don't wish to stay and watch uswork?'

One of the Clerks had placed an e aborate metal brace into the policeman's open mouth and was
studioudy sawing off hislower jaw.

"Why would | want to seethat?’

"Because you're lying. And most people want to know their future.”
Spyder backed away and quickly left the street of nightmares.
Thirty Two

Dominions

Before this world, there were other worlds. Before this universe, there were other -universes.
Before the gods you know now, there were plenty of other gods.

Gods like to think of themselves as eternal. It's what gets them through the eons, but there are
only two true eternals: birth and death. Everything else is junk washed up on the beach. The tide
goes out and the pretty pink shells, the gum wrappers and the dead jellyfish are all washed away.
Gods and universes come and go this way, too, but a living god knows some tricks. A god can
mold energy and matter into anything it wants, or nothing at all. Gods can appear in an instant.
Gods can disappear faster than the half-life of Thulium-145.

To save themselves, Gods can scheme and they can hide. Some Gods learned to hold their breath
and float like kelp in the elemental chaos that rules the roost when one univer se ends and the next
hasn't quite kicked in.

Each of these trickster gods thought she or he alone had outwitted Creation by crouching in
shadows of the universal attic. Then a young God called Jehovah took a band of rebel angels and



tossed them, like week old fish, from his kingdom into the dark between the worlds. As the
burning angels fell, the old gods laughed and heard each other. For thefirst in along time, knew
they weren't alone.

Worlds collapsed as the old gods, called the Dominions, got to know each other and learn one
another's favorite games. Galaxies flickered and went out like cheap motel light bulbs. Whole
Foheres of existence burned like phosphorous. Though this took a few million years in human
terms, it was just something to do over lunch for the Dominions.

But the universe had its own agenda. When the Dominions tried to slip back into our universe
fromtheir refuge in chaos, they took a header out of the starry firmament, every bit as violent
and humiliating as Lucifer's fall from Heaven. Not coincidentally, the Dominions fell along the
same path as the exiled angels, straight into Hell. But unlike the Lucifer's hordes, they didn't stop
there. The mass of these beings was so great, that they fell through Hell out the other side, into a
dead universe, one whose last echo hadn't yet faded away.

There was no lifein this other universe except the Dominions themselves. Nothing to destroy but
empty worlds. No one to torment, but each other. And no new games to play. The Dominions
loved games. That's why they devoured stars. The best games, to them, were the ones played in
the dark where only the sounds of screams and the taste and smell of evanescing lives let you
know when you were winning. Their plan was to go fromworld to world, playing different games
until there was no one left to play with. Then, they'd hide in the dark between universes until a
new universe came into being, and they'd start all over again. Now, however, there was no one to
play with and no way out. They'd fallen out of the living universe and didn't know the way back
in.

In some stories, the Dominions have grown even madder in their isolation. They slash their empty
worlds. They burn each other. But nothing makes them happy. When the Dominions sleep, they
dream about us and how sad they are that we're so far away and not able to play. Sometimes they
gnash their planet-size teeth in the dark. They're always looking, scratching at the edges of time
and space for a way back into our universe. Sometimes they find a crack and peek through at us.
When your skin goes cold and you feel like you're being watched, but no one isthere, it's them.
We'retheir drive-in double feature, with a Cherry Coke and free refills on popcorn.

Thirty Three
TheKiller Inside Me

The plazawas full of papers, kicked up by duggish cross-winds. The papers were pages from old books
and yellowed newspapers. Spyder stood at the bottom of a mountain of bookstaller than the highest
ziggurét in Berenice.

He picked up aleather-bound volume embossed in gold Cyrillic on the cover. Inside the book were
equations, aswamp of calculus problems and diagrams. He tossed the book back on the pile and picked
up a paperback copy of The Killer Inside Me by Jm Thompson. It had the same cover asthe edition
he'd read as ateenager. Spyder hadn't seen acopy in years. He read a page at random and felt the same
tingle at the base of his spinethat he'd felt when held first run across Thompson's spare, hardened-sted!
prose at fifteen. Spyder wondered what would happen if he put the book in his pocket and just walked

away.
"Aninteresting choice," said aman around the far Sde of the pile. "Consdering the choices available.”

Spyder craned his neck to see a short, round man in akind of leather khaftan. Over the khaftan yards of



barbed wire had been looped, encasing the man in spiny metal. On hisface, the man wore awooden
mask depicting some grinning Japanese demon. Spyder remembered that Shrike had said something
about masks. Some of the humansin Berenice wore masks, sheld said, to keep lost memoriesfrom
attaching themsdlves to them and becoming false memories of alife they'd never led.

"I had thisbook when | was younger,” said Spyder, tossing the Thompson back on the pile.

"l knew there was areason and the reason was emotiond, rather than an intellectual attachment. Y ou
picked up the book which moved your heart, not some great work of literature meant to impress
others"

"l wasajunior varsty crimina and had afew run-inswith the cops, so the book was abig ded to me
back then."

"Of courseit wad" said the round man. "If you enjoyed that, may | show you some other, rarer volumes
a my sdl nearby?"

"I'm just passing through. I'm not buying.”

"No, no. No buying. Just looking. Come. It's a pleasure to meet aman of Smilar interests. | guarantee
you will enjoys my wares. Books never written. Paintings never painted. Films never committed to
cdluloid. All only ever existed in the minds and hearts of the artists who dreamed them.” The man turned
and said to Spyder, "I am Bulgarkov."

"Spyder."
"Areyou Spider Clan?"
"Whatever." Spyder followed Bulgarkov. "Nice zoot suit. Y ou expecting a Stampede?’

"Areyou referring to my garments? The streets are full of dreams and men, two equally dangerous
organisms. The mask keeps the hungry memories of men a bay and the wire kegps away the men
themsdves”

"I don't think I'm going to havetimeto look at anything,” said Spyder, intending to leave the man at his
sall. Spyder picked up acopy of Poodle Sorings by Raymond Chandler. He vaguely remembered the
book. Chandler had died before finishing it, but left notes and a partial manuscript. His publisher had
hired some other hack to finish the novel years|ater. There was no second name on this Poodle Springs
title page. Spyder flipped to the ending. It wasn't what he remembered in the patched-together version
he'd read.

The sl was piled high with books. Paintings were stacked againgt the back wall and 35mm moviefilm
canswere piled on wooden shelves and floor. Thetitle on one caught Spyder's eye.

"Thismovie doesn't exid,” hesaid.
"Of courseit doesn't. If it did, | wouldn't have the thing in my shop.”

"Thissays Heart of Darkness, directed by Orson Welles. Welles never directed Heart of Darkness.
The budget was too big and the studio wouldn't pony up the money. That'swhy he made Citizen Kane

"And yet you hold that very filmin your hands. Do you know why?'



"NO."

"Because Mr. Welles made the film in hismind. He saw it in his dreams, and the memories of those
dreams have manifested themsdvesin the etheredl celluloid you see before you. Would you like to buy
it?"

"I told you, I'm not hereto buy. And | can't play afilm likethis. Y ou need amovie theater projector. My
VCR doesn't even work."

"Would you liketo seethefilm?"
"Of course"

"Thereisasmall cinemanearby. It isfor people such as oursaves, the humanswho inhabit our quaint
littlecity. | dlow al my filmsto be shown there. It'svery good publicity.”

"l can't,”" said Spyder. "'l have to meet some friends.”
"Youll just gofor alittlewhile. Not for the whole thing. When will you have this chance again?'

"Y ou aren't trying to hustle me, are you? Because I'm going through kind of aweird period right now and
it'sleft me cranky. Someonetrying to hustle me would definitely go home limping.”

"Why would | need to hustle you or anyone?| have the rarest merchandisein al of Berenice--the dreams
of great artists. What will you give meto see Mr. Wedles wonderful film?*

"I have alittle cash, but that's probably not worth anything here.”

"No, no. Money istrash to me." Helooked Spyder up and down like Spyder had once seen hisuncle
Sze up aneighbor's'57 T-Bird. The uncle came back that night to stedl the car, but the neighbor was
waiting and shot him in the head with a thirty-ought six.

"That ring," Bulgarkov sad. "I'll takethat."
"My ex gave methat."
"Even better. The memory of the gesture will till livein the metal.”

Spyder looked at the ring on hisleft hand. It wasahalf skull that wrapped around the back of hisfinger.
Jenny had given him the ring on their Sx month anniversary. It was a cheagp thing, but hed aways|oved
it.

"| don't know," he sad.

"Mr. Wdlesiswaiting. | amwaiting. Y ou are waiting, too. Thegirl, obvioudy, isgone. Let thering go
and get onwith your life"

Spyder thought about it. Things hadn't dways been bad with Jenny, and the ring was areminder of atime
when things had been closeto gregt. These days, every memory of her felt like five hundred pounds of
nails. That wasn't what made the decision for him. In the end, he gave the ring to the merchant for the
same reason heldd done so many thingsin hislife: "Why the hell not?' he said and did the ring off.

Bulgarkov dropped the ring into a pocket beneath hisloops of barbed wire and said, "The cinemaisthis
way." He pointed back toward the plazaand came from his stall to show Spyder, but tripped over the
frame of an unknown Francis Bacon self-portrait. The merchant started to fal and Spyder ingtinctively



reached out to grab him. Bulgarkov's barbed wire ripped through the palm of Spyder'sright hand.
"Shit!" yelled Spyder.

"Takethis" said Bulgarkov, going to the back of hisstal and returning with asilk scarf. He wrapped the
materia tightly around Spyder's wounded hand and stanched the flow, but blood had already splashed
on the pavement and the floor of the stall.

"Y ou're agoddam menace in that suit, man," Spyder said.

"I'm so sorry." Bulgarkov grabbed a book from the stall and handed it to Spyder. "Here, the book you
were admiring, please takeit, with my gpologies.”

"I'm okay. It just startled me, isal,” said Spyder, but his hand was throbbing. "Don't go square dancing in
that get-up. Adios." He took the book and headed off, following the directions Bulgarkov had given him.

AsBulgarkov said, the cinemawas indeed smal, a converted cafe, full of sllent patrons, with awrinkled
sheet for ascreen a one end and a clattering film projector at the other. Through the front entrance,
Spyder could see adiver of the face of ayoung, handsome Orson Welles. He was swesting and his eyes
werewide. Wedlles voice came through the open door, "Did helive hislife again in every detail of desire,
temptation, and surrender during that supreme moment of complete knowledge? He cried in awhisper at
someimage, at some vision--he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than abregath...

"The horror! The horror!"

A shadow moved across Spyder. "When they told me you werein Berenice, | knew you'd show up
here"

Spyder looked at the man. He dropped Bulgarkov's book, seeing his own face, ten years younger.
Thirty Four

The Ghost of Christmas Past

"Boo," said Spyder'syounger sdif. "1 am the ghost of Christmas past.”

"How long you been rehearsing that one, you little shit?"

"I had it for awhile, but | was saving it for aspecia occasion, grandpa.”

"At least | know what you are."

"What?' asked the younger Spyder.

"What'sthe line? "An undigested bit of beef, ablot of mustard, acrumb of cheese, afragment of an
underdone potato.”

"“Theres more of gravy than of grave about you!" Of course, we never read the book, did we?"
"It'sjust astory. Not redly abook. And, actualy, | haveread it Ssnce then. But | ill prefer the movie.”
"A Christmas Carol, nineteen thirty-eight, directed by Edwin L. Marin," said young Spyder.

"With Reginald Owen as Scrooge.”

"Theonly redl moviesarein black and white. We're secret snobs."



"I'm asnob. You're just the memory of alot of bad speed. Who told you | was here?’

"Mutud friends™"

"The Black Clerks? They send you to spy or just to fuck with me?

"I dowhat | want, old man. When | heard you were around, | came by. | wanted to see how | turn out.”
"What's the verdict, son?"

"Niceink. But the rest of you isold and soft.”

"That's what you always said to everyone over twenty-five," said Spyder, flashing back on using
variations of the line on uncles, cousins, cops and counsd ors throughout histeens. "It'strue, then. Y ou
little Casper the Ghogtsredlly can't say anything origind. Y ou just remix what | said anice age ago.”

"I hear tell you're atamed little bitch these days. Y ou redly getting led around by an eyd ess flatback?!
"She's an assassin, not a prostitute.”

"Maybe now but | heard that in her lean and hungry youth she had another line of work."

"Didn't wedl|?'

"Yeah, and it wasfun!" said the younger Spyder. "Y ou gaveit up, didn't you? Y ou have that
housebroken look. Way too upstanding to stedl for your supper these days.”

"What can | say? Unlike you, Peter Pan, | grew up.”
"That's your excuse for what you've become? That's stone pitiful "

"I'm not going to justify myself to someone who doesn't even exist. However, on the off chance that it
means something, I'll tell you this. Remember Santos Raye?”

"Fat, white-haired fucker at the chop shop. Everyone called him Santos Claus.”
"That'shim. Y ou're too young to know this, but Santos got murdered. Iggy Atkinson did it."
"So what? Santos was a snake mean, drunk fuck who got what he deserved.”

"Y eah, but | talked to him that morning. And Santos was Iggy's partner. Then Santos disappeared. No
body, no nothing. But everyone knew what happened. | was ahappy car thief, but | never pictured
mysalf asamurderer. And | knew if | stuck around, sooner or later that'swhat 1'd be. That or dead.”

"Y ou pussyed out. On both of us."

"We were aways playing walking afineline, painting and drawing in the day, steding carsfor Iggy and
Santos at night. 1t was cool and fun. We were artists and above it al. Then Santos was dead and | knew
who did it and | wasn't above shit. | made achoice. Art or crime. | chose art.”

"Y ou made the pussy choice."

" It'smy life, and you'rejust the ghost of something | don't want to be, | don't even want to know
about.”

"Hey, remember this?' Y oung Spyder pulled a punch knife behind his back.



"I'myou. You can't hurt me."

"l saw that Star Trek, too. But it's not how thingswork here. That bloody hand hurt?* His youthful
reflexes were till treetfight quick. He dashed Spyder's dready bloody fist.

"Fuck!" Spyder yelled, grabbing his cut hand.

Spyder went down on one knee. Held liked kicking people in the head in his youth. When his younger
self gpproached, Spyder doubled over asif in pain, reached into his own waist band and dashed the
kid'sright knee with Apollyon'sknife. Y oung Spyder went down hard, clutching hisleg.

"Fuck you, fucker! You're gonnadie, you sell-out motherfucker. When the Clerks gut that dyke cunt and
your girlfriend, I'm gonna hold you down and make you watch!™

Spyder felt aoverpowering desire to run away. Seeing his young reckless self lying bloody on the ground
and cursing him, another powerful desire took over, however. Spyder kicked the kid in the temple. Then
intheribs. Then the groin. Then hejust kicked to fed the thrill of his boot making contact with abody.
When he stopped, the boy wasn't moving. Spyder wrapped the silk scarf tighter around his wounded
hand and ran into the Sde streets of Berenice, hoping he could find his way back to the rendezvous point.
He didn't want to get lost and have to trade away another pair of good boots.

Thirty Five
Unstrung

When Spyder findly found hisway back to the corner on the pink flagstone Street, the others were
aready there.

Luluwaved to him and Shrike cocked her head in his direction as he approached. Spyder wondered if
she recognized his footsteps. He'd heard that blind people could sometimes do that sort of thing. His
hand felt asif it were onfire,

"Hey, Tex, we got horses. We'rereal cowboys now!" said Lulu happily. "Damn, what's up with your
hand?'

"Areyou dl right, Spyder?' asked Shrike.

"Let me see the wounds," said Count Non.

"Later. If we have horses, let's get the fuck out of here.”

"Y ou know how to ride?" Shrike asked.

"The end with aface goes forward. Y ou can show me the rest on the way."

They walked to the stables where Shrike and Primo had traded the last of her jewelry for horses, saddles
and feed. Riding down the long boulevard, they |eft the city using asmuggler's route they'd bribed the
stable owner to reved: arefuse tunnel that swept away the waste and trash produced by the city's human
population. The place was dark, stinking and, at times, the ancient masonry ceiling was so low that even
lying flat on their mounts, the riders backs did aong the dimy tunnd roof. But, it was better than trying to
swim with the horses, or braving the sandstorm, fire or freezing waste at Berenice's other gates, Shrike
reminded them, before vomiting into the filth. That set Spyder and Lulu off. Eventudly, the tunnel ended
at aduggish stream in the open desert, just beyond the city walls. Thefresh air and light was asthrilling as
anything Spyder remembered in hislife. They turned north, with Primo, the traveler and natura



geomancer, in the lead. Lulu and the Count followed, and Spyder and Shrike rode at the rear.
"What went on back there?" asked Shrike. "Did you have words with Count Non?"

"He had words with me. And that's not why I'm tweaking. Listen, can you hurt those things back there?
Those memory ghosts?!

"Tdl mewhat happened.”
"I had arun-in. With mysdif. It got out of hand. | might havekilled him."

"I don't think you can kill those spirits. Do you il have the memory of the part of yoursdlf that you
fought with?"

"Yeah, | think s0."

"Thenit'sill dive back there. The only one you hurt isyoursdlf. Theré's so much painin your voice.
"Hewasjust akid. | wasjust akid. | wanted to kill him. | wanted to wipe him out.”

"That's not how you're going to get rid of him, you know."

"What is?"

"Learntoforgivehim."

"Did you forgive the guy who betrayed you?"

Neither of them said anything for awhile. His hand had stopped bleeding, so he wiggled hisfingersto see
if they worked properly. They did, but moving them was agony. "Don' tell the others about this, okay?"

Shrike leaned to him in the saddle. "Kissme," she said. Spyder was happy to oblige.

"Areyou cured?" Shrike asked. "Back home, at the Autumn Encomium--it'salot like
Chrigtmas--members of the royd family must kissany ill or injured person who asks. The kisswas
supposed to cure all maladies.”

"Did it work?"
"Tradition says Yes. Asfar asI'm aware, no, not even once."

They stopped to water the horses at a spring afew hours later. Berenice was long out of sight and before
them was nothing but open desert and the Kadan Mountainsin the distance. Asthe horses drank, the
group ate some bread and meat Count Non had traded for in one of the street markets. The meat was
sringy, but spicy and rich tasting. Spyder started to ask what kind of meat it was, but decided to leave
well enough done.

"How's your hand?" asked L ulu, between mouthfuls of bread.

"It'sal right. The Count put on some ranch dressing-smelling goo. It doesn't even hardly hurt,” said
Spyder, flexing hisfingers.

"Y ou see the fight barkers back in Berenice?!

"Think | must've missed them.”



"Damn. You'dveloved it. After you took off, the Count and me were kind of looking for you. We went
down this one street and there's dl these sideshow fresks and retardsin abig metd pen with dl these
locdls staring 'em down. Pinheads. Guys with arms where their legs should be. Or their bodies stop just
south of their nipples. Mongter-headed hydrocephaic shemales. It'stotaly Tod Browning. And the redl
twisted part? These freaks fight each other while the barkers take bets!™

"And | thought | was having atwisted time."

"It getsworse," said Lulu. "l asked some old guy what the dedl was. He said they were the broken
memories. Like the memories of schizosor dying people. They're like the deranged homel ess of
Berenice, roaming the streets, attacking each other and norma memories. | guess some humansfigured
how to make some money off ‘em. Y ou'd never guess those shiny, happy people would beinto that,
would you? | mean, dl those clean, straight streets, and here's the guy who made your shoes betting that
the blind geek in the corner can bite the fingers off the leglesstranny.”

"They made money tossing Christiansto thelions, why not memories?'
"Everything'sshow biz, intheend.”
"Truer words were never.”

"Couple of those clowns thought | was with the geeks on account of my unique look. The Count
sraightened 'em out."

Spyder wondered if he should tell Lulu about -running into the Black Clerks, but he decided that the
newswouldn't do her any good. He handed her the canteen of water Shrike had given him. Lulu took a
long drink. A red and black snake burrowed up out of the sand, tasted the air with its tongue and dove
back underground.

"And you say | never take you anywherenice," Spyder saidto Lulu.

That evening, they camped in asmal dune valey, out of the night wind. They hadn't seen any airshipsal
day, so the others started a fire while Primo showed Spyder how to hobble the horses. He didn't fed it
whileriding, but on hisfeet, Spyder's ass and back were sore. It took him awhileto pour grain into the
horses feed bags, as he couldn't grip ether bag properly with hisinjured hand. The Count found him and
hel ped him dip the bags onto the horses heads.

"Back in Berenice, | upset you. That wasn't my intention,” said Count Non.

"No foul, man," said Spyder, dipping the feed bag on the last horse. "I'm just alittle on edge. Y ou and
Shrike, you're used to this Conan the Barbarian stuff. I'm just passing through. It wasn't enough that
everything here's cranked up to strange and ahalf, but then we had supernaturd Pinkertonsin balloons.
Now we're playing Rat Patrol."

"Itisagdtuaion. | can see how ending up here unwillingly could leave one unstrung.”

"That'sit. | am un-fucking-strung,” Spyder said. "What's your story? Y ou don't sweat anything. That
some diff upper lip blue blood thing?"

"My father certainly wouldn't say so. Unlike Shrike, | can't claim atragic seduction stolen. I'm just abad
son who can't go home.”

"Whet did you do?'



"What does any son do? | didn't love my father enough. And he didn't have the patience to let mefind
that love on my own terms.”

"Weve got something in common, then. Thelast thing my father ever said to me, before he disgppeared
into aseaof Jack Daniels, was, Y ou are my greatest mistake.' | wastwelve."

The Count nodded and stroked the neck of one of the horses. "Making our own way toughens us. Look
at you. Not everyone could take the shock of being snatched unwillingly from one world and dropped
into anew one."

"Hafway to Hell, man. | thought I'd cleaned up alittle, and was going the other way. Or, at least, holding
Steady.”

"It'snot akind universe. I've lived many places since leaving home, many much worse than this.
Compared to where we could be, thisisn't so bad at al.”

"The ideathat we could die out here doesn't bother you?”
"There are worse things than desth. Would you rather change places with Shrike's father?"
"No thanks."

"For now, we have this sky and the moon, warm air in our lungs and good companions. | can tell you one
thing for certain, little brother: In thislife, no matter what anyone promises you, what dlegiances of love
or fedlty they swear or what godsthey pray to, you will never have more than what you have at this

"Goddam Count, you cheered me dl the hdl up. | might just dance.”

Count Non looked up at the sky. "'Every night and every morn, someto misery are born; every morn
and every night, some are born to sweet delight; some are born to sweet delight, some are born to
endless night." He motioned for Spyder to follow him away from the horses. " Show me how well you
can use--what are you calling it?--the Hornet."

Spyder held up hisinjured hand. "Thewing's clipped.”

"Asit may wdl bein battle. Come on, I'll show you sometricksthat will impressthe girls.”
"Y ou make a convincing argument.”

Thirty Six

Highway to Hell

"My left ring finger," said Spyder.

"My littletoe. Either one" replied Lulu.

"l suppose | could losean ear.”

"A nogtril."

"Nope. It'sthe whole nose or nothing.”

"Picky fucker. I'll keep my nose. How about my pancreas? | could lose that. What the hell doesa



pancreas do anyway?" Lulu asked.

"That'swhere your Idets of Langerhansare.”

"What the hell arethey?"

"I havenoidea. | just remember the name from high school biology.”
"I wonder if | even have a pancreas anymore.

The group was riding north, into awaste of dust and hest. It was early in the day and the air was ill
crisp. Thelemon sun had bleached the sky to a pearly blue.

"If they took it, they must know what it's for, S0 someone's getting some use out of it.”
"Aslong as someone's happy.”

"Smdll," said Spyder.

"Smdl? That'sasense. Smdll's not apart of your body you can lose."

"Excuse me, Nurse Ratched, but smdll isaneurologica responsein the olfactory cortex in the tempord
lobe. Therefore, "smell' isapart of your body."

"Fuck you and the Discovery Channdl," said Lulu. "It's ill astupid answer. Y ou don't want to give up
your brain. Trust me on this. Without smell, you'd never get laid again. Sex isdl about smell.
Pheromones. All that invisible shit that let's you know who wantsto ride you like arocking horse and
who just wantsto cadge drinks.” Lulu turned around in her saddle. "Am | right, Shrike? Guys are such
idiots. They don't know dick about smell."

"She'sright, Spyder. Sexissmdl. Smell issex.”

"Youredl aganst me" Spyder said. "Primo, you lost something the other day. Y ou should be playing,
too. What part of your body would you losefirgt if you had to lose something?!

"I don't think I'd like to lose anything more, thank you," said Primo.
Shrike said, ™Y ou don't want to play game thiswith Primo. Hell win."
"Why'sthat?" Spyder asked.

"Primo, what did you do with your severed arm?' Shrike asked.

"| eteit, malam."

From the desert floor rose the detritus of long dead cities. Spyder dowed asthey rode among the ruins.
Heran hisfingers over broken pillarsthat curved up from the sand like the ribs of afossilized giant. Spirdl
stairways curled into the empty sky. Faceless, wind-scarred statues stood watch over the wreckage of
enigmatic machines of corroded brass gears and cracked mirrors, stained ivory, springs, sprockets and
shattered quartz lenses.

"I've never seen anything likethisbefore" he sad. "It's beautiful "

"l have seen dl the works that are done under the sun; and, behold, al isvanity and vexation of spirit,”
Count Non said.



"It's shit like that that most weeks made me cut Sunday school,” said Spyder. "1 got a begting for it, but
I'll take that over brainwashing. Everything we do or try is corrupt? What are we supposed to do with
our lives?'

"According to anumber of prophets,” said Non, "our true caling isalifetime of worship and little more."
"Praisethelord and pass the ammunition,” said Spyder. "Thanks, but no thanks."

"l agree.”

"Y ou've got quite astack of biblica pickup lines, Count. Y ou in the seminary or something?"

"I anthevictim of aclassical education. | learned at a young age that agood quote is agood way to
appear smarter than you redly are.”

"“In Itay for thirty years under the Borgias they had warfare, terror, murder and bloodshed, but they
produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci and the Renaissance. In Switzerland they had five hundred
years of democracy and peace, and what did that produce? The cuckoo clock,™ recited Spyder. "Welles
saysthat in The Third Man. | remember it whenever life goesall abstract -expressonist.”

"That's every other weekend for you, right?" said Lulu.
"Fuck you, Martha Stewart.”
"I'd fuck Martha."

Along ahigh ridge to the east, desert nomads were salvaging junk from the sand. They had sheets of
sand-scoured metal, ornate urns and statues piled on long deds that they hauled, by hand, acrossthe
dunes.

"Should we stop and say Hi?" asked Lulu.
"Why?" asked Shrike.
"l don't know. So we don't seem like assholes.”

"Thisisther desert,” said Count Non. "They're more likely to think we're thieves after their sdlvage than
their new best friends.”

"What about food and water? Maybe we could trade with them," Spyder said.

"We have enough food. And there's plenty of water in the desert,” said Shrike. "Primo'staking usaong a
route with springs and wells, aren't you?'

"Givemeasingleleaf and | will tell you the shadows of the birds that have crossed it. Give me astone
and | will tell you what army has marched past and where the freshest water can be found,” Primo said.
"That'sthe earliest bit of wisdom the Gytrash learn in childhood.”

The day was heating up quickly. Thetracks of the nomads deds paralleled their trail for severa miles,
then cut to the east and disappeared. Spyder pulled off hisleather jacket (causing shooting pains
throughout hisinjured hand) and draped it over the saddle horn.

Shrike rode up beside him and offered him some of her water. Spyder drank and kissed her hand as he
gave her back the canteen.



"Tel me more about L ucifer's playpen,” shesaid.

A few yards ahead of them, Spyder could hear Lulu singing quietly, "I'm on the Highway to Hell..."
"Some cultures see Hell as apit of torment. Others as aworkhouse as big asthe universe,” Spyder said.
Thirty Seven

A Bad Good Night

"Y ou sure you never see anything when you're not doing your blood magic?

| swear, sometimes your eyeslock on me and they're wild and wide. There's fireworks going off insde
and bolts of lightning, likefrom aTedaCail."

Spyder and Shrike had just finished making love on a Persian carpet Shrike had manifested with her
magic book behind a dune near their camp.

Shrike smiled. "It'sfunny to hear you say that. No one ever talks to me about my eyes. Even Ozymand
didn't. Everyone thinksI'm sengtive about it or something.”

"Maybethey're afraid to piss off ahard girl with aredly big sword.”

"You'renot. That'swhy | like you, pony boy."

Spyder took ahandful of sand and dowly dribbled it between Shrike's breadsts.

"You shit," shesad, brushing hersdlf off.

"If you ever get bored and decide to off me, my preference is being fucked to death.”

"Duly noted. And | won't let Primo eat you. Not al of you." Shrike's hand did down Spyder's body and
wrapped around hiscock. "I wish | could see your face. | wish | could see you hard. Y ou feel good
insde me." Spyder kissed her and started to become hard again.

"What wasthat?' he asked, pulling away from her.
"Wha?'

"Ligen."

They both lay quiet for amoment.

"It'stheruins” said Shrike. "Underground machines. Some of them have been humming on their own
timetable for athousand of years."

"Shit. | was afraid it was one of those balloons.”
"Relax. Non'swatching for them. Do you have any cigarettes|eft?!

"No. | wanted to trade for some in Berenice, but | decided to get mugged instead. We going to live
through this, you think?*

"That'sthe plan. At least if we diein Hell, welll be close to where we're going to end up.”

"Y ou can dwaysfind alittle rainbow for me," said Spyder. "Does killing mean anything to you? | know



itsyour job, but doesit ever get to you?'

"It'snot my dream job, but it's better than the aternatives. I'm not ready to be a beggar or a protitute.
When | was thrown out into theworld dl | knew had was alittle magic and my skill with asword. One
day, I'll useit to win back my kingdom," said Shrike. She turned on her sdefacing Spyder. "I'mglad |
don't see the faces of the people I'vekilled. But I'd rather die afighter than avictim.”

Spyder smoothed her dreads back from her face. "Y ou are afighter. A life-taker and a heartbreaker,
and you don't need anyone. Certainly not someone like me. | can barely get my pants on to get to work
inthe morning. But when | look &t you, | have thisridiculous desire to watch out for you."

Shrike nuzzled into Spyder's chest. " Sweet boy,” she said.
From the other side of the dune someone cleared their throat.
"Who'sthat?' cdled Shrike, Stting up and grabbing her cane.

"Quiet," came Primo'slow voice. It wasthefirst time Spyder had heard him give anything like an order.
"Something is about. Count Non would like you both to come back to camp.”

"Tdl himwell beright there.”

Spyder pulled on his pants and helped Shrike find her clothes. They left the carpet and ran back to
camp.

"What'sup?' Spyder asked. The others sat around asmall fire, drinking the mint tea Lulu had bought in
Berenice.

"Sit down and have sometea,”" said Count Non. "Don't look around. There's something out in the
dunes

"We heard machines earlier. From theruins,”" said Spyder.

"Thisisn't machines or horses or even wolveslooking for aquick med."
"Men," sad Shrike. "How many?'

"Eight, at least."

"Shit," said Spyder.

"Can you reach the Hornet?" asked the Count.

"It'sright by my saddle, on the other Sde of thefire."

"Don't reach for it now. Y ou'l fight with that and not the knife. The Hornet will give you some distance
from your opponent. Smile. Y ou and the Butcher Bird are rdlaxed and happy and in love."

"How can you be sure they're going to attack?' Spyder asked.

Lulu handed them cups of hot tea. Shrike blew on hersto coal it. "Y ou send one or two men to spy,” she
sad. "When you send eight or more, it'saraiding party.”

"Isit those desert rats we saw earlier today? They didn't look like much,” said Spyder.

"Anyone who can livein this open desert isgoing to be hard as stone and fierce as ademon,” said Non.



"I'm boosting morale with cheap bravado,” said Spyder. "On my planet, we refrain from telling people
them how fucked they are.

"My migteke."

"How areyou doing, Lulu?' asked Spyder.

"l could useafix. Or adrink."

"We need you bright-eyed and quick like abunny right now."

"More than you know," Lulu said. She moved her leg to reveal the smooth butt of asawed-off shotgun.
"A four-ten. Smal enough to love, big enough to kill."

"Y ou have any more gunsin that bag?' Spyder asked Count Non.
"Sorry, no."

"Damn. I'd fed alot more useful with agun.”

"Youll dofine"

"Shh," said Shrike. "They'reclose”

"How can you be sure?' Spyder asked.

Out in the dark, one of the horses whinnied and asmall throwing knife thunked into the sand by Shrike's
leg. Shewas up ingantly, her cane blurring to asword asthe firgt attacker came charging out of the night.
Spyder didn't even look. He knew she could handle what was coming, and dove for the Hornet.

Spyder came up off-balance and couldn't get the metal flails a the Hornet's head to spin properly. He
heard Lulu blasting away with the four-ten and turned in her direction, just in time to see the tribesman
that was rushing him. The attacker had alength of sharpened pipe raised above his head and was too
close and coming too fast for Spyder to get out of the way. Already off-balance, Spyder let himsdf fall
backwards, pushing the stud on the side of the Hornet to release the spikes from the ends. The tribesman
impaled himsdlf on the shaft of the weapon and landed on top of Spyder.

He struggled from under the man's body and findly got the Hornet spinning properly. It hummed like an
angry swarm of insects. Asthrowing knives shot toward him from the dark, they were shredded in
mid-air. Out of the corner of hiseye, Spyder saw Shrike hold off three attackers smultaneoudly, spinning
to dicethelegs off one, before gutting and decapitating the others. Lulu picked off attackers and
whooped out rebd yedls while Primo crushed tribesmen with hisfigt, the Hulk in a cheap suit. Count Non
fought amost asimpressively as Shrike. He charged with his broad Kan Dao sword in one hand and a
Morningstar in the other, dternately dashing and crushing the skulls of his opponents.

Another attacker was on Spyder, one who understood what the Hornet was. He didn't rush into the
sawtooth flails, but feinted and moved around, trying to find away past the spinning shied. Spyder's
injured hand was awhite hot bal of pain. He could fed blood running down hisarm. That wasthe sde
on which the tribesman made his attack. He drove his sword to the opposite Side and when Spyder
turned to parry him, the attacker soun smoothly, dipping around theflails. In his haste to avoid being
diced to giblets, the man came around atouch wide and barely managed to drag thetip of his sword
through the top Spyder's right arm. Before the man could come back with akilling blow, hismid-section
exploded. He fdll and Spyder saw L ulu standing there with her shotgun smoking. Spyder returned the
favor by dicing off the arm of another attacker who lunged at Lulu's back.



And then it was over. No more men came over the dunes. Spyder and Lulu turned in dow circles,
waiting for someone e se to rush them from the dark, but no one came.

"Spyder, stop spinning that thing," said Shrike. He dropped the flailsinto the sand to stop them. Shrike
turned once, her head up, listening. "'If there are any left, they've run off to lick their wounds.”

Spyder put hisarms around Shrike and she held on to him. "A fighter, not avictim. Understand now?"
she asked.

"Yeah," hesaid, but thought, "I killed aman tonight. Two, at least." Spyder pushed Shrike away and
puked into the sand.

"Pussy," said Lulu.

Thirty Eight

Dead Eyes Talk

"The horsesare gone," said L ulu.
"All of them?" asked Shrike.
"The onesthat aren't dead.”

"Goddam," said Spyder as Count Non wrapped hisinjured shoulder in gauze he pulled from the
saddlebags. He pressed a poultice to Spyder's wound and wrapped that, too.

"What'sthat?'

"Herbswith Saint Cosmas dugt," said the Count. " The shoulder and your hand should be healed by
morning."

"Y ou didn't even get scratched.”

"Unlike some people, | try to avoid being stabbed.”

"Y ou got something againgt bleeding?"

"Blood belongs on theingde, little brother.”

"Duck and cover. Got it."

"Thisoneseyesaregone,” said Primo. "And thisone."
"Thisone, too," said Lulu. "Shit they'redl cut up. Oh my god..."

Spyder looked at Lulu. She was knedling by the body of a dead tribesman, her hands over her mouth.
The dead man's robe lay open, revealing his chest and belly. They were scarred and stitched in the same
haphazard manner that was becoming very familiar.

"Arethey cut, Spyder?' asked Shrike.
"Sliced and diced, just the way the Black Clerksdo it."

Lulu touched the face of the dead man in the sand. "Isthat how | look?" She spokein achild'svoice, like
shewasin shock. She pulled her jacket closed and crossed her arms, tucking her hands underneath.



"They dl that way?"

"Yes," said Primo. He waswalking from body to body, moving their clothing with hisfoot, checking them
for scars. Spyder could tell that he didn't want to touch them. Going to where Lulu knelt, Spyder got her
to her feet.

"Come away from there," Spyder said, and sat her by thefire.
"Why would they come after uslikethat?' Lulu asked.

"In our clans, there's a saying about the Black Clerks," said Primo. "' They watch over usthrough silent
eyes™

"What doesthat mean?'

"It meansthat taking a part of someone's body gives the Clerks some power over the remaining body,"
said Shrike.

"It'sdll just Saticto me.”

"I believeit meansthat the Black Clerks might not take eyes Smply because they are foul and need to
replenish their organs,”" said Count Non. " Perhaps they are able to see where those eyes should be,
watching through the empty sockets they once inhabited.”

"The Clerks are in my head? They're looking through my fucking eyes?' Lulu shouted. There was hysteria
in her voice.

"Isthat right, Shrike?' asked Spyder.
"It'spossble” shesad.

"| saw the Clerksin Berenice. | thought it wasjust acoincidence,” Spyder said. "They must want the
book, too. Or to spook usfromit.”

"I led those dugsright to us" Lulu said. "The Black Clerks have seen everything were doing and know
right wherewe are." She stood and snatched up the shotgun. "Fuck that.”

"What are you doing, Lulu?' Spyder said. He started over, but Lulu pointed the four-ten at him.

"Stay put, Spyder. I'm ending thisright now.” Lulu was walking backwards into the dark, keeping the gun
pointed at the group. "Those bloodless motherfuckers think they can watch TV out of my head?1'm
going off theair, like should have done along time ago.”

"Don't do anything Stupid,” said Spyder.

"Look a me!" Luluyelled. "Look at what'sleft of me! 1've pretty much used up al my stupid for this
lifetime. I'm done." Sheran into the dark.

Spyder ran after her, pausing a the dunelinein case she was waiting. He didn't think that Lulu would
want to shoot him, but she till might out of fear or surprise. He moved dowly down the base of the
dunes, letting his eyes adjust to the dark. Findly, she saw awoman running. Spyder lit out after her.

"Lulu!" Spyder ydled. "Lulu!™

When he reached her, Lulu was on her kneesin the sand, the four-ten wedged under her chin.



"Stay the hell back, Spyder.”
"Givemethegun.”

"I didn't want you to get hurt. And | didn't mean for you to get involved in my shit. The Clerks are coming
for you now, too. For al of us"

"They're not coming for anyone. We're going to get that magic book and get clean.”

"Look at us, Spyder. Those people back there have a clue. We get loaded and hunt for girls. We can't
hdp them.”

"Not dead, we can't."
"Well messeverything up."
"That'saposshility.”

Lulu looked at Spyder. "1 redlly love you, you know. Y ou're the best person | know. But | can't have
those things crawling around insde my skull." Spyder heard Lulu pull back the hammer on the four-ten.

"Before you do anything, | want you to listento me, Lulu,” Spyder said in acam and even voice. "You
ligening?'

"I'm not putting the gun down."

"Fair enough. You hold ontoit, if it makesyou fed -better.”

"Okay."

"The Clerkstook your eyes. We know that and are agreed on it, right?"

" egh”

"Did they take your ears?"

"No. I've dill got them.”

"Right. So dl they can do iswatch TV with the sound off. Y ou following me?"
"Not redly."

"If the Clerks are spying on usthrough you eyesit's because that's dl they can do. They can't listento us.
They don't have your ears. That means, dl we have to do is keep you from seeing where we are and
they'reblind asabat.”

"Y ou think that'd work?" Lulu asked. She moved the gun from under her chin and scratched the side of
her head with the barrdl.

"Wejust cover up your little eyeholes and the Clerks get to play Three Blind Mice 'til were home,
drinking tequilaand winking a collegegirls.

"Maybe," shesaid.

"If yourenice, I'll get Shriketo dip the blindfold on for you. Y ou like alittle bondage with your morning
coffee, right?



Lulu seemed to think about it for amoment. "I'm not giving back the gun,” she said. "'I've been usdess
and naked up 'til now. But | know how to usethis.”

"1'm sure the Count won't mind. Come on over here."

Lulu got up and went to Spyder. He kissed her cheek and hugged her tight. "Don't scare me like that
agan."

" won'," she said and hugged Spyder back. " So, can Shrike realy put my blindfold on? That sounds
kind of hot."

Spyder did hisaround across her shoulders and led Lulu back to camp.

"Chrigt, you got acigarette?' Lulu asked.

"Nope. Don't worry. Were aimost to Hell. Bet they have plenty of smokes down there.”
Thirty Nine

Anthropology

"We're moving too dowly without the horses,” said Primo. "I'm afraid we won't make it to the mountains
intime"

"When will the moon reved the entrance to Hell?' asked Shrike,

"Tonight, | think. Perhgpstomorrow, too. After thet, it will beinvisble for amonth.”

"Show me where we are on the map.”

Primo pulled the Braille map from his jacket and placed the fingertips of Shrike's right hand on one set of
raised dots. "We're here," he said. He moved he hand north to another set of raised dots. "We need to
be here"

"If we push through, we can make the base of the mountains|ate tonight,” Shrike said. "But well haveto
rest at mid-day."

"I'd rather not, malam."

"I know, but we dl have injuries and no one's had any deep. | don't want us limping and yawning into the
underworld.”

"You'reright, of course.”

They'd been walking most of the night, since an hour or so after the attack. Food and water was
weighing heavier on their backs with each step. Spyder had alength of the Count's ropetied around his
waist and thiswastied to Lulu'sleft wrist. She was blindfolded with ayellow scarf, like a Tibetan prayer
flag, Shrike had taken from aboudoir conjured by her magic book. Lulu didn't have much to say asthey
trudged through the sand. She never |et the four-ten drop from resting on her shoulder, Spyder noted.

"How you doing, Lulu?" Spyder asked.

"Fed like I'm your rottweiler bitch you're taking out for awhiz. Find me afire hydrant so | can mark my
territory.”



"Y ou'relots sweeter than arottweller. Hell, you might be a Shih-Tzu. Maybe one of those little Teacup
poodiesold ladieslike."

"It's not wise to taunt awoman with that much firepower,” said Count Non. "That gun is enchanted and
will never run out of shells™”

"I have this demon-made knife Madame Cinders gave us. Isthat some kind of demon blunderbuss?*
asked -Spyder.

The Count sighed. "The way you people use words, it'sawonder you understand each other at dl. Every
vaguely inhuman cregture you find unpleasant or frightening or just trangeisa "demon’ to you. And
everything conjured or made by these creaturesis “demonic.™

"Back in San Francisco, there was afat fucker with amonster mouth right in the middle of his chest. He
wanted to eat me. Y ou telling me that wasn't ademon?”

"He was no more ademon than Primo. Primo is Gytrash. Smply another humanoid race. A different kind
of human animal. A more interesting and durabl e species than you ordinary humans, and probably abit
scary to you First Sphere bumpkins.”

"So, what was Mister Mouth?'

"He sounds like aBendith,” said Primo. "They're a particularly ugly sort of troll and aren't averseto
human flesh.”

"A Bendith or possibly a Nagumwasuck," said Count Non. "Y ou boring one-headed, two-eyed humans
are scattered through dl the Spheres. Take our Butcher Bird. Like you, she's an ordinary human, but
clearly shedidn't grow up in some First Sphere backwater. She's lived with other intelligent races and
undergandsthe infinite varieties of life, the magicd posshbilities, that spring from the conjunction of
different living species.”

"I wasright there with you, Count. Up until the bestidity stuff right at theend,” said Lulu.

"Humans and animal entities have been mating and producing offspring since the world began, little Sgter.
It's il quite common in regions of the Second and Third Sphere.”

"Okay, Shrike, Lulu and me are white trash, Primo is a Second Sphere tier-mensch and you're some
incredibly old rich kid dumming from Upper Coolsville," Spyder said. "What the hell isademon?’

"A fdlenangd," said Count Non. "Demons are from Hell. They serve Lucifer, command hisarmies, run
his cities and, when cdled upon, torment the souls that have been consigned to the underworld. True
demonstrave throughout al the Spheres and while they can seduce and despoil amost any creeture that
catchestheir fancy, they can't produce offspring. The demonsthat exist now are the same ones expelled
from heaven long, long ago. Give or take afew.”

"What happened to the demonsthat aren't around anymore?”

"The prophetstell usthat afew managed to beg and cgole their way back into Heaven. Others are dead.
Demons can be moody company and while ahuman exorcigt can, for instance, expel them from a
possessed body, they can't kill them. Only god or another angdl can kill an angdl, falen or otherwise.”

"Or an angel'sweagpon,” said Spyder, pulling Apollyon's knife from his belt. " This was made by ademon
tokill demons."



"Thewespon isready, but are you? Y ou will haveto get very closeto usethat. Y ou've never even seen a
true demon. Will you be able to walk up to your worst nightmare and stick that toothpick initsgut, little
brother?'

"The babeto my left isthekiller. I'm just here to hump gear and look pretty."
"You'redoing afinejob,” said Shrike.
"Thank you. Whered you get dl this Trivia Pursuit data, Countdown?"

"l study life. It'swhat my people do. We areinfinitely curious about the formsthat life takes, from insects
to angels. We know them and treasurethem all.”

"Y ou'relike an anthropologist or a something?’
"Both redly. That's the best way of putting it."
"An anthropologist with a big, goddamed sword,” said Lulu.

""God will put hisangelsin charge of you to protect you wherever you go. Y ou will trample down lions
and snakes, fierce lions and poisonous snakes,™ recited the Count. " Sdlf-preservationisnovice. If a
black widow spider tried to bite Charles Darwin, | doubt he would have had much guilt about crushing it
under hisboot. Loving life doesn't mean being soft.”

"Amento that," said Shrike.

When the sun was amost directly overhead and the sky was unbearably bright, they rested in the belly of
aruined meta storage tank in a scattering of industria ruins. The night and first part of the day had been
rough. Now, they drank water and ate dried meat and what little bread hadn't been lost in the fight the
night before. Things buzzed gently in the ground beneath them. If he weren't so tired, Spyder imagined
that he might have found thisadarming.

Later, Shrike lay down beside Spyder. "Thousand fingers massage," he said.
"What?'
"The buzzing downdtairs. It doesn't fed so bad."

"Mmm," Shrike said and was adeep againgt him. -Spyder closed his eyes and in afew moments, he, too,
was adleep.

Spyder wasin a scrapyard like the lot behind Santos Raye and 1ggy Atkinson's chop shop, only this
scrapyard stretched to the horizon in all directions. Piles of dead cars burned in the distance, sending up
gushers of flame and black smoke that boiled together like entwined snakesin the sky. Spyder looked
down at the ground. It was wet and bones protruded from the red soil. The burning cars threw his
shadow, long and distorted, behind him. When he looked again, Spyder saw hisyounger sdlf there. He
wasn't surprised. The kid had always been just astep or two behind him. He looked worse than ever.
His clotheshung from himin rags asif held been in aterrible accident. His eyes were gone and his body
looked like something dragged off an autopsy table. Spyder's shadow self smiled. Hewas till holding the
punch dagger he'd had in Bere-nice. The blade was still dick with Spyder's blood.

Spyder knew what was coming. He dragged a heavy femur out of the wet ground so that he could hit the
kid when he made his move.



Something came clattering toward Spyder acrossthe scrapyard. A filthy old man with abit in histeeth
was -pulling aflaming chariot. The chariot's rider wore agolden war helmet with amesh face shield. He
pulled that off and Spyder saw that the chariot driver had the same face as the old man with the bit in his
mouth. Therider then pulled that face off to reved alean, fox-like face that Spyder didn't recognize.
"How many masks are we wearing today?" shouted the rider and he pulled at the face of the old man
dragging the chariot. The old man's skin came off his skull, alimp rag, exposing muscle, bone and
mucous. Spyder was gtill considering this vision when he was staggered by awhite hot blow to the back.
The punch dagger, ruby red with blood and glittering like Christmas lights, was sticking out of his chest. It
had been pushed clean through him, back to front. He felt weak, but the shock to his body was so great
that the wound didn't even hurt.

Shrike screamed and startled Spyder awake. Before he could move, Shrike was up and out of the tank,
charging across the desert with her sword drawn. Spyder ran after her, and finally caught her by a
collapsed brass tower thirty yards away. Shrike shook and cried, but her body was tense, ready to
spring, ready to kill something.

"Were you dreaming?' Spyder asked

"Yes. My father wasin Hell being tortured by the -bastard, Xero Abrasax.”
"Was he pulling achariot?'

"Yes," sad Shrike. "How did you know?"

"| think I might have had part of your dream.”

Shrike breathed deeply. "We're close to Hell. It can creep into your dreams. That's good. It meansit was
just anightmare and not an omen.”

"Y eah. We just dreamed what scares usthe most.”

"But why did you dream about my father?"

"I don't know. I know I'm not going to deep again, that'sfor sure.”
"Mendther."

"Ligten, let'sjust go till we reach the mountains. No more bullshit. No more pit stops. We wait for it to
cool off and we walk till wedrop.”

"Youreright."

Shrike nodded and they walked back to the tank. The otherswere al up, looking pale and agitated, asif
they, too, had been awakened by disturbing dreams. There wouldn't be any arguments about pushing
graight on through to the Kadans.

Forty

The Possibility of Floating

"Have you thought about what you're going to do, little brother?!
"When?'

"When we reach the gates of Hell."



"Not much, no."

"Maybe you should. I've listened to you talk about the place and, while | admire your scholarship, |
wonder if it'senough.”

It was just after sundown and the sky along the horizon was the color of rust and bruises. Spyder was
spinning theflails of the Hornet over his head, speeding and dowing the serrated metal asthey walked.
Count Non was beside him. Lulu and Shrike walked ahead, led by Primo. Lulu said something that made
Shrikelaugh.

"What's ever enough?Infor adime, infor adollar,” said Spyder.
"Does that attitude make you ahero or afool, | wonder.”
"They're the same thing. Fools get themsalves cornered. Heroes are just the fools who get out of it.”

Count Non nodded. "Being afool might just be your greatest strength. A fool can do what awise man
won't," he said, and shifted his pack from on shoulder to the other. "In the Tarot deck, the Foal is
depicted as ayoung man about to step off acliff into empty air. Most people assume that the Fool will
fal. But we don't seeit happen, and aFool doesn't know that he's subject to the laws of gravity. Against
dl odds, hejust might float."

"If fucking up is power, | should be the Hulk by now," said Spyder. Hetook a breath. "Goddamn. I'm
going in. | told mysdlf | wasn't. I've been sort of turning it over in my mind thiswhole time.”

"Thinking goes againg the fool's strengths. Just do what you haveto do."

"Truthis, | kind of dwaysknew | was going, from the first time Cinders bought it up. But | couldn't admit
it," Spyder said, spinning the Hornet from sideto side. "There's an old Buddhist saying that whenever you
ask aquestion, you aready know the answer."

"I'm glad to hear you bring up the Buddha," Count Non said. "All that medieva Chridtianity that informs
your descriptions of Hell had me worried. We can learn alot from the Buddha. In Hell, you'll be dl right
if you remember hismost basic advice: follow the Middle Way."

"All the books say that Hell's anaked roller derby on broken glass. It's nothing but extremes. Think
there'saMiddle Way down there?'

"If you're onfire, do you jump into the pool of water or the pool of gasoline? Even in the most extreme
circumstances there's a choice.”

"l wish | could see the place. Being blindfolded the whole time sounds like bdls.”
"That's the first choice you have to make. |'s seeing Hell's dé or worth being trapped for eternity?"

"I'd haveto givethat abig No," said Spyder. "How about you? How do you fed about playing blind
man's bluff?*

"It'sdl the sameto me. Thiswon't be the first prison I've visited. I've been locked away in dark places.
After awhile, the darkness becomes acomfort and light isthe stranger.”

"Y ou've been there, haven't you? Hell, | mean. Y ou're dancing around the subject, but | have this
feding."

"My people have done businessthere.”



"What kind of busness?’
"It varied. I'm not proud of much of it."

"Why didn't you say anything when | was wanking on about it? If you know the place better than me,
why didn't you spesk up?'

"Y ou were doing afinejob. | didn't see any reason to interrupt.”

"Isthere something you can tel methat | should know? Anything that can help us?'
"That's not permitted,” Count Non said.

"What doesthat mean?'

"Hell isaplace of extremes, yes, but extremes are relative. What's extreme for Spyder isn't extremefor
me. Shrikesextremeian't Primo'sor Lulu's. The details of Hell are different for everyone. Tdling you
about my dealingswouldn't do you any good and might just confuse you. | wouldn't want to be the cause
of you getting hurt. Or worse."

"Y ou'rekilling me with tender mercies. There's nothing you have that can help us?'

The Count sighed. "I've been talking about it thiswholetrip, trying to prepare you. Y ou're asready as
you're going to be. Remember the Buddha's advice. And don't ever lose heart. Hell isdesigned to drain
lost souls of hope. Don't let that happen. Weve aready agreed that you're afool and so far, despitea
few bruises, you've been lucky. That's hafway to ahero. No matter what happens, what you see or hear
or experience, bethefool that lives. That's my best advice."

"I was hoping for amagic hemet or something.”

"Don't be afraid, little brother. The stars are on our side. When the moon pointsto the hellmouth, the
underworld's defenses are down and al the gates are open. "In that day the Lord with his sore and grest
and strong sword shdl punish Leviathan; and he shal day the dragon that isin the sea.™

"Y ou can tak some shit, Count."

Count Non tossed a stone straight into the air. Asit arced down, Spyder tilted up the Hornet and ripped
the stone to powder.

"Theresairshipsover us," said Spyder.

"Angels, too," the Count said. "To thewest."

"If your people did businesswith Hell, did they work for Heaven, too?"
"Of course.”

"Y ou aren't not on the flying monkeys side, are you?"

"Y ou mean the Brotherhood and their angdlic lapdogs? They can dl kissmy ruby red arse," said Count
Non. "Would you prefer it if | was on the other Sde?"

"Both sides can blow me right about now," said Spyder. "I'm just jumpy isdl. That Bibletalk of yours
had me wondering."



"It'safamily habit and hard to bresk.”
"You aren't a preacher or something?’
"My father is"

"I knew it."

"When the urge hits, perhaps | should switch to Greek."
"It couldn't hurt."

Forty One

Vanilla Roses

"Isthisthe place?' asked Shrike.

"l believe s0," Primo replied.
"Believe?" Spyder asked.

"A figure of speech. Thisisthe place.”
"What happens now?" asked Lulu.

"Wewait," said Primo, "for the moon to move across the sky and revedl the location of the entranceto
Hdl."

Shrike was hunkered on the ground, her hands moving dowly across the face of the braille map. Spyder
knelt down beside her. The desert night wind camein dry, frigid gusts that threatened to drag the map off
into the dark.

"Doesthisfed right to you?' Spyder asked.

"Asfar asl can tdl, werewherewe should be," she said. "Were in Primo's hands now. Isthe moon
up?'

"Been up for awhile. That'swhat worries me. We might have missed it."
"We 4till have tomorrow night."

"Welost dl our food and most of our water back at the OK Corrdl."
"Then, let's hope we still have a chance tonight.”

"Canwe gart afire or something?' Lulu asked. "Thewind comin' off these hillsis giving me some serious
rasns”

Count Non shook his head. "That's not agood idea. Not with enemies overhead. They would spot even
agmdl fire"

Lulu shivered in her light cotton jacket. "I'm serioudly dying over here." Spyder took off hisleather jacket
and draped it across her shoulders.

"What about one of those caves?' asked Spyder. "We can do like the other night, start asmall fireand



stack some of this scrub over the entrance. Maybe cover it with our coats.”

"It'still dangerous,” said the Count. "What do you say, Shrike?"

"If nothing €lse, moving around and gathering brush will warm us. Do you see anything yet, Primo?”
"No, maam. Whatever your decision about afire, I'm going to stay here and watch the moon."

While Primo and the Count kept track of the sky, the others began pulling the dry, shallow-rooted brush
from the loose desert soil and piling it in anearby cave. While Lulu and Shrike broke up some of the
brushesinto kindling, Spyder spread their coats over apile of brush at the cave opening. Count Non
volunteered a heavy wool cloak that he pulled from his wesapons bag.

When held covered the entrance, Spyder dipped inside, trying not to disturb any of the brush that kept in
thelight. Knedling next to Shrike and Lulu, he struck amatch and lit the kindling they'd laid out. The
gticks caught quickly and the little cavefilled with light. The heat came up more dowly, but in thefrigid
night, they felt their skin begin to warm and it felt good. Spyder leaned into Shrike as Lulu huddled up on
the other side.

Lulu pulled off her blindfold. "All they can seeisthefire, right?"
"Y eah. They won't know wherethefireis" said Spyder. "We having agood time yet?' Spyder asked.
"Shit, thisis better than dinner and agpanking,” said Lulu.

From outside the cave came Count Non's voice. " Sorry to disturb you, but you should come and look at
this"

"Who should?' caled Lulu.
"All of you."
"Dammit."

They crawled out of the cave dowly, gloomily, leaving the warmth behind. It felt even colder and more
miserable now that they'd had afew minutes of comfort. The three of them remained huddled together as
they went to where Primo and the Count were waiting.

Spyder followed the men's gaze upward to the night sky. "It'sthe moon," he said. "Been there. Done
that."

"L ook beyond that peak,” said Primo.

"Oh man,” Spyder said.

"What isit?" asked Shrike.

Spyder felt Lulu shiver.

"Two moons," Spyder said. "There are two moonsin the sky."
Shrike lowered her head, but didn't say anything.

"Who hasthejuicefor this?" Spyder asked.

"The Brotherhood, perhaps," said Count Non. "Perhaps the Black Clerks, though I've never heard of



them doing anything remotely this mad before.”

"It could be a confederacy. Two or three of the groups wanting to stop us could have combined their
powers," Shrikesaid. "Thisisbad.”

"Theré's something worse," said L ulu, looking back at the cave.

Spyder turned and saw that the fire had ignited some of the brush by the entrance. The whole cave was
burning like amerry beach bonfire on the Fourth of July.

"If someonéslooking for us, | think wejust sent ‘'em aflare,” said Lulu.
"Therés something in theflames," Primo said.

Black, moiling smoke did from the cave, up the mountainsde. But adower, heavier smoke hung whitein
theair, turning in dow motion tornadoes. Things coa esced ins de the spinning whirlpools, shape-angled,
skeletal. A glimpse of bared teeth. A sharp arc of metal. Heavy, restless boots.

"Soldiers," said Spyder. "Primo, that cave we want is above us, right?"
"Yes, dr. Up the mountain.”
"Maybe we should go now."

Spyder took Shrike's hand and they ran up anarrow switchback that cut back and forth acrossthe face
of the Kadan mountains. Coming from far behind them, Spyder heard the clattering of metal and |esther.
He hoped the smoke soldiers were dow, or sill smoky, so the mountain wind might blow them away. As
the group ran, however, the sound of the soldiers weapons came closer. Shrike pulled away from
Spyder and ran back down the mountain, her sword up and ready to strike. Spyder was frozen in place,
his mind ablank. What was she going to do against a soldier made of smoke? But when Shrike made her
first dash, Spyder saw the blood and heard a scream. He redlized that while the soldiers might have
come from smoke, they were now just flesh and blood. He, Primo and Count Non charged down the hill
while Lulu opened up behind them with the four-ten.

Spyder sent a couple of the soldiers off the edge of thetrail asthey tried to avoid the spinning Hornet,
while the Count gutted one, then another of the smoke soldiers. Spyder saw other soldiersforming at the
foot of the -mountain. While the others attacked the remaining few pursuers, Spyder grabbed Shrike.

"Do you know any magic to make thewind blow harder?' he asked.

"Onespdl.”

"Useit"

Shrike got down on one knee and rolled up her deeve. Whispering alow incantation, she pulled back the
meta bird on the lancet, locking it into place. A moment later, the bird snapped down and Spyder saw
blood run down Shrike's hand. Thewind kicked up at their backs, pushing them toward the edge of the
cliff. Spyder grabbed Shrike and pulled her back against the mountain.

Below them, the hurricane that now blasted down from the mountain scattered the burning scrub from
which the soldiers were codescing. Half-formed soldiers splattered onto the sand, awet corruption of
skin, bone and exposed organs.

Overhead, immense, dark things blacked out parts of the sky. Search lights played across the desert



floor, illuminating the underbellies of the airships. The lights pooled around the bodies of the dead soldiers
near the cave.

Count Non and the others trudged up the hill into the wind, findly reaching Spyder and Shrike.
"We should keep moving." The Count had to shout to be heard above the wind.
"Can you turn the wind off now, pretty please?" Spyder asked.

Shrike raised her hands and uttered afew words. Nothing happened. Sheindicated that they should start
up the hill. "Sometimesit takesafew minutes” Shesad. "Thisian't like turning off the TV.."

They started up and within afew minutes, the wind began to dack off. The airships kept up their search,
lighting up the bodies of the daughtered soldierson thetrail below. Looking for us among the dead,
thought Spyder. He felt asurge of excitement, having come through another fight. Primo came up from
therear, dill scanning the sky, trying to find some clue in the mad light and crisscrossing shadows cast by
the twin moons.

"That archway in therock above us," hesaid. "l think it's pointing to an opening in the rock face.”

"Lead theway, man," said Spyder and dapped him on the back. Primo flinched from the blow. Spyder
saw that he was holding his sde. Blood stained the front of hiswhite shirt, and oozed from between his

fingers
"You'rehurt."

"It'snothing,” Primo said. "WEell be awvay from them soon.”

Primo went quickly up thetrail, but Spyder could tell that he was more badly hurt than he was letting on.
The little man constantly looked northward at a stone archway in the rocks above. In the crazy mix of
shadows, Spyder couldn't really see what had Primo so excited.

Thunder rumbled behind them, then lightning. The ground shook. Heet and awave of static bristled over
their skin. Spyder could tdll that it wasn't thunder in the sky, but more of the light weapons held seen
back in the airship battle. Rocks tumbled down at them as searing white bolts blasted into the mountain.
They pressed themsealves as close as possible to the rock face and kept moving. Looking up, Spyder
thought he saw angedls circling the mountain top, high above.

"Therel" yelled Primo, between thunderclaps. The mountain rumbled up through their legs. "'l need to
climb. Pleasegivemealeg up.”

Spyder till couldn't see where Primo wanted to go, but he crouched by thelittle man'sleg to givehim a
boost. Primo took a breath. His remaining hand was bloody and his balance was alittle shaky. Holding
on to Primo's shoulder, Count Non steadied him enough to step onto Spyder's hands and begin the
cimb.

He must have cat eyes, thought Spyder. Using hisone arm, the little man climbed steadily up the rocks,
reaching a deep, recessed shadow just afew yards above their heads. "We would have walked right
passed it,” Spyder said to himsalf. The ground shook and rocks came down, almaost knocking Primo of f
his perch at the lip of the cave.

"Thisisit!" Primo caled. "Climb!" The mountain trembled and Primo used his one arm to brace himsdlf in
the cave entrance. Where his bloody hand touched the mountain, the rock turned black. The blackness
spread outward and around the cave like paper crisping in aninvisblefire. "Hurry!" Primo shouted to



them.
"Look out!" Spyder screamed.

Primo frowned, cocking his ear, trying to hear Spyder above the thunder. The little man was now
ganding inacircle of curdling black set againgt the mountain. Spyder tried to wave him away from the
entrance.

"Do you smell something?' asked Shrike.

Above them, Primo screamed as crooked black spikes spun out of the rock, drilling through Primo's
body, -pinning him to the rock. As Primo struggled, Count Non started climbing toward him. Too late.
Double-edge blades, aslong as Primo's arm, sprang from the sides of the mountain and closed on Primo
likethe jaws of a- colossal mechanica beast. The blades diced cleanly through the little man and he was
dlent. Then the spikes rotated out of Primo's mangled body, alowing the piecesto fal quietly over the
rock face. If there was any sound, Spyder couldn't hear it above the thunder and his own screaming. As
the spikes disappeared into black rock the side of the mountain turned back to adull gray. Count Non
dropped down beside Spyder.

"They're gone. Primo and the cave,” said Spyder. "l can't see anything." Rocks tumbled down the
mountain at them.

"We can't stay herel” shouted Lulu.

"Help meup,” sad Shrike. "I'm climbing.”
"It'sgone!" shouted Spyder. "We can't see anything.”
"l don't need to seeit,” she said. "Can't you smell it?"
"What?'

"Howers"

"The amdl of the Inferno islike vanillaroses," said Count Non. "If you can follow that scent, well follow
right behind you." Shrike nodded and the Count lifted her onto the rock face. Shrike climbed dowly,
carefully, feding her way up the wal, groping with her hands and feet for each purchase on the cliff.

Below, the desert floor was turning red and liquid as the sand superheated to glass where the airships
light weapons hit. Spyder pressed his forehead into the mountain. For thefirst timein what seemed likea
long time, he stepped outside himsalf and looked at where his sorry ass had landed him: clingingto a
murderous mountain on someimaginary idand, with warrior angels above and demons below. If you
could see me now, Jenny, he whispered. If you could see me now.

Count Non put his hand on Spyder's shoulder. Spyder looked up and saw Shrike kneeling on aledge,
gesturing for them to come up.

"You're next, little brother. Don't leave the lady waiting,” Non said, giving Spyder aleg up therock. As
he climbed, Spyder heard Lulu huffing and cursing behind him. When he reached the ledge where Shrike
waited, she grabbed him and pulled him inside. Spyder turned and pulled in Lulu, as Count Non came up
behind her. Outside, the killing light from the airships was hitting al around the cave entrance. Dust and
gones rained down on them from the celling. The smell of roses was sickening, cloying, over-ripe.
Spyder was suddenly afraid. A light bolt hit just below thelip of the entrance and threw them deep insde
the cave.



"We're not safe here," said Count Non. "We have to get down below."”

"Back here." Shrike's voice came from deeper in the cave. " Stone doors. They'rewarm. And they smell
like an abandoned florigt."

Spyder and the others scrambled to her through the dark. At the rear of the cave, stood two massive
doors, forty feet high, carved from the mountain itsdlf.

"How do we open them?" Spyder asked.
"They fed light,” said Shrike. "I think | can just pull them.”

"Wait," said Count Non. "Shrike and Lulu are safe, but you mustn't forget your blindfold.” Non did Lulu's
blindfold from where it hung around her neck, unknotted it and stepped behind Spyder to tieit on.

"Shouldn't we put that back on Lulu?’
"Don't worry. | doubt even the Clerks can see through dead eyesin Hell.”
"I hopeyoureright. | didn't like the idea of sumbling around down therewith dl of usblind.”

Quietly, Non said to Spyder, "We madeit, little brother. The entrance to the Inferno. "And | will give
thee the treasures of darkness, and hidden riches of secret places." Asthe coal cloth of the blindfold did
over Spyder's eyes, something nicked hisleft ear. Then hisarm. He heard something shoot by and strike
thewal.

"Get down!" screamed L ulu.

Spyder didn't have achoice. Count Non had collapsed againgt his back, knocking them both to the
ground. The Count was dead weight on top of Spyder. He dowly crawled forward. Things flew by over
his head, but he made it behind a bend in the rocks. From there Spyder looked back and saw Count
Non's body bristling with at least adozen golden arrows. Bright angels were pressed
shoulder-to-shoulder at the cave entrance, arrows and quivers raised.

"Get ready to open the gates," Spyder shouted to Shrike. "Now!"

He bought the Hornet up and spun the business end as fast and hard as he could. The angels arrows flew
at them, but were vaporized by the Hornet's flails. Spyder kept the weapon between the angels and
them. The angels advanced steadily into the cave. Some stood over Count Non's body, and that made
Spyder angry. He spun the Hornet faster as ablast of heat and the stink of rotting flowers washed over
his back.

A grangelight filled the cave when Shrike pulled open the gates of Hell. The wallsturned a deep russt,
and the light seemed to bubble, asif it were boiling to the surface of the world in duggish waves, weighed
down by the maevolent gravity of Hell below and the miles of earth it had to pass through.

Theforward-most angels skin and wings turned dark and shriveled in the Hell light. The onesthat didn't
cook and collapse immediately, backed quickly out of the cave. When they were gone, Spyder went to

Count Non and checked his pulse. He was dead. Spyder pulled the blindfold from the Count's hand and
st the Hornet gently down beside him.

"l can't usethisblind. Maybeit'll do you some good wherever you are,” Spyder said.

There was aspiral wrought-iron stairway beyond the open gates, and sounds came from deep below.



Some were rhythmic, others random. The rhythmic sounds were like the banging of vast and relentless
machines. The arrhythmic sounds were screams. The walls of the cave flickered asif someone were
quickly clicking alight switch on and off.

Before they entered the gates, Shrike knelt on the floor, took a handful of dust and sprinkled it over her
head. " Count Non and Primo Kosinski. Strength to your spirits, my comrades, my friends.”

"Vayacon dios" said Spyder quietly.
"Sweet dreams, guys’ Lulu said.

She dipped the blindfold over Spyder's eyes and made sure it was tight. Shrike took Spyder'sleft hand
and hetook Lulu'sleft. They walked through the gates of Hell and started down the long spiral staircase
into the abyss.

Forty Two
|zanami and Red Dragon

Thefirst great war on Earth took place millions of years ago when the warrior princess, |zanami,
fought Red Dragon, the rapacious prince of the west.

With her army following behind, I1zanami ran all the way across the land of Jodo to fight Red
Dragon. 1zanami finally cornered and defeated Red Dragon in a battle that lasted for years and
destroyed a third of their kingdom.

Izanami had a secret known only a few of her most trusted officers. [zanami didn't defeat Red
Dragon because she was a cleverer tactician or a stronger warrior. |zanami won because she was
insane.

She came to the battle field in a heavy cloak, under which she was wrapped in chains. As she
entered the battle-field, she looked small and lost. It was only when she was released from all her
heavy restraints that the full power of her madness was brought down on Red Dragon. |zanami
won the battle by exploding a volcano in the Khumbu Mountains. The lava and ash almost
destroyed the world, but killed Red Dragon and his army first.

|zanami was the first hero on Earth, though few have ever heard of her historic combat. Her story
remains popular with her people, but even among scholars across the three Soheres, |zanami's
story is obscure.

The Nio, 1zanami's people, were smoke wraiths. The entire epic war between |zanami and Red
Dragon lasted no longer than the span of a human breath--but for the Nio, that breath was a
lifetime. And that was |zanami's other secret. She knew how insignificant her people and their
victory were in the universe. Its insignificance made the victory seem all the sweeter to |zanami,
proving once again that the logic of Tricksters and the enlightened are hard to tell apart.

Forty Three
Eaten Alive
They seemed to walk forever, but they never grew tired or hungry or thirsty.

"What alousy day to stop smoking crack," said Spyder, ssumbling on the staircase for maybe the fiftieth
time. He had a deathgrip on the metd railing. It had never occurred to him that something assmple as



walking down aflight of stairs could be such apainin the asswhen blind. His balance was off, hiswhole
sense of where he ended and other objects began was gone and every new scream and sound from
below gartled him.

"l knew thisreporter downin LA. Hewas doing a series of storieson loca sub-cultures for one of the
aternative weeklies. Y ou know, the kind of scene-hopping bullshit that desk monkeys and teenyboppers
read to fed edgy. Eventuadly, his editor wants him to write about the Hell's Angels. He gets ahookup to
their clubhouse and he's surprised by how smart and cool most of the Angels seem. At theend of his
formd interview, they tell him they're having a party and he should come, so he can get a better idea of
what'swhat. Sure, he says, expecting aphone call or aflyer or something." Spyder ssumbled again.
Shrike caught him by the shoulder. "Thanks. About three in the morning, he'sin bed. When he openshis
eyes, hefinds about a haf-dozen Angelsin hisbedroom. "Get dressed,’ they tell him. He's no dummy. He
doeswhat he'stold. Outside are about a dozen more Angels. They rev their bikes loud enough to peel
paint off the neighbors houses and roar out into the canyons over the Hollywood Hills, with my reporter
friend riding bitch on the back of some guy'sbike.

"The thing about those canyonsis, therésalot of bodies buried out there. A million years from now,
archeologists are going to understand us completely from al the bones of the dead TV producers, junkie
musicians, porn stars and coke dedlers scattered dl up in those canyons. And my friend doesn't know if
he's going to get laid or ssomped or shot in the head and buried in ashalow grave. Then they round a
corner and he seesthe lights and hears the music. The Angels promised him aparty and, sure enough,
theré's a party going on.

"But an Angd party isn't aregular kind of party. Therésalot of guys on massive doses of acid, playing
William Tell with fifty caiber handguns. There's knives flying by and gangbangs and more beer thanin dl
of Milwaukee. And herés my little artsy-fartsy weekly newsrag lit mgor buddy trying to be Cool Hand
Lukewithit al. Thething he said, though, and | believe this, wasthat after awhile he redlly was cool with
the savage craziness. The party went on al night and into the next day, and theway he put it, Y ou can
only beterrified for solong.™

"l guessyou're still looking for your happy place on thistrip,” said Lulu.
"Working onit. | figure Hell can't be any worse than Houston.”

"Arewe close to the bottom, Lulu?" asked Shrike.

"Damned if | know. It just keeps going down.”

"It's getting hot,” said Shrike.

"Yeah, but it'sadry heat,” said Spyder. No one laughed.

"Why can't the Prince of Darkness have an devator? Ozzy would," Lulu said.
"Don't disrespect the demonsin their own house, dear.”

"Yes, daddy."

"Maybe this should be aquiet time, while wetry to get our bearings,” said Shrike.

Spyder sumbled again, cursed. He leaned over therailing and felt awarm wind rising from somewhere
below. It still smelled of roses, but there was an undercurrent of something musky and subterranean,
darkly fungal. Spyder had to admit that he was allittle surprised and kind of annoyed with himsalf. After
all thereading and study he/d done concerning the underworld, now that he was actudly here, he kind of



wanted the place to be afurnace full of guysin red suits, pointy beards and pitchforks. Those childhood
images and fears never go away and never redlly get updated, he thought. Y ou can add on new ones, but
you never completely bury the old nightmares.

"How many angels are there?" asked L ulu.

"Depends on who you ask, but the consensusis between a hundred million and abillion. And athird of
them went down with Lucifer when he got the door."”

"Y ou're saying, thereslike thirty million crackhead angels down there?"
"Giveor take"
"How fucked are we?'

"It could beworse," said Shrike. "We're sneaking into to amad place at a chaotic time. War isagrest
cover for crime.”

"What's going to be down at the bottom of this staircase?' asked Lulu.

"I wish | knew," Spyder said. "Hell's pretty flexible. Different to different people at different times. It'sgot
ageography, al these little fiefdoms controlled by Lucifer'slodge buddies. Thereésthe big boy's pdacein
the biggest city, Pandemonium. Some prophets say Hell'sjust abig, pointless machine, that al the
damned souls are cogs and gears and that the machine's only purpose isto grow with no purpose at dll.
Otherssay that lifein Hdll'sjust like life on earth, only more hopeless and boring. Some traditiona types
gtill go with the fire and brimstone story, and why not? Someone's got to have that old school stick up
their ass." Spyder shrugged. "I've talked to Shrike about the demons and laws and traps | 've read about,
but, we're not going to know what's down there until were on the ground.”

Lululaughed.
"What?" asked Spyder.

"I'm just rememberin’' something. After | came out to my folks, dl the timesthey told methisiswherel'd
end up. And herel am.”

Theair grew hotter and more fragile, brittle amost. Not like the desert. It felt artificid, asif someone had
left on agiant dehumidifier and it was sucking the moisture from everything. Therising air from below was
full of anitchy grit that settled on everyone's skin and instantly itched. Hell already sucked and we're
barely through the door, Spyder thought.

Spyder felt Shrike's hand close around his. "When we get down there you stick close to me, pony boy."
"Why didn't you tell that being blind was such adrag?'

"You get usedtoit.

"This probably wasn't thetime to sart.”

"Damn. We're here. The bottom,” said Lulu. "Be careful stepping down.”

"Where do we go now?" Spyder asked.

"l was going to ask you, Mr. Wizard. What isthis?"



"Describeit. I'm Ray Charles over here”

"Right. Sorry," shesaid. "Okay. We'rein abig cavern at the bottom of the sairs. Thereslight, but hell if |
can tell whereit's coming from. In front, therésthree redly big doors. Theré's no signs or nothing, but al
of the doors have the pug ugliest demon faces carved on them. Looks like were marching down some
mongter's gullet, whatever we do. But which one do we open?”

"Thiswasn't in any of the books," Spyder said. "What do the demons ook like?!
"Like demons. Big scary teeth and huge goddam claws."

"Do the demons have snouts? Like dogs or wolves?'

"Yeah. Kind of. What are they?'

"l think | got it," said Spyder. "It'snot “they." It's 'it.' Thisis Cerberus. The three-headed hellhound.
Some stories say Cerberus guards the entrance to Hell. Some say he isthe entrance. To get inside,
Cerberus swalows you. Only you haveto pick the right mouth, otherwise, he shits you out into chaos.
Not heaven or Hell, just stone cold nothing.”

"So, which head gets the bone?!

Spyder hesitated. He heard someone moving around by the doors. Shrike. She was muttering a spell that
wasn't working. The Situation was o frustrating. Spyder wanted to rip the idiot blindfold off hiseyesand
not have to stand around like a crippled child.

"The one on theright feelslight on its hinges. It's been used the most. Maybe it'stheway,” said Shrike.
"Or it'satrick to get usdown the beast's belly,” said Lulu.

"We go in through the center,” Spyder said.

"How do you know?" asked Shrike.

"Count Non knew things about Hell. He told me to be like the Buddha. Buddha aways took the middle
way."

"Areyou sure?'
"Openit.”

Helistened to Lulu going to the door. Hesitation. A footfdl. Silence. The sound of dry hinges grinding
and adoor scraping over adirty floor.

"Lulu?"' asked Shrike,

"Therdsatunnd. Something's moving at the end. People. And like ariver, | think." She pushed the door
open wider. "Hey man, thanks for not dooming usright off."

Spyder amiled. "All part of the service. | guesswere supposed to go in there now."

Someone fell. The sound was dry and hollow in the warm, thick air of Hell. Spyder moved toward the
sound.

"Shrike, areyou dl right?"



"I'mfine. Let me catch my bregth.”
“Luu?'
"I've got her. Follow my voice over here.”

Spyder found them sitting on the floor. Shrike was leaning on the cavern wall. Her hands were wet and
cold.

"Something inmy chest," shesaid. "l think it'sthe key Madame Cinders put ingde me. | canfed it
moving. It must know we're getting near the book."

"When you're ready, well go," said Spyder.
"I'mready," she said and got up dowly.

The middie tunnel through Cerberus gullet was warm and wet. When Spyder touched thewall, the stone
was fleshy and yielding. They al hurried through as quickly asthey could.

Forty Four

Daddy Longlegs

"Helo?" Lulu caled. "Anyone back there?'

"What'swrong?' asked Spyder.

"| thought | heard something back in the tunnel. Who'd athought there'd be weird soundsin Hell?!

"Istheriver ahead?"' asked Shrike. Spyder heard the rustling of the thick, rubbery sheets as she unfolded
the map. "We haveto crossit to get to Pandemonium.”

"That won't be aproblem. The crossing part, | mean.”

"Lay it out for us, Lulu,” said Spyder. He had his back to a stone outcropping just beyond the tunndl.
Around them were dozens of voices, people screaming and talking, people on crying jags. From above
came ametdlic humming punctuated by momentary squeds, thewall of rusted whedl's and rotten gears.
Spyder didn't like the idea of machines that he couldn't see hanging over his head.

"I don't know whereto gart. We'rein aHieronymous Bosch painting,” Lulu said. "Hear dl those people?
They're standing around waiting to get acrosstheriver. | bet you don't smell roses anymore, do you?
There's pipes al around dumping what looks alot like shit, blood, carcasses and lord knows what other
pukeinto the river. Jesus fuck!"

"What isit?' Shrike asked, her svord half-raised.

"Something, like abig, white worm just popped out of the water, latched on to one of those people and
dragged 'em under."

"They aren't people, Lulu. They're souls. Don't worry, they can't drown,” said Spyder
"No, but | bet that thing can chew on 'em for agood long time."
"What else do you see? Can you tell how we get to the other sde?" asked Shrike.

"Y eah. Thereésthese metd cars, like the sky cars at an old amusement park, dung on wires over the



water. Shit. | don't know if | want to ride on one of those with those hungry wormswaiting for usto
drop."

"We haveto," said Spyder. "Listen, the thing that grabbed that guy, it wasn't random. Souls are sorted dll
over Hell, starting right here. Thisisthe Bone Sea. The oneswho end up init are so foul that even Hell
doesn't want them. The ones wandering around this shore and on the other side, they're maybe worse
off. Completely lost. They can't get into Heaven and they won't go into Hell. They'll spend eternity right
here by thisriver of shit. We don't have that option. If we don't move, Shrike'sgoing to die.”

The voices of the wandering souls grew quiet, then came back louder than ever. Lulu said, "Remember
how | used to tease you about it being dl ironic with you named Spyder, that you're so afraid of
spiders?’

"Weworked that over once or twice."

"Beglad youreblind right now. | shit you not, therésatwelve foot tall spider strolling down the shoreline
kicking people out of hisway like he's Dondd fucking Trump."

Spyder reflexively pressed his back into the outcropping and went very cold insde. He wanted
desperately to find the tunnel and go back up they way they had come, but Shrike grabbed him and held
on.

"Wehaveto goon,” said Shrike. "Trust me. I'll take care of you."

"Weird," said Lulu. "That spider looks sort of mechanical. Like someone took about ten junked cars,
some old TVsand prosthetic limbs, wired them together and taught them to walk. And it gets better. The
thing's got ahuman head.”

Feedback knifed through Spyder's head, bringing back memories of ahundred swesaty clubson a
thousand drunken nights. A voice crackled and boomed, broken, imperious and mad.

"Move aong, you desperate scum, you noxious void of the earth's bowels, move aong! Y our fate lies
across the Bone Sea, not on my shore! Acrosstheriver isthe eternity you courted your whole corrupt
and sorrowful lives. It isthe eternity you shadl receive. No one remains on my shore. Move aong, you
lost lambs, food for the wolf. Lolly-gag and your suffering will begin al the sooner!”

"Shrike, get your sword up,” said Lulu. "Daddy longlegsis headed thisway, twelve o'clock high.”

A rhythmic danking filled the air, dong with the smll of burning oil, decaying flesh and overheated circuit
boards. Spyder sensed some enormous presence looming over them.

"My god. Youredive" camethevoice. It waslow and human. The madness was gone. "Forgive me for
that scene amoment ago. They make me say and do those terrible things. The beasts who run the
machines. I'm attached, you see."

"Who areyou?' asked Shrike.

"Cornelius...something, | think," said the spider machine. "1 was once one of these poor souls. Lost and
terrified. | don't belong here. | don't deserve Hell. | refused to cross the Bone Sea. Demons came with
nets and rounded us up like wild animals. When | awoke | wasthe foul thing you see before you."

"Y ou must've gotten on someone's bad side, then super-sized it,” said Lulu.

"l can't remember,” Cornelius said. "Kind souls, will you kill me and free me from this endless torment?’



"I don't think we can kill you, Corndius" said Shrike. ™Y ou're aready dead."
"Am [?It's been such along time. | don't remember.”
"Cornelius, we need to get to Pandemonium. Can you help us?"

"I would if | could, dear lady. I've never been there or even seen the place, but | hear it'sglorious. I've
never been anywhere but this shore." Madness was edging back into hisvoice.

"That's not true. Y ou wereaman,” said Spyder. "Don't ever forget that."

"A man. Was|?How nice. Yes, | remember. | was aboy and we lived by the sea. In Brighton. There
weretrainsand gulls. It waslovely..." Circuitsfried. The spider machine lurched and Spyder felt the
ground shake.

The demented, amplified voice was back. "Move aong, you wandering excrement, god's pitiful blunders.
Move aong and despair!" Cornelius moved back in the direction of the shore, hunting wandering souls.
His voice faded as he went, but its echo filled whatever space enclosed them.

"I think it'stimeto go," said Lulu. Sheled Spyder and Shrike to the edge of the stinking, clotted water
and helped them into one of the coal cars. Soulsfell back asthey went. Spyder felt their hands caress
him, asif looking for warmth. The car lurched into the air and carried them over the Bone Sea.

"l serioudy wonder if were gonnamakeit out of here" said Lulu. No one replied.
Forty Five
Pink Boy

It seemed to Spyder that it was taking along damned timefor thelittle cart to clatter and squed itsway
over the Bone Sea.

"Tdk tome, Lulu,” said Spyder. "Where are we?"
"About haf way across" shesaid.

"How's that possible? We've been crossing for hours.™
"Daddy, are we there yet? Daddy, are we there yet?'

"We're not in the world anymore,” said Shrike. "We can't expect timeto run heretheway it does at
home."

"Thisisan E ticket freskshow, | wannatell you," said Lulu. ™Y ou sight-impaired-types are missing some
severe shit. Which might not be abad thing. Like, if you ever want to eat again.”

"Tdl us" sad Spyder.

"I'm just babbling cause I'm alittle scared. Y ou don't need this shit in your heads. My guessistherell be
plenty of monstersto go 'round.”

Spyder shifted in his seet, trying to find a comfortable position. The sheath for Apollyon's knife kept
jabbing himin the leg. When hetried to stand, Lulu pulled him back down.

"Theresthings on the wires. Like baboons with porcu-pine quillsal down their backs. The quillsare



matted together, like knives. They're eating this green fungus growing on the wires. The bored onesare
grabbing souls from the other carts and dropping 'em into the sea.”

Spyder fidgeted as Shrike began to Sing. "Just St right back and you'll hear atde, atae of afateful trip
that started from thistropic port, aboard thistiny ship..." Lulu picked up the Gilligan's ISland theme,
then Spyder. When that was done Spyder tried to remember the words to the Mickey Mouse Club, but
al he could come up with was, "Hey there, Hi there, Ho there, we're as happy as can be...," s0 they sang
that over and over until it got boring. Lulu started akid's song about a dog named "Bingo." They sang
every TV theme and campfire song they ever knew.

Findly, Lulusaid, "Praisethelord. Were madeit." A moment later, the bottom of the cart dragged
across a beach that crunched underfoot, like crushed shells. They jumped out and landed safely on the
ground, as the cart continued its endless roundabout journey.

Lulu grabbed Spyder and pulled him and Shrike to their feet. "L et's move. We're attracting a crowd.
More of those hangin' around dead folks."

Spyder didn't need her to tell him. He could hear them coming, crunching lightly across the beach toward
them. Ther voices were like whispers drifting through along ventilation duct--flat, distant and insistent.
Spyder stumbled and went down on one knee, cutting his hands on the sharp shells. Lulu and Shrike
dtarted to help him up, but other hands were there, pulling him away, purring and cooing and desperate.

"Blood. Hesdive!"

"Please wizard, do me aservicein Hell and I'll tell you where to find a great treasure back on earth...”
"Take my placein the Inferno and your heirswill rule avast and wedlthy kingdom!"

"So pretty. Thered. Life"

"Saveme, my lord. | am avirtuous woman..."

There were so many lost souls on this side of the Bone Sea, and they were much more aggressive than
the soulswho'd refused to make the crossing. None had much individua strength, but their combined
desperation had Spyder pinned within their massed presence. It was like being dowly crushed under a
ton of feathers. Spyder felt hisleather jacket rip and his shirt come apart. The souls gasped and fell
back.

"Hisskin marks..."
"L'homme peint..."
"A warrior..."

Their hands were on Spyder's back, and running over hisarms and face. So many of them, he couldn't
breathe. They pulled his hair and clawed at his cheeks. He tried to push them away, but it waslike
pushing at ar. Fingers dipped under hisblindfold and into hiseyes. The souls fingertips glowed insde his
eyeballs like eerie deep sea creatures.

"Get back!" Spyder yelled.

The weight of the soulsingtantly |eft his body--but a second later ahand swept across face. Among the
faint gasps and walls, Spyder heard the distinct sound of laughter. He turned toward it and was shoved
down hard onto hisback. Thefall knocked thewind out of him and Spyder dowly opened hiseyes. It



took his mind afew secondsto register that the streaks of gray and white he saw weren't ghostly fingers
in his eyes but the bone beach. When his eyes focused, thefirgt thing he saw wasthe dim, colorless souls
crowded around him, then Hell's rough black cavern walls. They seemed to go up forever.

"Back off!," Spyder screamed as he scrambled to hisfeet. He heard the sound of laughter again and spun
toward the sound, pulling Apollyon's blade from his belt. When the sound came again, Spyder swung the
blade at the nearest spectre, a big man nearby dressed in the leather and iron of an ancient Roman
soldier. The knife passed through the soul asif through smoke, but the knife tore him asit went. The soul
clutched at the bloodless wound, trying to hold himsdf together. Too late. He split apart completely, like
fraying cloth, and vanished with a breathy sigh. The remaining souls scattered down the beach.

Off to hisleft, Spyder saw Lulu, laid out on her back, her mouth openin akind of slent scream. A
crowd of souls had her pinned to the ground and seemed to be examining her wounded body. At least a
dozen souls had their fingers buried deep in her empty eye sockets. Spyder dashed through the crowd,
scattering terrified souls, and pulled Lulu up. She buried her facein his chest, but didn't make a sound.
Shejust clung to him and shook.

Further down the beach, Shrike was holding another group of souls at bay with her sword. Sheld used
her magic to cover the bladein fire, but the gesture wasn't redlly stopping the souls, just distracting them.
Spyder got Lulu to her feet and pulled her over to Shrike. Some of the group must have seen him
digpatch the other souls, because they ran away as he got close.

"Shrike, it'sme," Spyder caled, and she lowered her blade.

"Lulu?" she asked.

" She's here with me. She's pretty shaken up.”

"How did you find me?" Shrike's hands were up searching for him. ™Y ou can see me?”
"Yegh"

Shrike found Spyder's face with her hands and felt for where the blindfold should be. When she didn't
find it, Shrike sagged againgt Spyder and kissed him lightly on thelips.

"Damn,” shesad.
"That pretty much coversit.”

"0o00, alittle group action. | likethat,” came ahissang voice. "Or isthis some platonic expression of
rdief? What abore. Lugt isdl that's amusing about talking meet. The faces you make and the dl
squishing sounds.”

Spyder lunged with the Hell blade, jamming it under the chin of the demon staring at them from atop a
black obsidian boulder.

"Don't hurt me with that thing!" it cried.

The creature was small, pink, bloated and naked. It had an over-sized semi-human head with tiny eyes
and adlit that seemed to serve for both anose and mouith. Its hands and feet were so tiny that they
appeared useless, yet its nails were black, twisted and razor sharp. The thing's cock was thicker than its
arm and dragged aong the ground like athird leg. Into holesin its skull were st thirteen white candles,
which never seemed to blow out. Wax flowed down the thing's head and face like dow-motion tears.



"Y ou know what thisis?' asked Spyder.
"I'm not blind," said the creature. "1t's the black blade, hungry for desth, even among the dead.”

Spyder pressed the knife harder into the thing's throat. " Are you the little prick who snatched my
blindfold?"

"Why would | do that? Y ou talking meet are vile enough as spirits. Who wants you dive down here,
egting and defe-cating and breathing your foul senchesintotheair?!

Spyder withdrew the knife, but kept it by hisside. The creature clumsly crawled onto itstiny feet.
"Who areyou?' asked Shrike.

The creature proudly drew itsdf up toitsfull height of about four feet. "1 am Ashbliss, servant and vaet to
his Divine Abhorrence, the Lord of Flies, Bedzebub."

"Why were you spying on us?'
"Thisismy day off. | often come hereto play about with lost souls. They make funny noises.”

"Fuck off, pink boy," said Spyder, "before | carvemy initidsin your assjust too see what kind of funny
noises you make."

"Y ou don't want to do that. I'm here to help you," said Ashbliss. Y ou're the Painted Man."
"Who?'

"Modesty issuch abore. But | know about you, and you need my help. Y ou're here for the book, aren't
you?’

"How do you know that?"

"The same way | know who you are. Y ou're here because you have to be. It's all been foretold. You're
not the first champion to comethisway. Y ou're not the first talking mesat to come for the book. This
beach and the roads of Hell are paved with the bones of the champions who came before you."

"How can you help us?' asked Shrike.
"I can take you to where you want to go. To the book."
"Why would you do that?'

"Because | want asmall favor inreturn,” Ashblisssaid. "Y ou're brave and you have the black knife, the
blade that emptiesall vessels of life. | want to be free of my magter. True, his cruelty isboundlessand his
depravity is degper and darker than the chaotic void that lies between Heaven and Hell." Ashblisslooked
at hisfeet over hisround belly and shrugged histiny shoulders. "My problem isthat | know dl histerrors
and histirades. He'sabore."

"So, you're ademon, huh? How's that working out for you?' asked L ulu.
"l enjoy my work. | don't enjoy my master. He's..."
"A bore. We picked up on that," said Spyder. "Everything bores you, doesn't it?'

"I'm hopelesdy corrupt,” Ashblisssaid, smiling. "It'smy nature.”



"Thanksfor the offer, but we have amap,” said Shrike.

"So did they." Ashbliss spread hislittle hands indicating the expanse of bones at their feet. "I know short
cuts. Secret paths. Passages that only abeing such as mysdlf can navigate."

"I think welll take our map over the word of ademon,” said Spyder.
"| understand. Y ou're proud and strong. Y ou're the Painted Man."
"What the fuck doesthat mean?'

The demon giggled. "I know your voices now,” Ashbliss said. "When you need me--and you will need
me--just cal my name. I'll hear you anywhere in the underworld.”

"Don't wait by the phone."
"Blind corsair, does the route on your map take you across the plains of Dis?'
"Straight across,” said Shrike.

"Do not, under any circumstances, takethat route,” said Ashblissgravey. "Sulfur fumesrisefrom
abandoned mine shafts and mixes with the damp fog that driftsfrom the limestone dliffs. The air itsdlf
turnsto acid. Even my kind shun the place. Go to the southwest, near the old library in the Forest of
Lies"" Thetiny demon bowed, dribbling wax onto the bone shards at hisfeet. "That information was free.
The next will cost you," he said, waddling away down the beach. "Fed freeto go back to your lugt. |
promise not to look. And enjoy your journey." With ajaunty wave, Ashblisswas gone.

Forty Six
The Damned and the Gentrified
Spyder dipped on the remains of his jacket and followed the others.

They went aong the road indicated on Shrike's braille map. Every step of the way, they crunched over
the bones of other adventurers who had come for the book, but none of them talked about this. Spyder
and Lulu led Shrike through tricky fields of loose rock. Looking after each other gave them al something
to do, and the contact was reassuring.

"It wasn't supposed to belikethis," said Shrike. "It wasn't supposed to go thisway. Y ou're trapped
down here, Spyder, and | don't know how to help you."

"Then it'sbest not to dwdl oniit," he said. Shrike reached out for him, but he walked on ahead,
describing the sceneto her.

"We're going through adit canyon. Thelight is grasshopper green. There are strata of some pale orange
and turquoise rock that glowslike glasslit from theinsde. Along the top of the canyon are the ruins of
buildings. They're pretty crude rock and clay shells. They may be some of thefirgt things the angels built
when they landed here. No one's used them in along, long time. The canyon wallsare covered in dgils,
the magica symbol for each angel'sname. | recognize afew. Badl. Pillardoc. Azazdl. Samid. Bedzebub.
Lucifer'sggil isjust ahead. It'shuge. The size of awhole diffsde. That hellhound took agreet big whizz
to mark histerritory.”

When they reached the pot on the map indicating that they should enter the plains of Dis, Shrike
stopped. It was on the wind: the faint, but unmistakable rotten egg stench of sulfur. She checked the map



and turned them to the southwest, as Ashbliss had advised. "Thisway," she said smply. They turned off
the marked path and headed overland flowing their ingtincts and the word of ademon.

Soon, they came to the Forest of Lies, where things were seldom as they first gppeared. Paths turned to
dust underfoot. A bare tree sprouted vicious thorns when Lulu leaned on it to take a stone from her shoe.
The sickly, brooding birds that nested in the twisted branches murmured to them to break their spirits.

" She cares nothing for you. She wants the book. The power. When she hasthat, shelll leaveyou like all
the -others."

"Y ou killed your father. With your treachery and lust, you took the snake into your bed and set him loose
inyour home."

"They il suspect you. They will abandon you here and return to the world and laugh about your torment
whilethey fuck."

The deserted library in the Forest of Lieswasaderelict old building. Its doors and windows were long
gone and the pages of its books blew through the woods in ablizzard of falsehoods. Spyder picked up
the some of papers that wrapped around his legs and snagged overhead in the trees. There were love
notes, suicide notes, tax returns, forged money, old treaties embossed with government sedls, lottery
tickets, doctored photos, newspaper articles and religious texts.

They passed from the Forest of Liesinto the Valey of Lost Desre. The place was eternaly shrouded in
athick fog and lovers wandered through the gray desol ation hearing each other's calls, but never finding
one another. Ash from anearby volcano drifted down into the valey, making the fog worse. It looked as
if the volcano had erupted sometime in the recent past. Hard-baked bodies lay strewn acrossthe valley
floor, like amuseum exhibit about the destruction of Pompeii. It wasn't until Spyder tripped over one of
the heavily ashed corpses and heard a steady scraping from ingde that he realized that the crusted forms
each contained atrapped soul. Spyder tried cracking open afew, but the rocks he used aways shattered
without making so much asacrack in the stony prisons.

They passed from the Valey of Logt Desire into an overhested swamp that on the map was marked only
as Rage. Faceless souls chased and savagely beat other soulsin waist-high bogs of boiling blood. Once
each attack had been accomplished and the victim beaten sensaless or drowned, the victim and attacker
would exchange roles and the whole process would begin again. The souls didn't seem to notice Spyder
and the others as they inched by on anarrow ledge. They were grateful to make it out of Rage without
incident.

They passed from Rage into the frozen Plains of Misery. The sullen, suicidd and malicious, who took
nothing from existence but pain and who made others lives as empty and excruciating astheir own, lay
haf inice, cursing and trying not to look at each other. Asthey went, Spyder looked down and saw
other souls completely submerged inice, swalowed up by the diamond blue glacier that inched back and
forth across the scarred open land.

They passed from the frozen Plains of Misery into the overgrown Fields of Greed. Souls dug enormous
golden thorn bushes from the rocky soil with their bare, bleeding hands and tried to carry them away,
only to have the bushes stolen by other souls, driven mad by avarice.

When they tried to carry too many at once, souls ended up buried benegth piles of golden thorns. Others
ripped their ghostly bodiesto shreds asthey fought frantically for the bushes with other souls. A bleeding
woman fdl a Lulu's feet and when shetried to hel p the wounded soul, the woman tried to bite Lulu. She
clutched asmall collection of golden thornsto her breadts, cutting hersdlf to the bone. ™Y ou keep away,"
thewomean told Lulu. "These aremine.”



When they werefinaly through the Fields of Greed, the Skyline of an enormous city glistened in the
distance. "Pandemonium,” said Spyder who, despite himsdf, fdt alittle shuddering thrill indde as he
spotted the place. The city possessed abrutal but elegant beauty, asif the Manhattan skyline had been
dropped into the city of the biggest ail refinery in theworld.

What puzzled Spyder, however, wasthe city that lay just beyond Pandemonium. Though the other city
wasfarther away, it towered over Hell's greatest metropolis, dwarfing itstallest towers. The graceful
mother-of-pearl domes and minarets of this other city shimmered in thelight from an artificia sun that was
suspended by some magical force high over the place. In the false but dazzling light, the buildings
appeared to be trimmed in gold and silver and inlaid with precious stones. Construction cranes huddled
dlently at the edges of the bright city.

"That looks brand new," said Spyder.

"Shit," said Lulu. "Demon condos. Y uppiesl| even -gentrify Hell."

Forty Seven

Miss Fuckin' Manners

According to Shrike they were standing in what the map called the Razor Pits of Merry Vengeance.

Only there were no pits and no razors. Just a cracked akali plain whose surface had been scraped flat
sometime in the not too distant past. Mounds of crystalized minerd satsand dry soil dotted the plain
where they'd been left and never removed.

"Areyou sure?' asked Spyder. "We've been off the path for along time. Maybe we're lost."
"I know exactly wherewe are,”" said Shrike. "Thingsarejust different.”

"Sowhat?' said Lulu. " Shit changes. Those carts over the Bone Seaweren't dwaysthere, right? The
devil's building Barbie's Dream Hell House. Big dedl. Pandemonium'sright over there and so's the book.
What are we going to do about that?'

"Go and get it, | suppose,” said Spyder.
"Just walk in?" Lulu asked.
"We hadn't really worked out aplan yet." He sat down by one of the alkali piles.

"No shit, Dr. No. And under acloak of darknessisn't going to cover our asses 'cause this place is nothin'
but cloak of darkness."

"Shrike, what do you think?"
"We need to know what's ahead of us. | don't trust this map anymore. Too many things have changed.”
"Wdll, | don't see a Chamber of Commerce over thereto ask for anew one.”

"One of usisgoing to have to go into Pandemonium, take alook at Lucifer's palace and seeif the book
isredly there

"| hatethisplan.”
"If he hasthe book, it should be easy to find. Lucifer will probably have it on display, awar trophy. Do



you think there will be many guards?"
"How should | know?"
"You're our Hell expert.”

"Let metdl you, this place isn't exactly what the books said it was going to be," said Spyder. "B, |
guess, the psychology's the same.”

"How doesthat help us?' asked Lulu.

"Therésthisold story about Vlad the Impaler, amedieva Romanian prince and the blood-crazy fuck that
Draculaisbased on," Spyder said. "More than anything, this guy loved killing Turks, and heloved killing
them by impaling them on long wooden poles. Hed stake whole fields with thousands of dead and dying
Turkish POWSs. Everyone was afraid of ole Vlad. A story goes, that he left agolden goblet by awaterfal
on theroad to hiscity, aplace where travelers could get a cool drink on the long road. This goblet was
worth alifetime's wages for anyone in his kingdom. But people were so afraid of this psycho that no one
ever stole the goblet. They didn't want to end up like one of those Turks."

"Thanksfor taking usthere, bro. But what the fuck does that mean?"
"Vlad |eft the goblet so people could get adrink. He aso wanted to prove what a badass he was."
"Therewon't be any guards at dl," said Shrike.

"That'smy guess,” said Spyder. "Lucifer knows no one hasthe ballsto sted from him. | bet the placeis
going to be wide open.”

"Who'sgoing to find out?" Lulu asked.

Before any of them could respond, there was a sound. Deep, ponderous and rhythmic, like diesel engines
the 9ze of mountains driving wheelsthe size of skyscrapers. Spyder climbed to the top of the alkdi
mound and peered carefully over the top.

"What isit?" asked Shrike.

It was an army. At least, that was Spyder's best guess. There were demons and damned souls marching
onto the plain to Spyder'sright. They were clad in armor. Or maybe not armor, he decided. Machinery?
Parts of the souls were definitely machine-like. In fact, some were variations on the spider machine they'd
see back at the Bone Sea. -Others were Frankenstein patch jobs, trailing long umbilicals attached to till
larger machines driven by demons.

"Lulu, tell meyouve still got your shotgun,” said -Spyder.

"An armed society isapolite society and I'm Miss-fuckin-Manners.”

"| takeit we've been found out,” Shrike said.

"Found out, sold down the river and theriver frozen over.”

"Y ou've got the magic knife. Think what Shrike and | havelll stop these demons?"' asked L ulu.
"l doubt it. But if they're going to snuff us, | want to send afew home with bad dreams.”

"Wait aminute," said Spyder. He shifted position on the mound. "Fuck."



"What isit?" asked Lulu.

"Débaa2dfucking-vu."

"What?" asked Shrike.

"Remember that nightmare you had in the desert? The one we both had? With the chariot?!
"Of course."

"Weve got the director's cut about to go down right in front of us," Spyder said. He did down the
mound. "That Hell army isn't for us. It'sfor your friend, Xero."

"Didyou seehim?"

"l saw agold chariot, leading a shitload of souls and demons from the opposite Side of thefield. They
weretoo far avay to see any details.”

"My father," said Shrike. "What was pulling the chariot?'
"Same ashisarmy. Soulsand demons.”
"Oneof those soulsismy father.”

From across the plain, came athundering war cry. -Spyder and Lulu crawled around the side of the
mound.

"What's happening?' asked Shrike.

Another mad shout.

"They'rejust yelling and tossing shit at each other. Getting the troops worked up.”
"The man in the chariot, what does helook like?"

"He'swearing ahemet. | can't see hisface. But he'stal and ballsy. He's shouting something at the Hell
army and his boys|ook ready to chew bullets.”

"Xero was afine genera. He fought beside his men. Even when he sent them off to daughter, they loved
him."

"I knew apimp like that back in Houston," said L ulu.
"Something's happening,” Spyder said.

At some unseen signal, both armies surged forward. They dammed together with the sound of a crashing
jumbo jet. Xero drove his chariot into the middle of the massacre, spearing demons and soulswith an
enormous longbow that never seemed to lack for arrows. When shafts hit his enemies, they didn't just
skewer them, but went clear through, gutting one opponent, then taking out the one behind, aswell.

Shrike charged around the mound, past Spyder. "Father!" she screamed. "I'm herel It's Alizarin!”
Spyder grabbed Shrike's shoulder and pulled her back, as much to shut her up asto comfort her.

"| can't stay here. | havetofight," said Shrike.



"No problem,” Spyder said. "As of now, we got both sdes coming &t us.”
"Good," said Shrike. She stood, bought up her sword and climbed to the top of the mound.

"Xero Abrasax, the men you betrayed took your head,” she shouted, "And I, Alizarin Katya Ryu, the
woman you betrayed, is hereto takeit again!™

"Tdl 'im, girl," shouted Lulu. She and Spyder both ran from the mound asthe few first few soldiersfrom
Xero'sarmy reached them. Shrikewas dready in the air, doing a perfect somersault and dashing the
throats of three demons as she landed. As Spyder dashed away with the black knife, he saw that
Shrike'sleft arm was streaked with blood. Sheld called up some kind of magic before legping into the
fray. It must have been heavy because her own blood splattered on the ground with the demons as she
split them open with her sword.

Spyder dashed hisway through the battle, picking up afalen demon's shidd to defend himsdlf ashe
went. Souls came apart when cut by the Apollyon's blade, but demons seemed to be burned by it, their
eyes popping and ther skin crisping asif heated from the inside. Lulu was pumping her shotgun to
Spyder'sright. It didn't seem to kill the demons, but it exploded heads, arms and torsos, leaving them
nicely crippled.

Things suddenly went very quiet. Spyder lunged at a hyena-headed demon, but dashed empty air when
the thing backed away and knelt down. Shrike and L ulu's opponents mimicked the move. Spyder looked
around and saw adave-drawn chariot rolling dowly toward them. Behind it, Xero's men were mopping
up the remnants of the Hell army, most of whom were sprawled on the ground, daughtered or twitching
like broken wind-up toys.

The chariot sopped afew yards from Shrike. "My eyes and ears did not deceive me. It isyou, Alizarin,”
said the man in the golden helmet. "What acharming surprise. Say hdlo to your father. He makes afine
mule." He reached down to a blank-eyed old man and petted his head the way you might pet a dog.

"I'll kill you, Xero," Shrike said.

"You cant, child. I'm aready dead." Xero pulled his helmet off. Spyder was surprised by what he saw.
After dl of Shrikesvitriol and the terrible dream they'd shared in the desert, he was expecting a brute.
What he saw was arefined and strangely handsome face. It waslong, with awide forehead, bright eyes
and the kind of nose his grandmawould have caled "noble.” Xero's smile waswide and toothy, giving
him adegantly ferd look. It was no mystery why ayounger, more naie Shrike would have falen hard for
the man.

"I'll burn your soul from existence," she said.
"Lucifer said the same thing and he hasn't managed it. What makes you think you can?'
"I hate you more than the devil does."

Xerolaughed. "That, | believe," he said. "I'll make you a proposal. Stay herewith mein Hell and I'll
release your father from his curse. I'm going to win thiswar soon. | already control the outlands and am
dowly strangling Lucifer. When | take histhrone, I'll have more use for a bride than a broken-back nag,”
he sad, pulling Shrike's father's matted hair.

"I trusted you once and it destroyed my world. | won't trust you again.”

"Please reconsider. For both your sakes. It's areasonable offer. When | have to make the offer again,
the termswill diminish and they'll diminish each time| ask you, until you agree.”



"I'll cut my own throat first," said Shrike.
"Wonderful. Then you're guaranteed to end up back herewith me."

Spyder saw it just before it happened. In Xero's presence, Shrike was till that furious, irrationa,
deeply-wronged teenage girl. And she was losing her shit completely, he thought. She shrieked and went
right for Xero, her sword up in killing position. Xero bought hisbow up and fired off avolley of arrows at
her, but he didn't reglly seem to be trying to kill her. He was laughing the whole time. Shrike spun and
parried, splitting the arrows in the air. Spyder was dready hacking hisway through Xero's army when
one of the arrows dashed Shriké's right arm. But she kept coming, even while Xero took aim right at her
heart.

Spyder reached the chariot and lunged blindly, not knowing or caring where he hit. He jammed the black
bladeinto Xero'sright thigh. The genera groaned and backhanded Spyder off the chariot, harder than
any human had ever hit him before. Spyder blacked out for amoment, but shook himself avake enough
to see Xero pull out the knife as his leg was cooked black. Apollyon's blade even burned hishand. He
tossed it away, and his demon troops scattered from the knife asit fell. Spyder scrambled to retrieve it
and was dmost run down by Xero as he shifted his chariot to dip Shrike's sword blow. Kicking his
chariot forward, he took off fast across the blood and machine oil-splattered plain. His surviving troops
followed behind on foot.

Spyder, still winded from Xero's blow, staggered to where Shrike was on her knees. When he touched
her, she was softly crying, and pushed Spyder away. Lulu grabbed him before he fell.

"l lost him," she said between sobs. "My father wasright here. | lost him and it's my fault.”
"Xero played you," said Spyder. "Y ou weren't ready for him. Y ou will be next time."

"l will,"” shesaid. "Areyou dl right?1 didn't mean to push you."

"It'sdl right.”

Lulu dropped down on the ground nearby, breathing hard. Seeing her, Spyder had to laugh.
"I guesswe can forget the dement of surprise,” he said.

They werefilthy, covered in sweet, demon blood and fluids Spyder didn't want to think abouit.
"It takes abig man to get down on hiskneesand beg,” said Lulu.

"It'swhy us Ssses carry knee pads. Ashbliss, can you hear me?”’

Thelittle demon was suddenly standing on anearby dkai mound, wringing his pudgy hands.
"You'real so damp and exhausted. Am | too late for the rutting?”

Forty Eight

Treacherous and Boring

"Okay, littleman, let'smake aded," said Spyder.

"Lovely," sad Ashbliss. "Y ou know my terms.”

"WEell cut you loose from Beelzebub, but first we need the book," said Shrike.



"Nonsense. Y ou have the knife. First my master, then your book."

"We have the knife, but that might not be enough. To use the knife, we have to get close to your master
and that might not be possible. If we have the book, we can use its magic to safely free you.”

"Or destroy me. I'm not sure | want to help you after al.”

"Ashbliss, don't be that way," said Spyder. "We're not demons. We're human. If we make abargain, we
keepit."

"Humans are the most treecherous animalsin existence! Everyone knowsthat!" Ashbliss shouted. "It's
not even fun going to Earth and corrupting you because youre dl haf-way there"
"How can we prove to you that we intend to honor our bargain?' asked Shrike.

"Thereisnothing you can say or do. | don't trust you. Accept my bargain as stated or I'll be on my way.
I'm sure other talking meat will be aong shortly, after your bones are used to fill potholesin theroad to
Gehenna"

"All right, you got me, you clever boots," said Spyder. "We were messing with you, but you foxed us.
Well doit your way. Firdt the boss, then the book."

"Spyder, it'stoo dangerous,” said Shrike.

"I'm open to suggestions. Xero knowswere here. Thisrunt knowswe're here. Some of Lucifer's
demons high-tailed it out of here during that fight, and they knew we're here. We've got to do something
and we've got to do it now."

"He'sright, Shrike," said Lulu. "1 know you're the smart one and the warrior, but we're not gonnatunnel
out of here with a spoon and fighting spirit. We need the book, however we can get it."

Shrikewas slent amoment. "1 know," she said. "Give methe knife. I complicated things by losing my
temper. I'l kill Bedzebub."

"You sureyou're up for this?' Spyder asked

Shrike nodded. "I told you I'd take care of you down here. | haven't done avery good job so far. Let me
dothis"

Spyder pulled Apollyon's knife from hiswaist and gave it to Shrike, taking her hand for amoment after
he handed her the blade. He looked at Ashbliss. "We're not going to hump. Don't even ask.”

"Treacherous and boring," muttered the demon.

A fireball stregked at them from acrossthe plains, turning away from them at the last possible moment.
At the edge of thefidld, it turned and circled back, scorching acircle once around the group, enclosing
themin aring of fire. When the circle was complete, Spyder could see something in the flames. A man
stepping down from achariot.

"I couldn't leave you al without saying goodbye," said Xero. Great waves of heat cascaded off his body.
He didn't seem to be covered with fire so much as made of it.

"Do you remember that | was the one who taught you your first magic, Alizarin? But | gave you so little
consdering how much | got in return. Y our bed. Y our kingdom. Y our father's soul. | even had that boy
gutted. Y our old partner, Ozymand,” said Xero. Shrike held the black blade before her. Xero



approached, but carefully stayed beyond her reach. ™Y our friend there, the pretty fool, injured me when
my back wasturned. | should be resting, but | needed you to know that even wounded, I'm stronger than
you."

"I'm not afraid of you. And I'm no longer shocked," said Shrike calmly. "Y ou don't have any power over
rm"

"Y ou misunderstand. I'm not hereto hurt you, girl. I'm hereto give you agift. Once upon atime, | took
your sight. Now I'm giving it back.” Xero puckered hislips and blew across his hand, as one might blow
akiss. A railing fireball enveloped Shrike for asecond. When it faded, Xero was gone and Shrike was
on the ground. Spyder ran to her and saw, thankfully, that she was unburned by the magic flame. Heand
Lulu propped Shrike up between them as Ashbliss peered from behind a pile of demon corpses.

"Areyou dive?' Ashblissasked. "The bargainisoff if you're dead.”
"Shut up!" shouted L ulu.

Spyder was murmuring into Shrike's ear and patting her cheek. "You'redl right. You'real right. Wake
up, Alizarin. Come back."

She awoke with a start. Spyder felt her go rigid in his hands. She screamed once and went very quiet.
"Can you hear me?' Spyder asked. "Areyou al right?’

Shrike's hands went to her face. She pulled off her shades and looked at Spyder. Theruin of her eyes,
the cracked glass irises and spidery pupils were gone. Her eyes were greenish gray, perfect and open
wide.

"| can see," she whispered.

"I'm so sorry,” said Spyder.

"Y ou're sorry your woman can see?’ said Ashbliss. ™Y ou mortasredly are bastards.”

"I'm sorry because now she's tuck herein Hell forever, like me," said Spyder.

"I've dready been stuck herefor millions of years. -Pardon meif I'm not more sympathetic.”
"Canyou shut it for aminute?' Lulu said.

"Fine" said Ashhliss. "In fact, you seem less and less like the champions | thought you were. | think I'm
going to haveto nullify our dedl.”

Spyder snatched the black blade from Shrike's hand and tackled Ashhbliss, pinning the demon down with
hislegs.

"Areyou mad?' Ashblisscried. "My master will destroy you! Gigantic scorpionswill suck the marrow
from your bones! Bedlzebub will fill your gtill-living carcass with molten leed!”

"No, hewont," said Spyder. "Because I'm going to kill him for you. And then you're going to take me to
the book, just like we agreed." With the black blade, Spyder cut off one of the candles on Ashbliss
scap. Thelittle demon screamed piteoudy as black blood flowed from the candle sscump. "If you don't
gtick to our ded, I'm going to use this magic Ginsu to cut off your arms and legs and make you my
doormat. And that's just the warm up. I'll devote the next million yearsto inventing brand new ways of
making your existence pure misery.”



"No!" cried Ashhliss.

"With the most treacherous anima in existence, you do not fuck. Got me?
"Yesl Yed" screamed the demon.

"Weve got aded, right?'

Ashbliss nodded.

Spyder rolled off the demon and helped him to hisfeet. He held up the candle he'd diced from Ashbliss
head and when the demon reached for it, Spyder snatched it away.

"Y ou can havethis back inaminute,”" he said.
Shrike was on her feet, but unsteady. She looked around Hell in childlike wonder.

"It'sbeen so long since I've seen anything, | don't even know how to process dl theseimages,”" shetold
him. She took a step toward Spyder and wobbled. "My baance fedsfunny. All the cuesarewrong.”

"Sit down," Spyder said. He and Lulu helped her to the ground, so shewouldnt fdl. "Listento me. I'm
going to Pandemonium with Ashbliss. I'm going to put his bossto degp and then I'm going to go and find
the book."

"It'stoo dangerous,” Shrike said.

"You cantdoit. You can't even walk," hesaid. "Lulu can't go. Cut up like sheis, shell attract too much
attention. That leavesme."

"I hatethisplan,” Shrike said and laid her head againgt Spyder's chest. He hugged Shrike, then Lulu.
"Y ou come back safe or I'll find your ghost down here and kick your dumb, dead ass," Lulu said.
"Take care of Shrikewhilel'm gone," Spyder said.

"Yougotit."

Spyder went back to Ashbliss and held out the demon'’s candle to him. Sullenly, Ashblisstook it, and
with agreat ded of groaning and swearing, poured wax on the ssump and stuck the candle back in place.
The little flame popped back to life.

"| redlly am going to keep our bargain,” Spyder said.
"Y ou had better. Now, get down and roll in the dirt like the pig you are.”
"What?'

"You'll need adisguiseto get into Pandemonium. Y ou're going as my dave. Get down and dirty yoursdif,

Reluctantly, Spyder did as he wastold. When held rolled in as much filth as he thought necessary,
Ashblisstook painsto ingpect him, dapping more dirt onto Spyder's face and especidly hisass, "To give
you an authentic sex dave pating," he said.

"We done?' Spyder asked.



"Nearly. Get on your knees"

"Don't get carried away with the sex dave fantasies.”
"I need to chain your neck."

"Wher€'re you going to get a chain out here?'

"Right here," said Ashbliss. He squatted down and his face turned a deeper shade of red as he strained.
A second later, ashockingly long length of slver chain did from out of hisround, pink ass.

"No goddam way."
Ashblissamiled. "If you want to cdl off our dedl..."
"Put it on," Spyder said, lowering his head.

As he and the demon started toward the city, Spyder heard Lulu singing Aretha Franklin's "Chain of
Foals'

Forty Nine

The Garden of Earthly Delights

"S0, are you any particular kind of demon?' asked Spyder.
"Why do you care?'

"Just making conversation. Y ou're ahorny little bastard. | thought maybe you were some kind of incubus
or succubus or something.”

"Lust isjust my hobby. I'm smply ademon.”
"Before you fel, were you any specid kind of angel? Sergphim, cherubim, throne, archangd ?

Spyder and Ashbliss were stepping over the remains of demons and damned souls as they crossed the
carnage-strewn akali plain. The place stank, acombination of rotting flowers and scorched engine ail.
Ashblisswas leading Spyder by the chain wrapped around his neck.

"l wassmply anangd," said Ashbliss.

Spyder made awounded sound. "Wow, that's sort of bottom of the barrdl, isn't it? What are there, like
nine ranks of angels? And you're al the way down in the basement. Kind of the janitor of the universe.

"We had to keep watch over the Earth. That'show | learned what beasts you talking mest redlly are.”
"Isthat how you ended up like this?"
"What do you mean?"'

"Y our demon form. Looks like you were dragged behind the ugly truck over rocky roads al the way
down from Heaven. They wouldn't have pulled that on one of the heavy angdl ranks, asergphim or a
throne, would they?'

"l likemy form."



"Course. | mean, you'd haveto. Not having any choiceand all.”
"Hush," said Ashbliss, and yanked the chain hard.

They cameto arough highway that curved gently into the distance toward the city. Along both sides of
the road were hundreds of crucifixes, stretching asfar asthe eye could see in both directions. Men and
women, their skins stripped off, were secured to the crosses with nails through their wrists and wire
around their chedts. Their legs, which were free, high-kicked in unison, like some zombie movie chorus
line. Ashe got closer, Spyder could see umbilicas running into their empty skulls. All their mouthswere
propped open with pockmarked mesh screens and tinny music flowed out. Polkas. African tribal dances.
New Orleansjazz. Techno, and adozen other styles Spyder couldn't identify.

"Y ou opening atheme park or something?'
"Y ou looking for ajob for eternity?'

"Serioudy, what'swith al the urban renewa ? Why'd you fill in the razor pits back there? And whét the
hell are you building over there?"

Spyder pointed to awhat looked like a boarded-up mine entrance in the distance, but it was not like any
Earthly mine. This entrance went up for miles, and the planks covering it could each have represented a
whole forest-worth of trees. The metal beams that buttressed the planks could each have been melted
down and provided enough sted! for a battle ship.

"That's dways been like that, even before we were here. They didn't bother finishing Hell before they
cast usdown here, It'svery rude, | think,” said Ashbliss. "Asfor the razor pits, they were fun, but never
necessary. We had to clear the land for the project.”

"Which project would that be?"

"The only project. The only one Lucifer and the other master demons care about, at least.”
"Andthatis..?"

"Heaven," said Ashbliss. "We're building Heaven.”

"Interesting. | kind of thought there aready was a Heaven. And they kicked your sorry asses out.”
"That's God's Heaven. Thisoneisfor us."

"| get it. God looks down and sees your new and improved Heaven and daps hisforehead, redizing you
fdlen angdswereright dl dong. Then, bang!, you win the argument.”

"Y ou're not as stupid as most of your kind. But you make up for it by talking to much.”

"|sthat whet that city is, beyond Pandemonium? Part of the new Heaven? Isthat what Hell redlly is, one
big hardhat zone?'

"Youtdl me" Ashblisssad. "Behold."

When hewas still achild, Spyder had found abook of his mother's. It was an art history text, left over
from her brief attempt at community college. Sheld lasted |ess than a semester and bad-mouthed the
curriculum, the teachers and the other students non-stop whenever the subject came up. But even asa
child it puzzled Spyder why she'd kept her school booksif they brought back such painful memories. It
wasn't until years later that he realized that it was probably hisfather's nagging that had propelled his



mother out of school. Spyder'sfather considered al forms of salf-improvement, short of studying
innovationsin Detroit horsepower and chasing strip club tail, usdessand in dl likelihood, un-Chrigtian.
Spyder never understood why his mother had said that he was so much like hisfather. He knew that they
were nothing aike, and held hated her for saying that. He hated hisfather just because.

The picturein hismother's art history text that had captivated him as a child was the Hell pand from
Hieronymous Bosch'striptych, "The Garden of Earthly Delights.” It wasn't the clever and artful waysthe
demons tortured the damned souls that had fascinated Spyder. Held studied the top, the far background
of the painting, where none of the sexy tortures were happening. That section of the painting depicted a
ruined, burned-out city, or acity that had been built long very different aesthetic linesfrom ahuman city.
The buildings and the sky above were black, asif grimed under a permanent layer of soot. Shafts of
lemon-colored light shone from the windows of each building and diced through the smoky darkness,
which only added to the fegling that thiswas ground zero for some unknown holocaust.

All those memories and images came back to Spyder as Ashblissled him down the chorusline road and
into the enormous congtruction site for Heaven 2.0.

The scale of the project was so vast, Spyder's mind couldn't takeit al in. Looking at the place waslike
being in acar accident--it cameto him asaseries of gtill imagesflashing into hisbrain, but the whole of it
was beyond his comprehension. In the far distance entire mountain ranges were being blasted away or
gobbled up by machineswhose stedl jaws were dmost as large as the tops of the mountains themselves.
A white sea of activity surged around the giant machines and Spyder redlized that this ebbing and flowing
tide was made up of millions of souls moving the ore mined by the machinesto the horrible open-pit
foundry nearby. FHlames, miles high, rose from the foundry and molten stedl flowed into molds down
dozens of chutes, each aswide and as deep as the biggest river Spyder had ever seen.

There were workshops nearby where demons supervised soulsin some of the more delicate work
needed for the structures: the polishing and cutting of precious stones, the stripping of huge sheets of
mother-of-pearl from enormous shells, the goldleafing of ddlicate statuary. Outside the workshops
fortunesin diamonds, rubies and sapphires were piled, along with amber boulders the size of aman.

Millions of tons of concrete duiced into giant foundation holes from thousands of storage tanks. At the
bottom of the holes, souls were directing the lines that spewed the wet concrete evenly acrossthe floor.
Soulstoo dow to move or too clumsy to escape dipped under the gray, oozing messlike they were
drowning in quicksand, and disappeared. The skeletons of athousand new buildings were being lifted
into place by massive claws and welded together by souls linked to other machines through yet more
umbilicals. The one constant Spyder could make out in all the chaos was that the demons were the
supervisors, while the damned souls were the work gang daves. This knowledge was nailed down when
Spyder looked to the far Sde of the site and watched demons feed the bodies of injured and unruly souls
into huge presses that squeezed dl the fluids from them. Theliquid was drained into tanks to be used as
[ubricant for the congtruction machines,

Spyder's heart was beating fast. His brain was on overload. Thiswas not the Hell in the books. A demon
grabbed asoul sporting a mohawk, knedless black jeans and a safety-pinned T-shirt, some squirming,
hard-luck punk, and tossed him into the fluid press. A stray thought popped into Spyder's mind: Jenny,
youwould lovethis.

Fifty
Holy Shit

Spyder and Ashbliss skirted the edge of the construction Site and entered Pandemonium by a side street



in what appeared to be the butchers quarter.

Heavy-muscled demonsin stiff rubber gprons hacked, gutted and diced mystery meatsin stinking shops
on adim boulevard whose gutters ran black with blood as thick and dark as chocolate syrup. Wriggling
tentacles and the snouts and bellies of giant coa-colored hogs hung on rusty meat hooks next to the egg
white entrails of horse-size beetles.

They rounded a corner and entered awide public plaza. The place was spotlesdy clean and a pleasant
scent of rosesfilled the air. Across the boulevard was a great, domed crimson building. Below thelarge
central dome were acluster of smaller domed outer buildings, with spiraling white minarets at the cardina
points. The place reminded Spyder of Hagia Sophiain Istanbul, though this structure was adark and
dismal parody of the ancient church-turned-mosque.

"Isthat the palace?’ Spyder asked.

Ashbliss pulled him quickly through the plaza. " Of course. Keep your head down. Don't spesk unless
you're spoken to, dave."

"Let'swak by the entrance and seeif there are guards.”

"There aren't. We're going to my master's home.”

"l don't trust you. Five minutesisn't going to kill you."

"It will if one of Beelzebub's other attendants sees us and asks questions.”

Spyder stopped in histracks, but Ashbliss didn't notice. When he reached the end of the chain, hewas
jerked back and almost fell over. The demon yanked Spyder with dl hisweight.

"Move, dave."

"No."

"Wehad adedl."

"Let'swak by the palace.”

"Someone will seeud”

"They will if you keep arguing with adave."

"Y ou sdlfish beast. Y ou want to trick me!”

"No, thisone usualy keeps hisword. Though, some women might argue the point.”

Spyder looked at a nearby bench, the apparent source of the voice, but no one was there. Then, by his
ear he heard, "Bring hither the fatted calf, and let us eat, and be merry. The Prodigd son isreturned.”

"My lord!" cried Ashbliss, dropping onto hisbelly.
"Countdown? How did you get down here?’
Count Non smiled and clapped Spyder on the back. "Guess," he said.

"Youreontheguest lig?!



"I makethe guest lig, little brother.”

Spyder looked at Count Non and in his eyes he saw unfathomabl e expanses of time. A heart wounded
more desperately than Spyder had ever imagined was possible. A pit of recklessand brilliant fury.
Desolation and pride--these most of all. They seemed to unfold from Count Non like apair of dark

wings

"Holy shit,” Spyder said.

"That was once my namein adead Sumerian didect.”
"YoureLucifer."

"That's my name. Don't wear it out.”

Lucifer went to Ashbliss and prodded him with his boot. "Up, you rosy turd. | know what you wanted
from thismortal, and you can't haveit. Normally, | wouldn't care about your second-rate treacheries, but
we're at war and | need my loyal generals on their feet, not buried under quicklime in the garden.
Undergtand?”

Ashbliss got to hisfeet, but stared down at the black and white pavement dabsthat formed a
checkerboard pattern in the square. "I understand, my lord. Have mercy on me."

"Mercy?Y ou must be thinking of someonedse.”

"Cut the little creep some dack,” said Spyder. "He's supposed to be sneaky. He'sademon for Christ
sake. Oh. Isit okay to say that down here?’

"Do you hear that?' Lucifer asked Ashbliss. "This morta, whom you were about to betray and murder, is
pleading for your life. It will be along time before you see such grace down here again.”

"Kill me? We had aded."
"Noyou had alie" said Lucifer. "Thislittle wretch doesn't work for Beglzebub. Do you, turd?"
"No, my lord."

"Ashbliss here is afredance thug. Someone has paid him to dispose of one of my better commanders.
Possibly our friend, Xero. Little Ashblisswas going to trick you into doing the dirty work for him and
then diminateyou.”

"Isthat true?" Spyder asked.

Ashblisswrung hishands.

"Fuck him," said Spyder. "Drag him back to the butchers quarter them hang him up on a hook."
"l can't refuseaguest,” Lucifer told the demon.

Aghblissburst into tears. His candlesflickered out, one by one.

"Hell, I'm just blowing off steam. Can't you just lock him up or something?" asked Spyder. Thento
Ashbliss. "Y oull tdl this man everything he wants to know, won't you, asshole?"

Ashblisslooked up with red-rimmed eyes, not sure what to do. He lunged and grabbed Spyder's hand,



planting kisses on it with histhin membranouslips. "1 will! I will! Thank you!" His candlesflickered back
tolife

Spyder looked at Lucifer. "Can you make the doggie stop humping me?’
"Come here, wretch."
Ashblisswent and stood before Lucifer.

"Y ou'll begin your rehabilitation by going back to where you left my friend's companions and bringing
them to my paace. Go quickly, before you ruin my good mood.”

Bowing once, then twice, Ashblisstook off across the plaza as fast as his ssumpy legswould carry him.
"Run, Forrest, run!" shouted Spyder.

Lucifer grabbed Spyder in aquick embrace. He was dressed in astriped black and gold hakama, the
familiar chainmail over thisbare chest, and a short jacket of some shiny materia--vinyl or rubber. His
head was shaved and from his mid-scal p down the back of his neck, his pale skin was covered with
black tattoos, intricate letter-ing in what Spyder remembered from Jenny's books was akind of Angelic
Script related to the Coptic alphabet. Evenin Hell, Lucifer carried deep scarsin his handsome face.

"It'sgood to seeyou, little brother.”

"Y ou know, my father was Baptist and my mother was L utheran and sometimes | ended up going to both
churches on the same Sunday, so | shouldn't be happy to seeyou,” said Spyder. "But | am.”

"Being able to embrace contradictionsisasign of intelligence.”

"Or insanity.”

"That's what the Archangel Gabriel once said to me. Just before | cut off his head.”
"Damn.”

"I didn't have a choice. He would have cut off mine, if I'd given him the chance. | haven't thought about
that in along time. Y ou know, that was the incident that triggered thewar."

"In Heaven?'

"None other. Y ou don't redly think were here because of the nice views?' Lucifer put out hisright arm
and wrapped Spyder'sleft arm around it. "We can catch up while | show you around my little kingdom."

Fifty One

Off the Radar

"Y ou son-of-a-bitch. We thought you were dead," said Spyder.

"l was," Lucifer said. "That body was as dead as dead could be. | just ended up back here."

"Y ou wanted us here dl dong, didn't you?Y ou manipulated thiswhole thing just to get us here. Why?"

"Xero Abrasax. He came here with some very impressive magic. Enough to raly an army and challenge
me. | needed achampion. A mortd to kill amorta soul. Shrike can kill him. He doesn't show it, but he's
afraid of her. There's something in the book she can use againgt him."



They passed agolden temple, like an Aztec step-pyramid. In front was akind of sculpture on atall
bronze base. A heavy cloth twisted languoroudy on top, looping and folding over itself, asif it was
gpinning dowly in water. The material changed colors asit moved, revealing eye and mouth holes.
Spyder redlized that it wasn't cloth, but human skins sewn together.

"Evenif | believed that, dl the shit you put us through, dragging our asses through the desert and across
Hdl, why do thet if you wanted us here dl dong?’

"The universe hasrules for these things. | needed Shrike here. | knew she needed a partner that could
help her get here, but would have no persond desire for the book. Besides, do you think you would have
comeif I'd just popped into your tattoo shop one night around closing and said, "Hello, I'm the Prince of
Darkness. Think you could help me out with alittle war next Tuesday, say, Sxish?"

"Y ou had that demon attack mein thedley!"
"| just pointed out to the Bitru that you were carrying its mark."
"I'm suddenly remembering Sunday schoal. Y ourethe Prince of Lies."

"First, don't try to quote chapter and verseto me, little brother. | know every holy book ever written. |
even penned afew of them. Second, the "Prince of Lies is Ahriman, the Zoroastrian lord of darkness
and brother to AhuraMazda, the lord of light. Not that | ever met either one, but I'm sure they were
lovely chaps. No, before you try telling me how the world isand who | am, remember what Samue
Butler, amortal, once said: "It must be remembered that we've only heard one side of the case. God has
written al the books™

"You'rejust avictim of bad publicity?’

"lsn't it obvious?' Lucifer asked. "'l wastheloya opposition in Heaven. | tested Job and plenty of others,
al with Yahweh'sblessng. In the early days, mortal faith and free will were new concepts. That'swhere
the conflict began. God gave you free will, but we angels were expected to bow and scrape. | couldn't

accept that.”
"Y ou were going to sted God'sthrone.”

"I bet you believe everything Republicans say about Democrats. The archangel Michael accused me of
wanting to sit in the throne of Heaven, but | didn't want to be God. | didn't want to be God's lap dog,
ether.”

"Y ou've got some serious daddy issues, mister.”

The devil smiled. "Pride, too. The books got that right, at least.”
"S0, you're building Heaven to prove God wrong.”

"Something like that. Heaven with free will."

"And not to set yourself up asanew God?"

Lucifer stopped walking and pointed with hisfree hand. "That's my paace over there. | don't need to
remind anyone down herewhao'sin charge. I'm not deluded enough to see mysdlf as God. Over dl, the
first onedid an impressive job creating the universe. It'sthe details | dispute.”

"What's that weird quote? I've heard it a couple of ways, "God isin the detalls...”



"And, "Thedevil isinthedetalls' Yes, I'm aware of it. | don't know which versonismoreinsulting.”

"L et me get thisdtraight, you're just down here having this family squabble with God for the last few
million or few thousand years... | don't get how time works here."

"Dont try. Youll hurt your brain."

"Cool. And you just want to show God that free will for your kind is hot biscuits and gravy. Then why
fuck with us mortals? What's with dl the temptation and corruption?’

"Who said that was me? Oh yes, everyone." Lucifer released Spyder's arm and they sat on astone bench
on the edge of the square. "'l have to take some respongbility for that. Millions of angels came with me
when father threw me out and changed the locks. | had to give them something to do.”

"All those monks and nuns, Jesusin the desert, al thevisions of al those righteous types, none of that
wasyou?"'

"I'll admit that I've had my hand in atempting manifestation or two. | was an angry young man, lashing out
at dl God had cregted. But like you, little brother, I couldn't help growing up just alittle.”

Demonswaked by them through the plaza, glancing furtively at the talking meet chatting with the ruler of
Héll. Tall, bile-colored women with snakes for hair and dressed in high-collared latex robes whispered to
each other asthey passed. Graceful, loping things, like mechanical praying mantises, craned astak eye
or two at the conversation. A flock of living skeletons, human from the waist up, but bird-like from the
waist down, stopped and stared at the men on the bench. They skeletons moved asagroup, like
pigeons, chittering down one of the Sde sireets.

"What about dl those souls remodeling your den? What about the ones being tortured down here?"

"Do you think | invited them here? We've been Heaven's junkyard since time began. I'm just making use
of the fredloaders. Thetortures are just day work for my lessintelligent brethren. And truthfully, some
souls are usdless, not even fit for manua labor.”

"I'm having a hard time with this poor, poor, pitiful meline, Count. Lucifer. What should | cal you?'

"Anything you want, just don't call melater for dinner,” Lucifer said. Helooked Spyder inthe eye. "The
truth will set you free. But it might also hurt your fedings Y ou see, humanity isn't even on my radar. My
quarrel iswith Heaven, not you."

Spyder looked at Lucifer's palace, thinking over everything held seen and heard. "Y ou're my friend. At
least Count Nonwas. | don't really know what to believe right now."

"Admit it. Y ou want me to be amonster. Humanity hasto find someone to blame for its crimes. The
problem isthat you never redly believed Copernicus. Y ou il think you're the center of the universe and
that al crestion revolves around you."

"Y ou've been practicing this speech for awhile, haven't you?'
"I'll give you an another example. The snakein the garden of Eden?”
"Yeah?'

"It wasjust asnake. | was never there. Humanity'sfirst real decison wasto defy God. So was mine.
That's the reason | make you uncomfortable. Were so much dike.” Lucifer leaned closer, speaking



quietly. "In Heaven | tempted mortasfor God's benefit. It's ahard habit to bresk. But | awaysworked
onthelittlethings. Lugt. Jedlousy. Greed. Humanity didn't need any help with the big sins. It was you who
ate the apple and fell from grace. It was you when Carthage was raped and burned and the earth sated.
It wasyou a Hiroshimaand Wounded Knee and Auschwitz and at every lynching of every -hapless
sharecropper who dared to meet the eyes of awhite woman."

"You mus redly hate us. If wedidn't exist, you'd till bein Heaven.”

"| don't hate you. Y ou're children and don't know any better. And if it hadn't been you, something else
would have set off the troubles between God and me." Lucifer shrugged. "Fathers and sons.”

"Did you have anything to do with taking my blind- fold off?*

"Why would | do that?1 don't like many mortals and the few | do carefor should be off living their lives,
not going mad down here. Y ou were trapped by something else. Thereé'sablack cloud around you that |
can't see through, which means| can't help you. But you're going to have to deal with it sooner or later.”

"Who's the Painted Man?'

Lucifer rolled his eyes. "The boogey man for demons. The Painted Man isthe monster in the closet. Dr.
Moriarty. Kayser Soze. He's supposedly acreature of pure chaos, neither God nor angel nor demon,
who one day will cometo destroy us. Why do you ask?"

"No reason. | heard ademon mention him."

"That'sal? And you caled methe Prince of Lies." -Lucifer stretched and stuck out hislong legs. "Don't
trouble your handsome young head, Spyder Lee, you're not the Painted Man."

"IsXero?'
"No, but he thinks heisand that makes him dangerous.”
"How do you know he's not?!

"If hewere | would have smelled him coming. I'd have tasted him. I'd have heard every best of his heart.
If the Painted Man ever setsfoot in Hel, I'll know it."

Spyder looked down and saw a half-smoked cigarette lying at hisfeet. He picked up the butt and
smoothed it sraight. "Got alight?* he asked. Lucifer handed him apink fur lighter.

"ThisisLulu's" said Spyder.
"Shedropped it by the Bone Sea. | was going to return it the next time| saw her."

Spyder lit the butt and dropped the lighter into hisjacket pocket. It felt good to pull the smokeinto his
lungs

"What's the dedl with dl the Satanic losers back home? Do you like them? Do they drive you crazy?
What about Anton LaVey?'

"I love Anton LaVey. | loveal carnies. God can have the meek. I'll take the grifters.”
"Y ou've got an answer for everything. I'll give you that, Count.”

"Weadl haveto live with oursalves, especialy here. I'll tell you something, because | think you'll



understand: | know that our Heaven is quite probably a pointless and futile thing, but well build it
anyway, because it'sdl the Heaven were ever likdly to have.”

Acrossthe plaza, Ashbliss came with Lulu and Shrike. The men rose asthey got closer. Both Lulu and
Shrike went right to the man they knew as Count Non and hugged him.

Spyder said, "Ladies, let meintroduce you to the man in black, hisinfernal badness, Lucifer.”

Shrike and Lulu looked at the devil. Shrike took -Spyder's hand. Lulu smiled. "Count Non, you tricky
fuck. | knew there was something about you. Not many men can make me question my gender
preferences.”

Lucifer looked at Ashhliss. "I'll talk to you later, dung beetle. Vanish." He snapped hisfingersand the
little demon was gone.

"Here," said Spyder, and handed Lulu back her lighter.
"Whered you find it?"

"Il tell you leter."

"What happens now?" asked Shrike.

"Under other circumstances I'd probably throw a party. Given the current unpleasantness, I'll just take
you to the book."

"Judt likethat?'

"Unlessyou'd liketo wait around in the open for Xero to attack again." Lucifer nodded to the hills
beyond the golden step-pyramid. Men and demons were massing along theridge.

Lucifer turned to Shrike. "By theway, it'sniceto findly see your eyes. They'relovely.”
"Thank you. It's good to see you, but alittle strange, too."
"l getthat alot.”

Lucifer started across the square to his palace as the others followed. Spyder |ooked over his shoulder
and saw Xero'stroops starting down the hill for Pandemonium.

Fifty Two
Waiting for the End of the World
The entrance to Lucifer's palace was covered in flowers.

Bloody roses snaked, on unnaturally long stalks, around the main entrance, awide portico which let onto
animmense reception hal. Insde, the roses were joined by clusters of whitelilies and fleshy pink and
tiger-striped orchids. The white marble floor was covered with arich, purple carpet, trimmed in gold. On
onewadl were exquisitely detailed anatomy charts of humans, demons and every kind of animals Spyder
had ever seen. On the opposite wal hung ahuge tapestry, arendering of -William -Blake's "Red Dragon
and the Woman Clothed with the Sun." Along the back wall was what Spyder took to be Lucifer's

trophy gdlery.
Victorian-style curiosity cabinets were laid out nestly around the gently curved walls. Thefirst cabinet



held akind of black knotted lump floating in air behind leaded glass. Thelittle plague at the bottom of the
case read, John the Baptist's Heart. Next to it was a set of battle armor, blackened, the metal ripped and
melted by some monstrous blast. "That's mine. From the old days," Lucifer told Spyder. Nearby wasa
slver trumpet. "Gabrid's. | nicked it on the way out the door.” The next cabinet held acrown of thorns.
"No explanation needed there, | suppose.” Rare plantsand animaswerelying in bdl jarsand pinned in
display cases. They were dl dive, but trapped. Two cases side-by-side held an assortment of Fabergé
eggs and different kinds of puzzle boxes. Lucifer shrugged and said, "I just like them." Another glass case
contained akind of black, swirling nothingness that seemed to suck light into itsdlf. It was labeled, Chaos.
At the end of therow wasacage and in it lay the book. It was astall as-Spyder and the covers were
riveted plates of solid sted, with runes etched into the surface. When Spyder saw it, hethought, Thisis
not a human's book.

"| fed sck," said Shrike. She clutched her chest.
"Isit the key?" Spyder asked. "Were near the book. It's probably trying to get out.”
"I'm not sure. Thisdoesn't fed right." Shetook deep, painful bregths.

Behind the cage that housed the book, the flowers began to die. The wave of death spread around the
room. The flowersal turned black, shedding their petas before falling to the floor in dry hegps. Spyder's
gazefollowed thetrail of rot around the room. Thetrail of dying flowers ended a along staircase where
Xero stood, with Shrike's father at hisfeet. Xero kicked the old man and he rolled down the stone steps,
landing in aheap at the bottom.

"Father!" screamed Shrike, and she stumbled to him. Spyder and the others followed, Spyder with the
black blade out and Lulu with her shotgun pointed at Xero. As Shrike reached her father, demons
dropped down from the celling and dragged her up the airs. Spyder Sarted after them, but Lucifer
grabbed his shoulder and held him.

"Don't move," Lucifer said. Spyder turned and watched as Xero'stroops quietly streamed in through the
front entrance, filling the front of the hall.

"“And | saw, and behold awhite horse: and he that sat on him had abow; and a crown was given unto
him: and he went forth conquering, and to conquer,” Lucifer said to Xero. "Y ou have more gdl than
brains coming into my capita and especidly my home."

"You have amillion idle threats, angel. What you don't ssem to haveisanarmy.”
"Y ou aren't looking hard enough.”

Lucifer closed hiseyes. The Blake tapestry on thewall exploded into light and demons poured fromit,
armed with barbed spears and vicious swords. The opposing troops snarled and growled, showing each
other their teeth, beating their wegpons againgt their shields. Nelther side attacked, but waited for asigna
from their masters.

"Get the key!" shouted Xero. One of the demons holding Shrike pulled aknife from hisbelt and cut into
Shrike's chest. She screamed. Lucifer pulled Spyder back from the stairs before he could do anything.

"Lulu!" Spyder screamed. She opened up at the demons with the four-ten. They fell back asthe shots
tore up the stairs around them. One demon collapsed with a shot in the chest, and another went down
with ahead wound. The other demons scrambled up the stairs to cower at Xero's feet.

Lucifer pulled both Spyder and Lulu back across the room to the curiosity cabinets. Spyder shook



himsef free
"| thought you were awarrior. What'swrong with you?' heyelled.

Lucifer spoke evenly. "Timing is everything, boy. Never let your temper lead you. Both of you, Stay
here"

Lucifer went to the center of the room, between the two snarling armies, and looked up a Xero. He
looked relaxed. Even happy, thought Spyder.

"Y ou've done very well for yoursdf," Lucifer said. Y ou're not thefirst to ever chalenge my position, but
yourethefirs to get thisfar.”

"Save your congratulations. I'm not doneyet."

"Why should you be? Y ou've come so far with so little. Were dikein that. When we angelsfirst cameto
this place, there was nothing. Now ook at al weve built. Y ou were just another lost soul when you
arrived and look a what you've accomplished. | admirethat. | don't like to annihilate talent. How would
you like your own principality? Y ouvekilled off afew of my less competent generds. Would you like
their landsfor yoursdf and your men?"

Xero grinned awolf'sgrin. "No thank you. | think I'll take everything.”
"Youwont," said Lucifer.

Xero kicked the demons cowering at hisfeet. "Go back and get the key!" Reluctantly, the demons
crawled down the gairsto Shrike. She lay quietly, her hand over her bloody wound, watching Lucifer.
Spyder tried to catch her eye, but shelooked asif she were in shock.

"Y ou won't take my kingdom becauise you aren't equipped to. Winning afew battlesis nothing. Even
taking this palace is a pointless gesture.”

"Then why don't you just surrender it and leave?" said Xero, and histroopslaughed.

"Y ou're agood tactician--for amortal. And that will be your downfal. Y our wars last weeks, months,
perhaps afew years. It's easy to plan, to keep your armies together, to believe in yoursdf. But how long
canyou doit, mortal? The last war | fought lasted ten thousand years.”

"Andyou log."

"That wasto God. Do you think you're God, little man?' said Lucifer. "'l can wait, you see. Y ou can win
athousand victoriesand | can wait. Timeitself can burn out and the universe can collapsein on itsdlf, and
| can still wait. And in the last second at the last moment of existence, when even gods and angels must
perish, | will find you and dit your throat. And the last thing you'll see before the nothingness takes you
will bemy facesmiling invictory."

Shrike saw the demons coming for her down the stairs. She screamed at them. When they tried to grab
her, she hacked to them with her sword, but she was too badly injured to crawl away.

"What aslver tongue you have. But none of it will happen if | kill you first," said Xero. Heraised hisarms
and waves of black lightning blasted down at L ucifer, along the way vaporizing the demons held sent for
Shrike, just as one triumphantly held up the key held pried from her sde. The key went skittering across
thefloor, leaving atracery of blood, and cameto rest a Lucifer'sfeet. Lucifer placed hisright foot on top
of thekey. Xero bellowed in anger.



Shrike ducked and pressed herself benesth the bolts. Lucifer didn't move. He appeared to know when
something was coming and Ssmply raised hisright hand, Ietting the lightning flow into him and out his left
hand, right back at Xero. The stairs exploded around the generd, but he kept throwing the balts, pushing
Lucifer back, only to be pushed back himself.

It was too much, Spyder thought. Xero couldn't be bribed. Maybe Lucifer could wait for the end of time,
but Shrike couldn't. Fuck this dime store Heaven and Xero. Fuck Madame Cinders.

Spyder grabbed Lulu and pulled her over to the book. "Help me," he said.
"How?'

"We're going to push the book into that case of chaos. Let it swallow the damned thing. Maybe well die,
too, but well take these demonic fucks with us.”

In the center of the room, Lucifer and Xero's battle continued. Shrike dowly, painfully, crawled down the
garstoward her father. The two armies shrieked, growing more agitated by the second. When their
taunts and roars reached amad pitch, someone threw an axe. That'sdl it took, both armies rushed each
other with weapons, claws and teeth.

Lulu came around to Spyder's side of the book cage and pressed her back against it. Spyder grabbed
the bars and put his shoulder into them. He felt afunny click and stepped back. The front of the cage fell

open.

The battle quieted, then stopped al together. The demons stared at Spyder, asdid Xero and Lucifer.
Shrike lay by her father and looked at him, dazed.

"He hasthe key!" screamed Xero.

"No, he doesn't, you idiot," snapped Lucifer. He looked at Spyder. "Y ou haven't been holding out on
me, have you little brother? No secret sainthood or magic in your past?'

Spyder shrugged, shook his head.

"That cage doesn't pop open for just anyone.”

"Get the book!" screamed Xero to histroops.

"It'snot yours?' came aquiet voice by the portico. "The book belongsto us.”

Spyder turned too look, but he aready knew what wasthere. The Black Clerks, ledger in hand, were
walking into the paace straight through the demon armies. The demonsfell back, afraid to touch them.
Only Lucifer sood in the Clerks way. For the first time, he seemed truly enraged.

"Out of my kingdom, crawling filth!" he screamed.

The head Clerk stepped forward. He cocked his head to one side. Then he raised afinger. Lucifer was
thrown, loose-limbed and hel pless, across the room. He landed hard on the stairs above Shrike, stone
splintering as he crashed on the marble.

The Clerksturned to Spyder. "Cometo us?' the head Clerk told him.
"Fuck you," Spyder said.
The Clerk flicked afinger. The scar Spyder had received earlier from the Clerks began to burn. His



vision clouded. He saw things. He saw himsdf through their eyes. He saw himsdlf looking at himslf
looking back at himsdf in infinite regression.

"Not dead yet?' the Clerk said.

"Shit," said Spyder, sorting through the picturesin hishead. Dizzy, he grabbed Lulu. "It wasn't you they
werelooking through,” he said. "In the desert. It was me. | helped them follow usthe whole way."

"Strong," said one of the other Clerks.

"What do you want with the book?" asked Spyder.
"It'sours,” said the head Clerk.

"I don't believe you." Spyder leaned on the book for support.

"No matter," said the head Clerk, and in afraction of asecond, held pulled the little knife from his belt
and flung it into Spyder's chest.

"Spyder!" screamed Shrike.

Hefdl back againgt the cage. The Clerkswalked silently toward him. Trying to stand, Spyder grabbed
the book with his bloody hands.

"That's not permitted,” said the Clerk.

Anicy white shock ripped through Spyder's body and hefdll to the floor.
Fifty Three

Threnody 23

The long-extinct scorpion people of Anu sang songs for their dead. Each song was designed to
teach a new spirit some skill or valuable lesson for the Afterlife.

Of all the Anu songs set down on tablets and scrolls, only a handful were for those on their way to
Heaven. The vast majority of the songs were for those on their way to Hell.

A trandlated excerpt:

Towhomshall | cry to as| go into the depths?

My god who, if she should appear, would destroy me

With her terrible beauty?

God's Enemy, who would consume me in his beautiful terror?

At the desolate edge of the abyss, beauty and terror are less than

A burning step apart, each worthy of worship, graced, pure, demanding.
God burns us. The Enemy burns us.

They will light my way through the long dark



And fire me in a sublime pyre, until I amonly ash.

Only ash, | enter the abyss to behold

My shadow

My sins

My world laid bare

Surrounded by souls, dust and ash, | go alone.

Dust and ash, | know that we all venture alone, but that we all venture.
And it is only dust and ash that passes through the abyss,

Only dust and ash.

The sublimely consumed. The radiantly destroyed.

Only dust and ash passes through.

Fifty Four

More than Heaven

Hewasfalling for avery long time. Hours. Y ears. Eons. He was in the book. He was the book.

Starstwinkled in and out of existence. Dust became planets and cooled into mountains, then was dust
again. Life gppeared, flourished and died. He felt the immense emptiness of an entire universe devoid of
any living, thinking thing. The universe died soon after. He absorbed its passing into every atom of his

body.

He saw, felt and tasted nothingness, or as much of nothingness as his morta mind could fathom. But even
in nothingness was life. It passed through him and moved on, immense beyond belief. So large, it didn't
notice his microscopic presence. Hewas at the end of time and the beginning. Some immense whed was
turning somewhere. Existence was done, but not over. Life wastoo powerful for that. It was beyond time
or space or god or death. He couldn't quite get hold of it. Theimage of life, the ideawastoo big for his
flea-size brain, but he caught aglimpse, as hefloated high, so high above the universe (Isthis Heaven? Or
something more?) that he could look down and seeit dl laid out below him--clusters of galaxieslike
strands of pearls. But stars were things. And what he'd glimpsed wasn't athing, but aforce. Something
he couldn't quite grasp, like light shining through a prism. He could put his hand into it, touch it, but never
redly holdit.

It was beautiful and sad where he was. So londly. He wasthe oldest living thing in the universe. Or was
with it. Or it passed through him, like air moving in and out of hislungs, leaving alittle of itsalf
behind--just afew molecules. Each molecule grew into pictures and words. The pictures and words
flowed together to form a structure. It had doors and windows and a seemingly endless number of
rooms. It was acathedral. A memory cathedral, the kind monks used to memorize whole sections of the
Bible. Spyder had read about them in Jenny's books. But the rooms in this cathedrd were filled with
something else. Someimmensaly older knowledge. Each image he touched, each word he mouthed filled
him with power and dread. For along time, he thought he was dead. Then he tripped over an uneven
door frame. He caught himself before hefell, but tore the pam of his hand on the frame. His blood
dripped onto the floor of the cathedral. Thisbody isalive, hethought. I'm dive.



I'madlive.

And then hewasfdling again.
Fifty Five

Table Scraps

He awoke on thefloor of Lucifer's padace. Someone was standing over him. His eyes fluttered fully open
and he recognized awoman's face. She was red-eyed and -crying.

A namefloated by and he said, "Lulu." She reached down and pulled the knife from hischest. He
groaned.

"Alive?' said one of the Clerks.
"Heissurprising,” said the head Clerk.

Spyder leaned shakily against the cage that housed the book. Lulu spun on her heels and blasted the
Black Clerkswith round after round from the four-ten.

"Dont," said Spyder, reaching for her.

Each of Lulu's shots hit, but it was like shooting at scarecrows. Each round went through the Clerks, asif
there was nothing but straw to absorb the blasts.

The head Clerk snatched the shotgun from Lulu's hands and tossed it acrossthe hall. ™Y our debt is past
due. We will collect now. Y our heart, | think?' he said.

"That's not going to happen,” said Spyder. He got to hisfeet and stretched. "Damn. Sometimes dying is
like two weeksin Miami."

"Perhaps your head was hurt in your fall?* said the head Clerk. "We move from Earth to Heaven to Hell.
Nowhereis closed to us. We swallow life and spit out crea-tion. And you say we will not take this child's
tiny life?"

Spyder went and stood close to the head Clerk, close enough to smell therot in his borrowed flesh. "I
know what you are. Y ou aren't gods. Y ou aren't even demons. Come on out of the closet, boys.”

"Wedon't believeyou."

"I know, but that doesn't mean dingo's balls. Y ou're hollow. Puppets. | don't even think you'reredly
dive"

"You aremad?| think s0."

"Don' pay attention to the man behind the curtain, that's the best you can come up with? It didn't work
onthegirl inthe ruby dippers and it doesn't mean shit here.”

"Enough,” said the Clerk with the ledger. He opened the book and withdrew something that looked like a
thick, ragged treelimb. Dropping the ledger, he twisted the limb until adozen ragged blades sprang from
the shaft, killing thorns. The Clerk lunged, but Spyder Side-stepped the blow, dipping behind his

attacker. Samming hisarm around the Clerk's throat, Spyder held him so that the others could watch, as
he whispered asingle word into the Clerk's ear. When Spyder released him, the Clerk remained frozen in
place, his deformed weapon ill intheair.



"Atrick? Yes," said the head Clerk.

The frozen Clerk began to shake. His mouth came open and he made a sound that was part wonder and
part howl of pain. He shook until he was a blur, and the stitches holding his pale body together began to
olit. Thewan internd light the Clerks dways gave off, burst through his seams as he flew to pieces. As
each broken part of him hit thefloor, it vanished.

The two remaining Clerkslooked at Spyder.

"| said the true name of time and decay," he told them. "Do you even know what you are? Y ou're the
boy toys of the Old Gods, the Dominions. Y ou heed used up organs because you're trash on two legs.
Golems. Animated table scraps. A word made you walk and aword can make you stop. | saw into the
book. I learned the words."

"We are the engines of creation and destruction,” said the head Clerk. "We balance the Spheres. We
prune dead branches, taking life whereit is not appreciated, such asin thissorry child?' The Clerk
nodded at Lulu. "We pass her breath back into the universe for new souls.”

"That was your burden. That's what you used to be. Y ou balanced order and chaos, but something
happened. The Dominions got insde of you. Instead of serving the universe, you started serving the Old
Gods. You'rether delivery boys. Y ou grant wishes to the weak, the wounded and |ost, getting your
hooksin their souls so the Dominions can feed on them. There's nothing left of your old selves. You're
empty shells. And this book was made to bring them back. But I'm not going to let you do that.”

"|s someone going to kill someone soon?* Xero called from the dairs. "'l was about towin awar."”
"Y ou were about to be eviscerated in front of your troops,” said Lucifer.

"We know you. Y ou are not aman, but abroken child?' said the head Clerk to Spyder. "Y ou've seen
and learned much lately, but you remain adrunken libertine who despises his own foolish weskness
abovedl ese. And your morta body istrapped forever in Hell. But we will take pity and give you the gift
of annihilation.”

"I'm not afraid of you."

"But itisyoursdlf you hate and yoursdlf you must fight?' The head Clerk raised hishand to the palace
entrance, where afigure was waiting.

Spyder saw hisreflection. Sort of. A verson of himsdf, but scarred like Lulu, crudely stitched together,
likethe Clerksthemselves.

"Heisyour Shadow Brother, built from abroken memory you Ieft in Berenice. All the blood you left in
the street? A very powerful dixir. We sacrificed afew of the organswed collected,” said the head Clerk.
Heturned to Lulu. "Child, do you recognize your eyesin another?’

"Y ou got thejump on mein Berenice, bro," said the lacerated Spyder. "But I'm back and bad and ready
forlove”

"More golem trash," Spyder said the Clerks. ™Y ou think | won't kill it?"

"We're counting on it. Hes specia. Not you in name and form, but you, literdly. A strikeagaingt himis
againg yoursdf? Show him," the head Clerk told the golem.

Spyder watched his Shadow Brother pull the punch dagger from behind hisback and dideit hard across



his chest, carving adeep, crimson wound. Spyder felt something like alive wire being dragged over his
skin. He looked down and saw that he had a chest wound identicdl to the golem's.

"Y ou know the true names. Usethem. Turn him to dust!” cdled Shrike.
"I can't. | might dust out, too," Spyder said.

Feinting and teasing, the golem came at him with the knife. Spyder backed up and started to draw
Apollyon's blade from his belt, but stopped himself. It would be suicide.

The golem kept making little charges, then stabbed and diced himself. Spyder twitched in pain and bled,
feeling each twist of the blade. The golem circled him, splashing blood onto the marble floor and laughing.

"Why are you running? Thisis what you always wanted. Lifestoo hard for peoplelike us. Let mefix it
for you," said the golem.

Spyder backed up. Sweat flowed into hiswounds, stinging him.
"Remember the middleway, little brother!" yelled -L ucifer. "Would the Buddha fight himsalf?"

Spyder stopped in histracks, he gaze flicking to Lucifer, then Shrike. He stretched his arms out wide and
closed his eyes. The golem rushed him, jamming its knife degp into Spyder's chest. Gritting histeeth at
the pain, Spyder wrapped his arms around the golem and held on. They were both bleeding and the floor
was dippery with their blood. Spyder lifted the younger, smaller version of himsaf and spun on hishedls,
dropping his Shadow Brother onto the book. Gasping, Spyder twisted and threw al of hisweight on his
doppelganger, pinning him long enough to pull the black blade from his own belt and swing it once.

Both Spyder's and the golem's heads did off their shoulders and rolled onto the floor.
Fifty Six

Sars

Spyder rose on wobbly legs and set his head back on his shoulders.

"Y ou know those days when you just can't do anything right? Y ou're having one of them," he said to the
head Clerk.

"Thisissometrick of yours, Lucifer?'
"Itsdl me," said Spyder. Histhroat felt full of pinsand needles as he spoke.
"No matter? Alive or dead, you arelogt, locked in Hell forever. So isthe woman.”

"Not necessarily. You did usafavor, brainiac. Shrike makes these little blood sacrifices when she does
small magic. All this golem's blood and mine should be good for one big favor, don't you think?"

"What are you doing?" asked L ucifer.

"I'm sorry, man. You're my friend, but Shrikeand | can't spend forever down here.”

Lucifer looked stricken. "Y ou don't want to do that, Spyder."

"Sorry."

The book was aready sucking down the blood Spyder and the golem had spilled on the floor. Spyder



laid his hands on the metal cover and whispered strange words that seemed to flow into hismind. Hewas
speaking alanguage he didn't understand, atongue so guttural and inhuman that it would have been
agony even if histhroat hadn't been freshly dit.

The runes etched into the book cover glowed and the remaining blood began to boil. Spyder pulled his
hands back as the golem's lifeless body, along with the last dregs of blood, were absorbed into the
book.

Far across Hell there was a sound like thunder, only it came from beneath the ground, asif the foundation
of the underworld itself had cracked.

"Do you know how insanethisis?' asked Lucifer.
"I'm thefool, remember? 1 do shit you sensible guys wouldn't dream of ."

Quivering green light, like afluorescent bulb shining from the bottom of the ocean, blasted through cracks
in the ancient unfinished wall Spyder had seen while walking to Pandemonium with Ashbliss. The colossal
iron reinforc-ing beams began to bend and buckle as some fantastic new weight pressed against the
bricks from the other side.

"Glorious! Glorious! They are herel” cried the head Clerk.
"Not for you."

"It isaccomplished! We believed the Butcher Bird would free the Dominions, as revenge when you and
the dut died. But you have done her job for her. The universeisours.”

"You'retaking to aguy who just cut off hisown head. Y ou don't get to tell me what's yours and mine,"
said Spyder. He grabbed the head Clerk and ripped away the stolen skin that covered hisface. In shock,
both Clerks retreated a pace or two. The head Clerk touched his fleshlessface, feding for the missing
medt, his eyes wide and locked on Spyder's.

"For your information, that cold knot in your belly iswhat we talking meet cal fear,” Spyder said. He
then spoke asingle word and the Clerks tumbled to their knees. They grew smaler and softer, asif ther
bones were turning to warm butter, until they were nothing but pale puddies on the stonefloor.

Spyder looked back across Hell as the ancient wall began to crumble. Hands clawed at the gigantic
bricks from the other side. Strange howlsfilled the air. Spyder became aware that both Xero and
Lucifer'sarmies had grown considerably smaller since the Dominions had made their presence known.
Deserters continued to sprint out the front of the palace.

Lucifer limped to Spyder and stood next to him, watching the ancient wall crumble. "Y ou may have
beaten the Clerks so cleverly that you'vekilled usdl,” he said.

Xero came dowly down the sairs. "What did he do?
"He'sreleased the Dominions,” said Lucifer.
"Why?" asked Lulu.

Before Spyder could say anything, Xero charged down the stairsto where Shrike was cradling her father
in her arms. He grabbed her by the hair and held aknife to her throat. "Come to me, old ones! Give me
the power to defeat my enemies! | make this blood sacrifice to you."



Lucifer let loose an anima howl! and charged, his body morphing as he went. His cheeks split as
misshapen rows of rotten shark's teeth sprouted from hisjaws. Fire jetted from his eyes. Ashelegpt, his
arms and legs twisted into the mad anima forms Spyder had seen in medieva woodcuts of the Devil.

Shrikefought Xero's hand from her throat. The man was concentrating on Lucifer. Spyder redlized that
Xerowasreciting aspell.

"Look out!" Spyder screamed.

A blur of dlver shot from the great book and into Lucifer's spine, as Apollyon's knife flew acrossthe
room and embedded itself into his back. The prince of Hell collapsed at Shrike's feet. She swung her
sword backwards over her head and buried it in Xero's skull. The general just laughed.

"When I've bled you dry, I'll bring you back here and make you my concubine. I'll rapeyou in Hell
forever."

Lucifer, back in his more presentable angelic form, staggered to hisfeet. "Alizarin," he said and reached
out his hand. Shrike grabbed L ucifer and pulled him toward her, hard, throwing hersaf onto the floor.

Spyder ran to them, covering Shrike's body with his own. Xero screamed. Spyder turned and saw the
generd pushing madly at Lucifer'sbody. Thetip of Apollyon's blade, which was protruding from
Lucifer'sbely, had buried itself in Xero's mid-section when Shrike had pulled Lucifer down. The generd
shrieked as the blade cooked him. Lucifer grabbed the man, bearhugging him, driving the knifein deeper.
Their bodies glowed red. Xero's blackened lips curled back like burning paper.

The generd was suddenly very still. Lucifer pushed free and backhanded Xero acrossthe face. Thefried
morta soul crumbled, aburned-out husk.

Spyder went to Lucifer and pulled the blade from his back.
"| thought that knife killed demons," he said.
"Y ou're not any fool and I'm not any demon,” said -L ucifer, faling back againgt therailing.

Spyder snatched the tunic from Xero's corpse and went to Shrike. Holding her upright, Spyder pressed
the cloth over thewound in her chest. Lulu, exhausted, collapsed near Lucifer. Across Hell, the wall
finaly came down and the Dominions poured through. They were so dien and so massed together,
shouldering their way from their exile in chaos, that, later, no one there, morta or angel, could describe
what exactly cameinto this universe through the ancient breech in time and space. There were shaggy
heads and arms that were lined with eyes, reptile wings, tentacles, cocks with teeth, legslike abird's and
legs like machines. Emerad flesh, exposed bones, metal taons, fire, wind and ice.

The Dominions circled the roof of Hell once, twice and on the third pass, shot up together, blasting
through and out into the night sky. Gazing up through the glass dome atop L ucifer's palace, Spyder saw
familiar congtellations. Orion. The Big Dipper. It was Earth. It washome.

Fifty Seven
Jesus Christ and Bruce Lee

"So Spyder, what was the deal with your head back there? 'Causeif you're azombie, | got dibson
Shrike" sad Lulu.

"Ask your boyfriend what happened. He's the one who gave metheidea," said Spyder. Heturned to



Lucifer. The Prince of Hell sat with hisebows on hisknees, hisfingers steepled, staring out at hisruined
kingdom. "How'd you know that my dying would kill the golem, but not me?"

"l guessed,” Lucifer sad. ™Y ou had afifty-fifty shot."

"Something happened when | got sucked into the book. | was with the Dominions for asecond, | think.
Some of their life or whatever keeps them going rubbed off on me.”

"| think you'reright,” said Shrike. "Look." She moved the cloth from where Spyder had been holding it
on her chest. The wound was closed.

"Come here," Spyder said to Lulu.

"Why? | was kidding about macking on your girl."

"Sure you were. Come on down here.”

Lulu came down the tairs and sat next to Spyder.

Hetook both her hands, saying, "I'm not sure what I'm doing, so just close your eyesand relax.”
"It'sprom night dl over again.”

The palace was a disaster. The walls were webbed with cracks big enough to put afist in. Part of the
dome had collapsed. Hell proper was in sad shape, too. Millions of tons of rock had come crashing
down when the Dominions blasted their way out of the place. Most of Lucifer's new Heaven and much of
Pandemonium lay in ruins. The group had dl remained on the stairs throughout this harrowing of Hell.
Exhausted, bleeding, they were way down the road past both fear and surprise, stalled between
numbness and wonder. None of them even blinked when Shrike's father disappeared. They choseto see
it asasign of release, that with Xero's passing the curse that held the old man's spirit in the underworld
had been broken.

"That fool's curses were as thin and hollow as hishead when | cracked it," Lucifer had said.

"When you get through with my hands et me know, okay?" Lulu asked. "I've got anuclear meltdown
noseitch.”

"| think we're about done here," Spyder said.
"Dude, what did you do to me?1 fed dl hot and strange.”
"Golook."

She stepped over the falen masonry and broken glass, navigating her way across the buckled floor to
Lucifer's curiogity cabinets. None of them had broken, but they lay at crazy angles againgt thewallsand
floor. The Chaos cabinet was dtill stlanding initsorigind spot. Lulu went to it and checked hersdlf inthe
glass. Her reflection stared back with the swirling nothingness behind it.

"Itsme" shesad. "l look likemeagan.”
"Eyesand skin and everything. Did | get it dl right?’

"Y ou tricked me out like an old Chevy. For what? The Clerks still own me. They'll just come and take
these eyes, too."



"Lulu, the Clerks are gone. At least the ones who snagged you. If any others ever show up, I'll huff and
I'll puff and I'll blow "em dl down."

Lulu leaned her head on the cabinet, holding her bely. "Why do | fed like this?!

"Y ou were empty. They were making you into them. That'swhat they do. Youredive again. Being dive
hurts," said Spyder. "And you haven't had a stomach in a couple of years. That one's probably hungry.”

"l remember hungry.”

"Y ou okay?'

Lulu nodded. "Y egh."

"I did theright thing, didn't 17"

Spyder couldn't see Lulu'sface. Turning, she walked back to the sairs, staring at her hands.
"Yeah, you did good. It'sjust alot to get hold of. | didn't realize how much they'd taken.”

"For what it'sworth, | know how you fed," said Shrike. "I haven't seen colorsin so long. | remember
themal, but | can't quite recal which isred and whichisblue. It'salittle overwheming.”

"That's one word for it."
"Sitwith me" Shrike said. Lulu came over the wreckage and curled up with her head in Shrikée'slap.
"I'd fuck aduck for acigarette right now," Lulu said.

Lucifer wasingpecting his paace. He picked up a couple of fragments of cherry-colored glassthat had
fdlen from the dome. Holding them over his eyes, he peered up through the holein the roof of Hell.

"Maybe we should put askylight up there," he said. "I missthe stars sometimes.”
"Sorry for busting up the place," said Spyder.

"Sorry for tricking you into the bowels of Hell."

"l wasthinking about taking sometime off anyway."

Lucifer smiled to himsdf. "Thisisal an enormousjoke, you now. | manipulated you, but the universe
dipped agood one past me."

"By saying "universe you'retrying not to say "God'?"

"Perhaps,”" said Lucifer. "1 had to go to talking mesat-- sorry, mortas--to save my kingdom. Not only did
you have the power to saveit, but to destroy it, too. Maybe pride redly ismy sin. The Painted Man was
right in front of methiswholetime, and | never even saw you coming.”

"Héll, you brought him here," said Lulu.

"Thank you. I'd dmost forgotten that little detail." Lucifer picked up a gilded candle sconce, looked
around and dropped it again. Going to his curiosities, he began picking up the cabinets that had fallen
over. Spyder went to help him.

"I don't know about the Painted Man thing," Spyder said asthey turned the wooden Fabergé egg case



upright. The gleaming eggs lay in athousand pieces on the bottom of the velvet-lined cabinet, bejewe ed
junk. "1 don't exactly fed like Jesus Christ or Bruce Lee."

"Good. That'smy job," Lucifer said.
"What happens now?' asked Shrike.

Lucifer pulled the cabinet with John the Baptist's heart from where it was leaning precarioudy againgt the
wall, setting it flat on thefloor. Shifting it inch by inch, he got it digned exactly where he wanted it.
Spyder helped him dide the crown of thorns cabinet until it wasjust so.

"Thank you," Lucifer said. Helooked at Shrike. "The Dominions have broken the boundaries of Hell. All
bets are off. Y ou can go home any timeyou like. Me, | begin rebuilding. None of this affects our work
here, you know. Y ahweh had hislittle laugh, but we're ill building our Heaven." He pulled ascarlet silk
kerchief from his pocket and wiped some of the dust off the glass of the cabinet that housed the crown of
thorns. "And if he destroysthat one, well build it again. We have eternity to get it right.”

"We're going to have to take the book with us," said Shrike. "Madame Cinderswill want it in return for
my father." She brushed some of Lulu'shair out of the girl's eyes.

"Takeit. | don't want the damned thing around here."

"Canweredly giveit to her?' asked Spyder. "I got aglimpse of what it is. | don't know anything about
magic and look what it did to me. What could someone with her knowledge do with it?!

"Shelll do exactly what Xero was going to do. Make aded with the Dominions and grab as much power
shecan,” Lucifer said. He opened the case with his puzzle boxes and set them back on their proper
display stands.

"We can't let her do that,” Spyder said. He went to where Shrike was sitting and knelt down next to her.
"We can't give her the key to dl that power."

"Shell kill my father. Or worse. Curse him again. Helll beright back in Hell and al of thiswill have been
for nothing.”

"I don't know what to say."

"Little brother, you're ahero now. Y ou're going to haveto learn to learn to think on alarger scale,” said
Lucifer. He used hiskerchief to dap at the dust that had settle on his clothes while moving the cabinets.
"You just cracked open ahole in the universe, wrecked Hell, deceived the devil and sent the Black
Clerks packing. Even | couldn't do all that and | can do alot. Y et with al that to your credit, you're
telling me you can't control one dying hag?'

"] wouldn't know what to do."

"Y ou have awarrior by your side and the Prince of Darknessfor afriend. What you don't know ishow
to ask for help, but that is how we gain knowledge and improve ourselves.”

"Okay," said Spyder. He leaned back his head, threw out his arms and shouted asloudly as he could,
"Hdp!"

Lucifer shook his head. Shrike covered her ears.

"Damn, I've wanted to do that for days," Spyder said.



Lucifer kicked hisway through the rubble until he found what he was looking for. When he picked it up,
Spyder recognized the knife the head Clerk had used to stab him.

"You asked for help and hereitis," Lucifer said. "When troubled by a diseased sorceress like Madame
Cinders, you need amiracle. Look to the saintsfor acure.”

Lucifer took the knife and went to his curiosity cabinets.

"Come here, s0 | can give you something,” he said. Spyder went to him. Lucifer made one quick dice
and wrapped the prize in the scarlet kerchief before handing it to over. "Don't lose that.”

"I won't," said Spyder, finding himsdlf suddenly ableto be alittle shocked again.

Shrike went to where the cage with the book had fallen over. The impact had turned the marble benesth
it to powder and driven the book several feet into the floor.

"Any suggestions on how we can move thisthing? It's athousand poundsif it'san ounce,” she said.
"Travd for dl of you, including the book, isbeing arranged right now," Lucifer said.

"So, we're probably at the goodbye portion of the evening,” said Spyder. "I redlly suck at this."
Lucifer samiled. "I know. | looked into the minds of some of your exes."

"Find anything good in there?"

"You're not universally despised.” Lucifer leaned in to whisper, "That includes Jenny. But you need to
learn to let go of thingsthat only exist in the past tense.”

Lucifer went to Shrike. She smiled and put her arms around him.

"Y ou helped mefree my father. I'll dways be grateful for that," she said.

"You'velived haf your lifeinlight and haf in darkness. Which do you prefer?' Lucifer asked.
"When |'ve seen enough of ether I'll tll you."

"Fair enough,” he said and leaned in to kiss her cheek. Then reached out for Lulu's perfect, restored
hands and gave each akiss.

"Youreaprince, Prince," shesaid. "Y ou could turn adyke's head."
"A higher compliment I'll never recaive.

Lucifer went to Spyder and the two of them looked at each other.
"Think we're ever going to meet up again?' Spyder asked.

"Abyssus abyssum invocat,” Lucifer said. " "Hell calshell.' For better or worse, we are brothers. Well
see each other again.”

"When you get Heaven finished, invite me to the -opening.”
Lucifer smiled, nodded toward the palace portico. Y our rideis here.

Spyder turned. He knew what was coming from the sound and the word picture Lulu had painted for



Shrike and him back at the Bone Sea. Finally seeing the enormous mechanica spider, however, wasa
much stranger sight than heldd imagined. Still, the contraption wasn't as frightening aswhat had beenin his
head back when held been blindfolded. The creasture moved so delicately onitslong legs, Spyder thought
that it looked like it was walking on tip-toe.

Luluwalked up to the machine.
"Corndlius, remember me?"' she asked.

The head on the enormous mechanism looked puzzled. "I gpologize, madam. My memory isn't what it
used to be. However, meeting you now is certainly apleasure,” he said. Cornelius turned his attention to
Lucifer and bowed deeply.

"Y ou were aglesful and criminaly stupid thug during your life. Do you recdl any of that?' Lucifer asked.
He approached Corndlius, who continued to hold his deep bow.

"No, my lord."

"We harnessed your brutish tendencies to make use of you while you werein my domain. But I'm
prepared to relieve you of thisjob. Would you like that?' Lucifer made adismissve gesture with his
hand. "Don't bother answering, I know you would. Y ou will take these good people and this book out
that hole you might have noticed in the roof. Y ou will take them wherever they want to go and do
whatever they ask of you. When they dismissyou, and only then, you will return here to me and welll
discuss finding you some other task that won't wrack your pea-size brain. Do you understand?!

"Yes. Thank you, my lord."
"Pick up the book and wait outside.”

Corndius stood up and moved with delicate, dmost mincing steps until heldd positioned his enormous
body properly on the uneven floor. Four of his meta legs scrabbled in the wreckage and pulled the book
free. When it was secure againg hisbelly, metd jaws clamped down on it, alowing him to lower hislegs.
Heturned and went outside, a bit dower than when held entered, weighed down by the book's bulk.

They followed Cornelius out to the plaza and one by one climbed onto hisback. Lucifer ssood below in
the palace portico looking up a them through the cherry-colored dome glass he held before hisright

eye.

"The good thing about glassisthat we can mdt it down and useit again. Thismarbleisatotd loss,
though. Maybe I'll have some bankersdig it out with their teeth.” Lucifer bowed deeply to them, waved
once, turned on his heels and strode back inside his palace.

Spyder and the others held on tight as Corndlius loped through the wreckage of Pandemonium, out
acrossthe plains of Hell to one of the impossbly high walls that were the boundaries of the underworld.
Then, they began to climb.

Fifty Eight
Roll Me a Smoke, John Wayne
"Eight legsgood! Two legsbad!" Lulu shouted as they strode across the desert.

They were making great time. Corndlius never needed to rest or dow down, even when waking straight
into asandstorm. Spyder told him to head for Berenice and he started straight across the desert without



hesitation. What had taken them days to traverse on the way out, they now covered in afew hours.
When they caught sight of the city of memories, around mid-morning, it was strangely reassuring.

"One step closer to home," said Shrike.

Something was happening around Berenice. Even at adistance, they could seeit. A dozen arshipswere
in port on the south side of the city. Spyder wondered if they should bypassthe city and head acrossthe
open desert, hoping they could get aride from aship at the coast. But there was no telling when one big
enough would come aong. They had to go to Berenice.

"Damn," said Spyder. "1 should have asked Lucifer for some of those jewelslying around the
congtruction site. We don't have apenny to buy aride.”

"Well befing" Shrike said.
"You think?'

Shrike leaned on Spyder's back, running one of her hands through the hair on the back of hishead. "The
Count was right, you need to think bigger.”

They ran into the first spotter a couple of miles out from the city. The boy had been adeep, and hisloose
dun-colored robes blended into the sand. He awoke suddenly and screamed as Cornelius nearly stepped
on him, sartling Spyder, Shrike and Lulu dmost as much asthe giant spider had scared him.

The boy ran ahead for afew paces, shouting something to them before stopping, raising apistol over his
head and firing off aflare. He began running after them again, but fell far behind Cornelius relentless
footsteps.

"Y ou don't think they're alynch mob, do you?' asked Spyder. "For me doing over that memory?"

"l don't know," said Shrike. "Let'sjust check it out. If anyonetries anything, Corneliuswill run usto the

There were other spotters asthey closed in on the city, gawkers, too. It al made Spyder nervous, but as
they rode past, each group smiled and waved at them, or ran alongside for aslong as they could. No one
seemed too upset to see them. Better yet, Spyder thought, none of them looked like cops.

A group of twenty or thirty dignitaries met them at awadi just beyond the city walls. Spyder guessed that
they were dignitaries. They had that salf-important air about them, like the kind of crowd that givesa
million dollars to the symphony so they can get aplague and their name in anewdetter. Mogtly, he
thought, they looked like a bunch of old hippies who'd raided Frederick's of Hollywood on the way to
the Renaissance Faire. Just in case, he dipped Apollyon's blade behind his back and kept his hand on the
hilt. Shrike touched hisarm.

"Reax," shesad. "It'saparty.”
"I guesstimeredly isfunny down there" he sad.

However time moved in the underworld, on Earth there had obvioudy been plenty of timefor word to
spread about what had happened below.

"l don't guessit took Sherlock Holmesto figureit out,” Lulu said. "Therésaholethe sze of Ddlasin the
middle of the desert and Hdll's at the bottom."



To make an impression, they had Corndius strall right up to the Berenice officids. The dignitaries|ooked
abit nervous by the proximity of the giant spider, but they all smiled and applauded as Spyder and the
others climbed off. A gray-haired man with fierce Maori-style facid tattoos embraced each of them as
they came down. With his hand on Spyder's shoulder, the tattooed man turned to the other dignitaries
and began aquick speech in aflowing, meodious language.

Spyder looked at Shrike. "Y ou got aclue what this guy's saying?'

"He's speaking Ubari. It's an ancient city state built in the First Sphere, but spilled into the Second during
awar between riva wizard kings athousand years ago. | haven't heard it spokeninalong time,” she
sad. "l think hescaling usthe "Saviorsof Light.' "Defenders of Light. Something like that."

"If a any point he says “future prison bitches,' you let me know," said Lulu.

The Ubarian dignitary said something standing next to each of them, gesturing extravagantly, clearly
enjoying hismoment in the spatlight. The assembled bigwigs nodded and laughed politely. It occurred to
Spyder that not al of them necessarily understood the man, and were just going along with the group. He
spotted one of the men in the crowd rolling a cigarette. The man wore something like a gas mask and
heavy roya blue robes that must have been cooking him aive, Spyder thought. He held up two fingers,
miming smoking. The man nodded and handed Spyder the cigarette he'd just finished, then lit it witha
smdll gray sonethat emitted ajet of flame when stroked correctly. Spyder took along puff and bowed a
little thanks, then passed the smoke to Lulu, who took it eagerly.

"It'stheir great honor to greet us after our battle with the Princes of Despair,” said Shrike.
"Who'sthat? The Clerks, you think?'

"Maybe. He said "Shaitan' earlier. That's their word for the devil, so he's probably talking about the
Black Clerks now."

"He going to shut up soon, you think?"

Lulu came up next to Spyder and handed the cigarette back to him. She dug in the sand with her boat,
then half-turned away from the dignitaries.

"That tall blonde guy in the back look familiar?' she asked.

Spyder checked out the crowd discreetly, not letting his gaze linger anywhere too long.
"Should he?'

"lan't hethat prince from the airship? The one Primo wastakingtoon TV?'

"Prince Bdl. Hisship got stuck to ours. | guess hedidn't die in the dogfight, after al.”
"Maybe we can get aride with him. He owes us."

"How dyou figure?'

"We saw him fuck up big time. And we're the Power Rangers of Light or whatever. Helll suck the cream
out of our Twinkiesif weask him."

"I'll settlefor ahot bath.”

"Wereinvited to abanquet in our honor," Shrike said. "All of Berenice, Ubari and the families of the



Second Sphere want to honor us."

Spyder smiled at the man and nodded. "Can we say No?'

"They won't be happy.”

"Tel him we need to get your father,” Spyder said. "Tell him dad's sick and we have to get there fagt.”
"I'm better at trandating than speaking thistongue.”

Shrike stepped forward and smiled at the crowd, with al the dignity she could muster. She spoke dowly,
hesitantly, taking long pauses, groping for words. Spyder and L ulu finished the cigarette between them.
The man in the gas mask came forward and gave them his bag of tobacco, dong with his papers. Spyder
accepted, nodding a sincere thanks.

"Thishero thing doesn't half suck," he said.
"Roll me asmoke, John Wayne."

When Shrike finished, the Ubari dignitary began chattering and gesturing again. His guests nodded
solemnly and looked at Spyder.

"We off the hook?' he asked.

"l think s0," said Shrike. "He's saying that we're true champions appointed by god, god or some kind of
giant bird. That we care so much for humanity that we can't even stop to celebrate a victory when the
war againgt darkness goeson.”

The Ubarian grew quiet. He turned and embraced Spyder and the othersin turn. The dignitariesdl
rushed forward to shake their hands and kisstheir cheeks, as the group made their way back to
Corndlius.

When Bel came forward to shake, Spyder held on to hishand. "Ask thisguy if hell give usalift out of
here," he said to Shrike.

She spoke quietly to the Prince as the other dignitaries clustered around them, praising them in adozen
languages. They're worse than demons, Spyder thought. Demons can't help being creepy.

A moment later Shrike returned. "It's set. We're heading out now."
"Not soon enough for me."

When they'd al climbed on to Cornelius back, Spyder ordered him to rise as quickly as possible. The
dignitaries gave acollective"Oo0," as the man-machine set out around the city wallsto wherethe airships
were berthed.

They waited with the Prince beneath his new scorpion arship as he barked ordersto asmall group of
deck handswaiting on the ground. The hands called up to the ship, then used an eaborate series of
whistles and arms gestures to send orders back and forth. A few minutes later, alarge cargo net was
lowered to the ground. Cornelius stepped into the net and curled hislegs under his body. With ajerk, the
spider and his passengers were hoisted up and onto the Princes airship.

They banked gently and headed out to seq, sailing to Madame Cinders tower fortressin Alexandria, with
adozen airshipstagging dong. The morning sun turned the edges of the arshipsto fire, so that Bel'swas
trailed by aburning swan, aschool of fiery fish, aglowing snake skeleton and a perfect silver sphere that



reflected the sky, seaand al the other ships nearby.

Prince Bel gave them his best rooms. They happily cleaned up and settled in. When they weren't busy
deeping, crew members bought in a constant stream of food and wine. Shrike didn't let on that she could
speak the language, and enjoyed reporting what she heard while eavesdropping.

"It'slike agame of Telephone" she said. "The rumors circulate, getting bigger and bigger with each
telling. Spyder isan archangd or maybethe new Lucifer. | get thefeding that alot of asylumsemptied in
al three Spheres when Hell came down.”

Spyder relaxed on a silk-covered fainting couch, with Shrike curled up next to him.
"That'spretty slly," hesaid. "But it'sniceto be well thought of for achange.”
"Can't argue with that,” Lulu said, blowing smokerings at the ceiling.

Thetrip was cam and dow, which was just what they needed, Spyder thought. He and Shrike sneaked
into the unoccupied roomsin their part of the ship and made love as often asthey could. At other times,
Shrike went up on deck and practiced with her sword, getting used to having her sight back.

By thetime Bel ddliver them to Alexandria, they were growing restless. Shrike had spotted angelsflying
near the ship one night. They couldn't decided if that was agood sign or bad, but decided it wastimeto

get off.

The Prince, who'd kept his distance during the flight, appeared infull royal drag on deck when it wastime
for them to disembark. He said afew words that Shrike nodded at, but didn't even bother to trandate.
With awave of his hand the cargo net lowered Corndiusto the ground, in an open area near
Alexandrias main port. Spyder, Shrike and Lulu were aready on the spider's back.

"It lookslike Brighton," Corndliussaid. "I think..."

What firgt struck Spyder about being back in an Earthly city with cars and humans, pollution and fast
food joints, was how completely unremarkable it felt to be riding on the back of agiant mechanical spider
borrowed from afriend in Hell, moving unseen through streets alongside spirits, angels and mythical
creatures that inhabited the other Spheres. Shrike directed Cornelius to the tangled streets of the Meding,
and they retraced the route Primo had taken them just days before. Seems like a century, Spyder
thought, as Madame Cinder's compound came into view.

Fifty Nine
At the End of the Day, Luck always Fails
"Y ou lose my Gytrash and bring me back this usaless deviant?' rasped Madame Cinders.

"One, we didn't lose him. Hewas our friend and he was killed trying to get that damned book for you,"
Spyder said. "Two, we didn't bring Lulu back for you, lady. Y ou don't deserve her used panty shields,
much lessher. And threg, if you think deviants are useless, we must know redl different deviants.”

"Give memy book."
"Y ou're very fucking welcome."

They'd entered Madame Cinders fortress without bothering to wait for her servantsto open up. Spyder
had Corndiuskick hisway through the front gates. The splintering wood and old iron hinges twisted and



smashed with avery satisfying amount of noise. Ten of Cinders guardsran into the courtyard, but
backed off immediately when they saw Spyder and the others climbing down from Corndlius back. They
grolled straight through Cinders palace and up her tower with Cornelius guarding their rear. No one
gave them any trouble.

It was atight squeeze, getting Cornelius up to the top of Cinders tower. He had to turn his great
mechanical body sideways and crab dowly up the sairs, his head scraping the top of the passage the
wholeway.

"Give memy book," repeated Madame Cinders.

Spyder gestured for Cornelius to come forward and drop the book. Asit hit the floor, the tower shook
asif it had been hit by an earthquake. Cinders guards|ooked around anxioudy as bones, dried herbs
and potions tumbled from the shelves, but Madame Cinders showed no outward reaction. Thiswasn't
surprising, Spyder thought. She looked even worse, less human than when they'd lft her.

"I've heard about your doingsin the underworld. Y ou think you have power now that you've defeated a
few miscreant angdls,”" she said. "But you have no red power."

Madame Cinderswas no longer upright. Her gilded wheelchair had been replaced by akind of
mechanical gurney, on which she lay fully prone. Only her head was upright, propped on a pile of stained
pillows. Spyder was sure sheldd shrunk in size, too. Were her legs missing? The pump system that injected
and drained whatever horrible fluids kept her feeble flesh moving, had doubled in size, and was now
larger than Cinders and the gurney together. Still, trapped in that ruined body, she managed to project
both intelligence and menace. Spyder didn't like looking at her. She stank like an old abattoir. Spyder
patted his pockets, found the last of the tobacco he'd acquired at Berenice and began rolling a cigarette.

"There's no smoking in the presence of Madame," said one of her guards. Spyder ignored him. He licked
the paper lengthwise and rolled the cigarette closer.

Madame Cinders continued, "Any fool can ssumbleinto luck once, twice, ahundred times, but at the end
of the day, luck awaysfails. Then, skill and knowledge are required. Y ou have neither. The Butcher Bird
has some, but not enough to save you both."

"I have plenty of skill. I'm apretty good tattoo artist. And | know how to make a sour apple martini,”
said -Spyder.

"The last time you were here, the Butcher Bird was the one who spoke. Now, puffed up with yoursdlf,
you do dl thetaking. Or are you jabbering because she is planning some action against me?"

"I'm not speaking because | have nothing to say to you, witch,” said Shrike.

Cinderslaughed her awful, gurgling laugh. "But you have you sight, child. And soon you will have your
father. | should think you'd be grateful for thesethings."

"We're not smiling ‘cause you lied to us about the book. It was never yours. Y ou conned usinto stealing
it for you," said Spyder.

"Did I?How wrong of me." Cinders pumps kicked into action, hissng and cranking, filling the tower
room with their noise. A thick green discharge was extracted from Cinders midsection while separate
pink and clear fluids dripped through tubes embedded in her skull.

"Neither your feigned outrage nor your glibness can hide your fear, boy. Y ou forget that your mind isas
clear and open to me as the sky in mid-summer. | know you want to keep me from taking the book, but



you cannot. Y ou know my vengeance would be fearsome. And thereésthe girl'sfather.”
"How ishe?" Shrike asked.

"Well. And quite himself. No longer mad. Y ou saved him," said Madame Cinders. "Now can you save
yourself and your companions?’

Shrike was moving before the old woman had finished speaking, dashing one guard acrossthe
midsection before his sword was drawn, then dicing through another's throat. Crouching, Shrike spun
and dashed through the knees of two guards who rushed her from behind. Asthe men fell, she lunged
and dissmboweled athird. Launching hersdf into the air, she caught the last guard with akick to the
temple as he charged her.

An arrow shot past Shrike's right ear. She whirled around and saw one of the now legless guards
reloading asmall crossbow attached to hisleft gauntlet. Shrike bought her sword down in asharp arc,
dicing off the guard's arm below the elbow, then looped the blade back in a quick figure-eight to neetly
remove his head. When she advanced on the second legless guard, he held his empty, trembling hands
out before him in agesture of terrified submission. Shrike turned and siwvung her blade towards Madame
Cinders, but the old woman was ready. L ater, Spyder thought that Cinders had thrown the guards at
Shrike as a sacrifice, knowing that she'd tear them to pieces, partly as agame and partly asadistraction.

In the fraction of a second it took for Shrike to turn her attention to Cinders, the old woman had
prepared hersdlf. She pressed together the withered claws that were her hands. A screeching filled the
arr, likethe metd whed s of athousand subway trains damming on their brakes a the sametime. Shrike
was lifted from the floor, surrounded by a quivering blue light. She began to tumble, head over feet, faster
and faster. Enough to kill her, Spyder knew.

"Corndiud" Spyder shouted.

The spider clattered forward, its meta legs gouging holesin the stone floor asit shot at Madame Cinders.
Spyder and Lulu climbed onto atable and grabbed hold of Shrike'slegs, using their weight to stop her
tumbling. Cinders didn't notice or didn't care. She moved her |eft hand and pointed it, pam out, at
Cornelius. The spider cameto a shuddering hat and flew back across the room, smashing into the far
wall, exploding into athousand twitching fragments of bone and metal.

"Y ou will not keep mefrom my destiny. No onein thisworld or any other can lock mein this dying body
any longer," Madame Cinderssaid. "The Dominionsand | will rule forever. I'm not greedy. L et them
have the universe. I'll be happy with this one small world."

Cinders reached under thefolds of her hgjib and pulled, bresking athin gold chain that held asmall vid
around her neck. Pushing a button on her gurney, sherolled forward, positioning hersalf next to the great
book.

"I've guarded thisvid for ahundred years," she said. "It'sthelast of my blood. | had it extracted and
preserved when my body succumbed to the curse, after returning from Hell. I've been adaveto these
machines ever snce. No more. With this blood sacrifice, I'm reborn into anew body." Madame Cinders
inclined her head toward Shrike. "Perhaps I'll take hers. If | haven't aready broken it.”

Sheraised her shriveled hand and threw the vid, shattering it on the Dominions book. The thick red fluid
spread acrossthe metd like aliving thing. It smoked where it touched the runes. The blood bubbled, and
the book began to drink it down. Struggling, Madam Cinders turned on to her side, and reached out with
her right hand to touch the book and her boiling offering.



Still clinging to Shrike's legs, Spyder shoved his hand into his pocket. Madame Cinders head lolled
back. Spyder couldnt tell if shewasin pain or ecstasy. Pulling out the kerchief Lucifer had given him,
Spyder took the black, leathery strip that lay insde--athin dice of John the Baptist's heart--and dropped
it into thelittle pool of Madame Cinders blood on the book.

Madame Cinders drew in along, harsh breath. The sound seemed to stretch out for an inhuman length,
darting asahissing in her lungsand risng in intengity until it wasthe growl of arabid wolf. Bails, red and
livid, grew and burst along her right arm and spread across her body. Her white hgjib, now stained with
her blood, began to smoke as her skin gave off an ochre incandescent glow. Whatever force she had
used to hold Shrike in place broke, dropping her, dlong with Spyder and Lulu, to thefloor.

Spyder took Shrike'sfacein hishands. "Areyou dl right? Tak to me." He held her until she opened her
eyes. "You can't get away from methat easy," he said.

"Look," said Lulu. She pointed to Madame Cinders.

The old woman was gone, her gurney and the wheezing pumps that kept her dive were melted to dag on
the tower floor. The blackened shell of the book kicked off staggering waves of heat. The book was
scorched ruins, apile of vaporized steel and shredded paper. The flagstones whereit lay softened to a
gray putty and dowly engulfed both the book and Madame Cinders remains. When it had swallowed
them both, the floor again turned to solid stone.

Spyder and Lulu helped Shrike to her feet. They searched from room to room in the tower until they
found her father--alive, though confused. Taking some of the guards clothes from abarracks room, they
bundled Shrike'sfather down from the tower.

Madame Cinders servantswaited anxioudy in the courtyard asthe four left her tower.
"We need acoach and horse," Shrike told them. The servants didn't need to be told twice.

They rode back through the Medinaand just managed to squeeze the cart into the tunnels that ran from
Alexandriato Alcatraz. Shrike held her degping father in her arms the whole way, speaking to him quietly
as they went. She squeezed Spyder's hand and he could see her fighting back tears.

Reaching the place where the tunnd exited through the old cavalry stables, Lulu asked, "What'sit going
to belike back home, you think?"

"l don't know," said Spyder. "Y ou're covered, but | might have to leave town. There's just some Stuff |
want to get from my placefirg.”

"Gonnabe weird to be back. Gonnabe weird to be back with afull set of eyesand insgdes and skin.”
"Weird can be good.”
"I noticed."

They stepped off the coach, but when Spyder turned to help down Shrike and her father, they were
gone.

Sixty
Wor shipping Crocodiles
"Oh, you poor things," said Mrs. Porter.



When they got back to San Francisco, Spyder and Lulu, broke and shaky, managed to hitch aride with
the Porters, afamily on vacation from Baton Rouge, Louisiana, who'd had their bags stolen off the
luggage carousd at SFO.

The Porters were very sympathetic to the nice Texas couple they found stranded a Fisherman's Wharf,
after Spyder fed them astory about their brand new Toyota hatchback being stolen. After they'd dl piled
into the Porters SUV, with both parents and three kids, Lyle Porter, the husband, launched into a
non-stop monologue al the way to Spyder's warehouse.

"These people they got workin' a the airport, they're not stealing to be evil. Where they're from,
seding'saway of life. Everybody doesit, from the president to the police chief, from the school teachers
to thelocal witch doctor. Every one of 'em'sagoddam thief. Hell, if | wasin their shoes, I'd probably
stedl, too. But thisis America. We don't need to do that kind of shit, pardon my French, here. Y ou work
hard and you get your reward. But, | suppose, when you're raised worshipping crocodiles or some such
nonsense, anything goes. Am I right?*

"Right asrain, Lyle," said Spyder, hoping they got home soon or got hit by asemi.

Lulu crashed with Spyder that first disembodied night back. Redlizing he had no ideawhere hiskeys
were, Spyder had to whedl over adumpster from the car repair place next door, then climb onto the roof
and drop down into the upper loft through a skylight. In the morning, Spyder found his battered old
hardback of Naked Lunch on the bookshdf and pulled out the hundred dollarsin emergency money he
kept hidden in the spine. He and Lulu got on hisold bike, an oil-lesking Kawasaki 1000 Police modd,
and Spyder took her back to her placein the Mission.

For the duration of the ride, Spyder obsessively checked his mirrors and scanned the street, waiting for a
dgren or avigilante to point him out asakiller or achild molester. But it didn't happen. Ashepulled up in
front of Lulu's building, Rubi was coming out. She smiled brightly and kissed both Lulu and Spyder,
giving no indication that she recalled Spyder punching her. Lulu gave ashrug and followed Rubi back
insde, after blowing Spyder akissfrom the steps.

Spinning aquick one-eighty across the median, Spyder cruised over to the Haight. The tattoo studio was
gtill gone, and the vacant lot <till looked like whatever had occupied it had burned. Spyder couldn't
decideif that bit of historical consstency was comforting or not.

Heleft the Kawasaki parked between an art car covered in plush toys having sex with naked Barbies
and aJewsfor Jesus pand truck. He went into the Long Life Cupboard hedlth food store. Immediately,
his scomach was burning and his shoulders were one big knot of tenson. Spyder's fight-or-flight instincts
were locked on high dert for any funny look, wayward gesture or wandering begt cops. No one even
acknowledged him except the cute blonde hippie chick at the register who smiled and asked, "How's it
hanging?' as Spyder paid for his orangejuice. " Sucks about your shop,” she said.

"Thanks"
"Y ou opening another one?'
"We haven't decided yet.”

"Let meknow if you do. | wasthinking about getting a mudra tattooed on my shoulder,” shesaid. "Tell
Lulu Hi, and don't be astranger.”

"You got it," said Spyder. He smiled awkwardly and fled the place. It was all too much. The city. Too
many people. Too much noise. Copper jitters. The angels, demons and strange beasts who'd wandered



in from other Spheres were there, too, but their presence seemed kind of normal. It was the athletic shoe
ads on the buses, the wandering tourists and ultra-hipsters, the panhandling poser kids that were making
it hard for him to bresthe. Spyder downed his OJ, gunned the bike into traffic and drove home. Hed
been socia enough for one day, no need to push our luck and find that one guy who till thinks1'm
Charlie Manson, he thought.

Back at the warehouse, Spyder sorted through a pile of mail on the floor by the front door. There was an
officia looking letter from an insurance company. Inside was a settlement check for the burned studio.
The check displayed a prominent one followed by many more zeroes than Spyder had ever seenona
document relating to him.

Later that night, he met Lulu for adrink at the Bardo Lounge and showed her the check.
"Rubi, give my future ex-husband adrink on me."

"Just make it a Coke, thanks.”

"Youfedin' 9ck?'

"LikeI'm wearing borrowed skin."

"Me, too," Lulu sad. "Still haven't heard anything from Shrike?!

Spyder shook his head. He pulled out afresh pack of American Spirits, cracked the pack and removed
one. Lulu stole one and lit Spyder's smoke with the pink Zippo sheld amost lost by the Bone Sea.

"Not aword," said Spyder.
"We been ditting around too long. We need to work."

"I'm not ready to even think about opening another shop. Maybe we could get acouple of chairsina
shop on the street. Big Bill's or Colored People.”

"Thereyou go."

Rubi came back with their drinks. "Cheers," she said, giving them abig smile. Spyder was dmost used to
Rubi not hating him.

Luluraised her glassin atoast.
"To the Kaiser's moustache.”
"To Lucfer'stal.”

"Better yet."

A demon was on the stool to Spyder'sright, nursing aglass of Jagermeister. Bild, the demon, fat and
shirtless, poured the Jager into amouth that opened in his chest. He looked straight ahead, trying not to
catch Spyder'seye.

Spyder leaned over to him. "What's the difference between a demon and a glass of beer?" Spyder asked.
Bilal shifted his eyestoward Spyder, but refused to turn his head. "What?*

"Beer's fill good without ahead." Spyder put his hand on the demon's shoulder. “"Remember me?*



The demon turned away.

"Taking meset al looks pretty much the sameto me.”

"YoureBild?'

"Maybe"

"Then you should remember me. Or do you curse so many peoplethat we dl blur together?"

"Y ou need to go away now," Bild said. His chest-mouth opened dowly, emitting agrowl and hot breeth
that reeked of wet decay.

"Stop that," said Spyder. He touched the middle finger of hisright hand to Bild's chest. The skin shifted
like sand, sedling the extramouth shut. "What were you -saying?"

The demon heaved its enormous bulk from the barstool, feding for itslost mouth.
"I'll destroy you," it said.

"Y eah, your first one worked out so well. What do you do for an encore? Not swallow my soul ?*
Spyder took asip of his Coke and along drag off his cigarette. It was good to have real smokesagain. "l
was in the book. | am the book. And your demon noise sounds like cricket fartsto me now. | have
Apollyon'sblade. I'm the devil's brother. | killed the Black Clerks. What are you but some back aley
rat-eater who likes to take out his bad moods on people who can't fight back?"

Bild was breathing hard. He was angry, but Spyder could tell that he was even more scared.
"Leavemedone" sadBild.

"All I wanted was to be |eft done, but you tried to eat me. When that didn't work, you cursed me. Made
peoplethink | was Hannibal Lecter."

"That was before.”

"Beforewhat?"

"Before| knew who you were."

"And who'sthat?'

"The Painted Man."

"Don't you forget it. Now, what's the magic word?"

"What word?"'

"What do we say when we've fucked up and we want forgiveness?' asked Spyder.
Bilal hesitated, shook his head. He stared at the floor. "LucretiaMy Reflection” came by on the jukebox.
"I'm sorry,” Bild sad.

Spyder nodded, patted the demon'’s barstool.

"Climb back up in the saddle, big man. Let me buy you another Jager."



"Youre not going to kill me?!

"Hell no," said Spyder. "I understand about bad moods and being stuck someplace maybe you don't
want to be. So, you get to keep your head and | get to not spill demon gutsall over thisnice, clean
shirt.”

Bild gestured to hischest.
"Couldyou?
"Sorry." Spyder touched the demon. The skin of Bild's chest shifted, unsedling his second mouth.

Rudi bought him ashot of Jager and Spyder passed it to the demon. He clinked his Coke againg Bildl's
glassin atoast.

"Tdl methetruth,” said Spyder, leaning in close. "People taste alot like chicken, don't we?!
Sixty One
The Other Sde of the Wind

By the end of the first month, the world dowly began to fed solid under hisfeet, the edges of things
gtable and rdliable, hisskin hisown.

At home, Spyder kept the TV on, but the sound off. He tried to listen to music, but everything sounded
flat and dull. Spyder made a couple of calsand he and Lulu started doing work out of Luscious
Abrasion, abody mod studio near their old place on Haight Street. A small but steady part of Spyder
and Lulu's new clientele were demons, Gytrash and other non-humans.

"Word's spreading about us. Y ou know what this means?' asked Lulu.
"Whet?'
"Demon groupies.”

No one a the studio ever seemed to notice, and their specid clients aways paid in gold so everyone was
happy.

In May, on Orson Wdlles birthday, an old art house thester in the Mission Didtrict had amarathon
screening of hisfilms. Spyder had seen the early stuff dozens of times, so he only camefor late night
flicks, It's All True, Welles doomed Brazilian epic, and The Other Sde of the Wind, adark,
micro-budget film about abitter director, played by John Huston. He knew there weren't enough guns or
titsto get Lulu to Sit through either movie, so Spyder went aone.

It was almost two in the morning when the movies et out. Spyder went to the corner where he'd parked
the Kawasaki and lit acigarette. It was cold and wet. Heavy fog was blowing through the streets like
gparkling ghodts.

"Hey, ponyboy.”

She wasleaning againgt the front door of a check cashing shop. Through the open door, restlessillegas
pretended not to see the down-on-their luck whites who were busy pretending to be somewhere else
entirely.

Spyder sat on the bike, took a drag off the American Spirit.



Hesad, "I havethisscar on my arm. Sometimes at night | touch it just to make sure| didn't imagineit.
It'swhere the Clerks marked me. On the table by my bed, | have thisbig black knife. | close my eyes
and my head isfull of the strangest images. And none of it ssemsred. Like maybe dl thosethings| think
| remember are kind of the opposite of a drunken blackout. A drunken picture show. But when | fall
adeepit'sdl okay because at the end of the pictures, | get the girl. Only | didn't, did 17"

"I'm sorry | ran off. I'm worse at goodbyes than you are," said Shrike.
"How'syour father?'

"Hedied."

"I'mredlly sorry to hear that."

"It'sdl right. | took him home, to the Second Sphere. Heralied briefly. | think he was happy when he
went."

"So, thereés ahappy ending, after dl. I'm glad you both got that.”
"Y ou don't have to be so magnanimous.”
Spyder nodded, took a pull on the cigarette.

"Yeah, | do. Otherwisethewalls start doing that closing in thing and | want adrink and I'm trying redl
hard not to want that."

"Y ou're not drinking? That'sagood thing."

He shrugged. "L eaves more money for cigarettes.”
"I'm so sorry | |eft you like that.”

"You said that already.”

Shrike walked over to him. Her eyes were clear and bright, though alittle dark, asif she hadn't dept in
days. Spyder looked for the white cane that doubled as her sword, but he didn't seeit.

"My father was dying. | knew it the moment | saw him back in Madame Cinders tower. | had to take
him home," Shrikesaid. "And | had to get away from you."

"Did | do something to upset you?"
"Just the opposite. Y ou saved me."

"Bullshit. Y ou're the one with the sword, the one who knows magic and how to move between worlds. |
wasjust faking it, doing card tricks."

"Y ou don't understand. I'm akiller. I'd dedicated my-sdif to destroying life because mine had been stolen
from me. | told the few people who asked that | was sorry | had to do it, but it was dl that | knew. The
truthis, | enjoyed taking life. And doing it for something as chegp as money madeit al the better. |
wanted to burn down the world for what it did to me and my family."

"I know thefeding."

"If things had gone alittle differently years ago, | might have become someone like Madame Cinders. If



you hadn't come along on thisjourney, | would have given her the book. I would have made a deal with
the Dominionsto bloody the wholeworld. | till thought about doing it, right up until the end.”

"What happened?

"You. | used you that first night because | wanted sex, so | gave you drugged wine. | needed someone to
stand next to me at Madame Cinders, so | took you along. | needed someone who knew Hell, so |
dragged you into something that could have killed you athousand times. And | wouldn't have blinked if it
had. Every time you gave me something | needed, | was reedy to cut you loose. | was stringing you aong
because | knew how."

"If you came back al thisway just to call me asucker to my face, mission accomplished.”
Shrike came closer, resting a hand on the bike's throttle, not touching him.

"I kept waiting for you to bolt. | kept waiting for you to catch on and sell me out. Betray me. But you
wouldn't. At first | thought you were playing agame, angling to get the book for yoursdlf. Then, | decided
it was smple self-preservation. Y ou wanted to get out alive and get the magic to restore your precious
ignorance. But you kept not betraying me. Y ou kept..." She hesitated.

"Caring about you?'

"| told mysdlf you were trying to manipulate me, but you gave the book to Madame Cindersto save my
father. Then you destroyed the book, and | knew you'd never tried to deceive me. | would havekilled
anyone to have the power in that book. Y ou aready had it in your hands and you threw it away. | know
you wanted to save your world, but | think partly you did it for me."

"You know | did."

She looked way and frowned. "And | couldn't bear that. | couldn't look you in the eyes after I'd lied and
used you dl down theline. Being with you brought back al these fedings1'd thought I'd burned up years
ago. Then, when | had my father and I knew he was dying, it wastoo much. | had to run away. Can you
forgiveme?'

"Of course”

"No," she sad, holding onto his coat deeve. "Not like that. Don't forgive me like you forgive some Street
urchin who picks your pocket. | need you to save me one moretime. | need to know you can forgive me
from that other part of you that refused to betray me or leave me when you could have."

Spyder tossed his cigarette, and put ahand over hers. "l can. | do. | dwaysdid. | wanted to strangle you
for -pulling that ghost act back in the tunnels, but | knew you must have had agood reason. And | always
knew I'd seeyou again.”

"Redlly?

"No. That was me being Cary Grant. | didn't know what the fuck to think when you took off. | was going
out of my mind and | hated you. But you didn't lift my wallet, which ismorethan | can say for most girls
youmetindleys.”

Shrike smiled and leaned againgt him.

"Maybe we can go to your place and try that first meeting again.”



"On one condition."
"What?"'

"Teach memagic. | dill havedl thisjuiceleft in mefrom faling into the book, but it comes out in strange
ways. | was dreaming of my younger salf back in Berenice the other night, and in the morning my
bedroom wasfull of dl the keysto dl the cars1'd ever solen.”

Shrike put her hands on Spyder's shoulders and stood up.

"I'm glad you asked. I'd love to teach you. When you're ready, there's plenty of work for usto do. I'm
going to take back my kingdom from the bandits who are running it now. After that, well figure out a
way to drive the Dominions back into the oblivion where they belong.”

Spyder ran his hands down Shrike's back, thrilling to the redlity of her warmth, her presence right there
withhim.

"It's cute, how you have no ambition," he said.
"WElIl haveto leavethis Sphereto doiit. You'll come with me?"
"I'd beafool not to."

Shrike climbed on to the back of Spyder's bike, wrapping her arms around him. Spyder kicked over the
motor and gunned the engine. They shot off and the fog closed in behind them, swallowing thetail lights
and even the engine noise. They were gone,



